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Chapter One

Introduction

Where there is much desire to learn, there of 

necessity will be much arguing, much writing, 

many opinions; for opinion in good men is 

but knowledge in the making [. . .]. What some 

lament of, we should rather rejoice at. [. . .] 

Yet these are the men cried out against for 

schismatics and sectaries.

John Milton, 1644

The ‘Russian Question’1 was an absolutely central 
problem for Marxism in the twentieth century. 
It was, as Castoriadis put it, ‘the touchstone of 
theoretical and practical attitudes which lay claim 
to revolution’.2 For that reason, it is all the more 
astonishing that, until this very day, not one scholar 
has tried to portray the historical development of 
Marxist thought about the Soviet Union since 1917 
in a coherent, comprehensive appraisal.3 Quite 
possibly, this lacuna in the literature has less to do with 
the speci� c topic area than with the underdeveloped

1 The terms ‘Russia’ and ‘the Soviet Union’ are here and there used interchangeably 
in this study for stylistic reasons.

2 ‘Introduction’, in Castoriadis 1973, p. 18.
3 Beyerstedt 1987 is a useful attempt for the period 1924–53. However, the author 

mistakenly assumes that in countries like Britain ‘no noteworthy contributions to the 
characterization of the Soviet Union were made’ (p. 21).
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2 • Chapter One

historiography of Marxist theories generally. Anderson concluded years 
ago in his Considerations on Western Marxism that ‘the causes and forms of 
[Marxism’s] successive metamorphoses and transferences remain largely 
unexplored’.4 Likewise, in the history of ideas Marxist theories have not 
received the attention they deserve.5

Nevertheless, not only the primary literature, but also the secondary 
literature about ‘Western Marxism and the Soviet Union’ is quite extensive, 
as can be easily veri� ed from the bibliography at the end of this study. 
Taken as a whole, the relevant contributions fall into four different categories. 
Firstly, studies concerned with the genealogy of one particular theory. Special 
attention is usually devoted to the theory of state capitalism.6 Secondly, studies 
which – often with a polemical purpose – concentrate on the comparison of 
some theories considered important.7 Thirdly, a proportionally large number 
of studies concerned with the theory of one particular Marxist author. Most 
works of this type focus on early critics of Russia or the Soviet Union, such 
as Luxemburg, Pannekoek, or Trotsky. But much has also been written about 
contemporary authors such as Bahro. Fourthly, there are sparse attempts 
to make an objective inventory of diverse theories. The qualitatively best 
example of this genre is Gerd Meyer’s textbook, which seeks to provide an 
overview of ‘the most important models of interpretation for the socialist 
system’; in Meyer’s work, various views are � rst presented by means of 
fragments of texts, then criticised, and � nally included or abandoned in the 
author’s own theory.8

From the many contributions which counterpose different theories, it is 
evident that there has been a strong temptation in the literature to press 
the available material into an a priori schema. David McLellan for example 
is guilty of this approach, when he distinguishes only two main currents in 
‘Marxist critiques of the Soviet Union’ which ‘lean to one side or the other of 
the capitalist/socialist divide’. As a result, a label is inappropriately forced on 

4 Anderson 1976, p. 1.
5 Thus Hansen (1985, p. 143) writes that Marxist theories of capitalist collapse, ‘like 

the broader Marxist perspective of which they are a part, have led a marginal life in 
the history of ideas’.

6 Jerome and Buick 1967; Farl 1973; Olle 1974; Ambrosius 1981. 
7 Bellis 1979; Binns and Haynes 1980.
8 Meyer 1979.
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authors who in truth regarded themselves as being outside the two camps.9 
The same trend appears in the work by René Ahlberg, who distinguishes three 
currents (transitional society, state capitalism and bureaucratic collectivism) 
and is thereby forced to label Hillel Ticktin’s analysis as ‘Trotskyist’.10

In this study, I have tried to avoid such Procrustian methods; and, as 
the amount of material I investigated accumulated, this task also became 
increasingly easier. By giving primacy to the genetic aspect, continuities 
and turning points in traditions could be traced more accurately, with the 
result that the question of classi� cation criteria in part resolved itself quite 
‘naturally’. Gradually, it dawned on me that the division into three types 
of theories, found not only in Ahlberg but also among numerous other 
authors – and which I initially believed to be correct – simplified the 
developments too much; at any rate, it does not enable us to understand the 
developments since World War II very well. Be that as it may, in preparing 
this study I have obviously bene� ted greatly from earlier contributions with 
a similar aim, however variable their quality may be judged to be.

My own inquiry diverges from earlier research. It aims to present the 
development of the Western-Marxist critique of the Soviet Union across a 
rather long period in history (from 1917 to the present) and in a large region 
(Western Europe and North America). Within this demarcation of limits in 
time and space, an effort has been made to ensure completeness, by paying 
attention to all Marxist analyses which in some way signi� cantly deviated 
from or added to the older contributions.11 It is not my primary aim to 
appraise earlier contributions with regard to their utility for my own theory, 
although, as the reconstruction advances, it becomes increasingly clear that 
some approaches withstand the test of criticism better than others.

The concept of ‘Western Marxism’ is used in different ways. It is commonly 
taken to refer to a group of Western authors who applied themselves to the 
study and critique of cultural and ideological developments. This interpretation 
would exclude authors who analysed questions of economics, politics and 
social power.12 Sometimes, however, the accent is placed instead on political 

 9 Bruno Rizzi, for example. See McLellan 1983, pp. 173–6.
10 Ahlberg 1979, p. 87.
11 Publications which repeat older ideas without providing new arguments are not 

discussed, but are often mentioned in the bibliography.
12 See Anderson 1976; Russell Jacoby 1981.
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4 • Chapter One

geography, and ‘Western Marxism’ is then understood as ‘non-Soviet, or 
non-Soviet-like Marxist thought’ in the West.13 This second de� nition is the 
one followed here. It provides the problematic of ‘Western Marxism and the 
Soviet Union’ with its symmetry: my inquiry in this study concerns how 
Marxists who were politically independent of the Soviet Union theoretically 
interpreted developments in the Soviet Union.

But the category ‘non-Soviet, or non-Soviet-like, Marxist thought’ itself 
requires more precise de� nition. In the � rst instance, one might well ask what 
the terms ‘non-Soviet’ and ‘non-Soviet-like’ really refer to. In the context of 
this study, I have de� ned them operationally as (a) not conforming to the 
of� cial Soviet ideology, and (b) not regarding the social structure of the Soviet 
Union either as socialist, or as developing towards socialism. More dif� cult is, 
secondly, the question of what ‘Marxist’ means, in particular because it often 
happened in the past that one author accused another of failing to argue in a 
‘Marxist’ way.14 I have circumvented this whole problem in part by regarding 
all those writers as ‘Marxist’ who considered themselves as such. Still, some 
authors never explicitly claimed to be Marxists. In those cases, I have followed 
the interpretation of Howard Bernstein, who distinguishes � ve ‘core concepts’ 
which in combination imply a Marxist approach to historical questions:

1. Material factors and economic and social forces determine the direction 
and tempo of historical developments.

2. History consists of a speci� c series of successive social formations.
3. The transition from one social formation to another is a dialectical 

process.
4. The transition from one social formation to another involves class 

struggle.
5. Equilibrium and stasis are illusory; change and transformation of the 

essence of reality are the social norm.15

In cases of doubt, I have consistently applied these � ve notions as criteria; in 
one case, I have, on these grounds, included an author among the Marxists 

13 Merquior 1986, p. 1.
14 In this study, I distinguish between ‘Marxian’ thought (which literally corres-

ponds to Marx’s own) and ‘Marxist’ thought which pretends to follow Marx’s gen-
eral approach, although in particular cases it may deviate greatly from Marx’s own 
views. 

15 Bernstein 1981, p. 445.
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who himself regarded his work as a � nal reckoning with Marxism (James 
Burnham).

I discuss only ‘Western-Marxist’ authors from North America and Western 
Europe, and authors from other regions (in particular, Eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union) whose work was published in North America and/or Western 
Europe, or made accessible through translations.16

Essential for this study is a long-term perspective. By following the 
developments of Western-Marxist thought from 1917 to 2005, I aim to identify 
continuities and changes that would remain obscured if a shorter time-frame 
was adopted.

The analysis of Western-Marxist thought about the Soviet Union offered 
here is primarily an analysis of texts. Like all texts, they evolve within many 
different contexts, varying from their relationship to the intentions, the life 
and the other works by the author to the culture and society surrounding 
the author.17 Although a complete examination of ‘the’ context of a text is 
therefore virtually impossible, it remains important for an historical-critical 
assessment to reveal contextual relationships which, at least to some extent 
(in a non-deterministic sense), explain why a given text acquired its speci� c 
content. In the case of a topic such as the political and economic nature of 
the Soviet Union, it is obvious that the most relevant contextual relationships 
are very likely to be political and economic in the � rst instance. In this study 
I have therefore adopted as working hypothesis that three contextual clusters 
strongly in� uenced ‘Western-Marxist’ theorising about the Soviet Union.

a) The general theory of the forms of society (modes of production) and their 

succession. This cluster involves many aspects, but as will become evident 
in what follows, in the debate about the Soviet Union the question of the 
sequence of types of society was especially important. Marxist thought in 
this respect showed three phases since about 1917. (i) Until the beginning 
of the 1930s, different interpretations co-existed; some, including politically 
diverging personalities like Kautsky and Lenin, believed that development 
occurred in a unilinear way – namely, through the sequence slave society�

16 I have made an effort to obtain an overview of the relevant literature in Swedish, 
Norwegian, Danish, German, Dutch, English, French, German, Spanish and Italian. I 
have neither attempted to survey the recent Russian discussions, nor older dissident 
texts which since the 1920s were circulated in the Soviet Union on a small scale, and 
which are now gradually becoming known.

17 Lacapra 1983.
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6 • Chapter One

feudalism�capitalism�socialism; others (the Aziatchiki) identi� ed a second 
possible line of development with the ‘Asiatic mode of production’ as its 
pivot; a few (e.g. Wittfogel) took this idea further and assumed three possible 
historical paths of development. (ii) From the 1930s until the second half of 
the 1950s, unilinear thinking dominated almost completely although, here 
and there, some Marxists continued to maintain the existence of an ‘Asiatic 
mode of production’. (iii) At the end of the 1950s, the disintegration of the 
conception of a uniform sequence of development (unilinearism) began. After 
an initial phase, in which the ‘Asiatic mode of production’ was rediscovered 
and treated by many as a panacea for the analytical dif� culties, a stormy 
period of theoretical development followed which resulted in the ‘discovery’ 
of more and more modes of production, culminating in the questioning of 
the validity of the old theory of modes of production itself. The reason why 
this course of events is so important for the subject of this study is that the 
general theory of the (consecutive) modes of production can be considered 
a priori to have determined how Soviet society as mode of production was 
assigned its place in history. If unilinear thinking was consistently applied, 
then Soviet society could only be feudal, capitalist or socialist. But, if the Soviet 
Union was de� ned as a form of society of a new type, this simultaneously 
meant abandoning unilinearism.

b) The perception of stability and dynamism of Western capitalism. Broadly 
speaking, this perception went through four stages since 1917. (i) In the 
� rst stage, which only ended in the beginning of the 1950s, a pattern of 
perceptions dominated emphasising the decay, decline and disintegration of 
a system ruled by generalised commodity production. The brief economic 
recovery after Word War I was succeeded by a serious crisis, which reached 
its deepest point in 1929. The ‘Great Crash’ that followed was overcome only 
in the second half of the 1930s. But shortly thereafter, World War II broke 
out. The immediate postwar years did not at all suggest that a general and 
long-term recovery was in the making; economic growth remained weak, 
and threatened at the beginning of the 1950s to lapse into a rather serious 
recession in the United States. It is therefore unsurprising to � nd that the 
vitality of capitalism was considered minimal through this whole period.18 In 
the Marxist camp, the period from the October Revolution until about 1952 

18 This applied not only to orthodox Marxists. See Cannadine 1984, pp. 142–3.
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was dominated by thinking in terms of the ‘death agony’ and ‘collapse’ of 
capitalism. A well-known and extreme example was Henryk Grossman, who, 
at the end of the 1920s, devised a formula with which he believed he could 
compute the time of the � nal collapse of capitalism, if numerical values for 
the variables (‘elements’) in his model could be established.19 Very typical 
also was the assessment by Trotsky, who, in his Transitional Programme of 
1938, portrayed the world situation as follows: ‘Mankind’s productive forces 
stagnate. Already new inventions and improvements fail to raise the level of 
material wealth. [. . .]. The bourgeoisie itself sees no way out.’20

(ii) The second stage began at the start of the 1950s, and lasted approximately 
until the end of the 1960s. This period of historically unprecedented economic 
growth, growing prosperity and low unemployment in the developed 
capitalist countries caused the consensus to change somewhat. Apart from 
Marxists who, despite appearances to the contrary, continued to adhere to the 
previous conception of the epoch, more and more new theoreticians emerged 
who increasingly doubted the validity of the old classical crisis theory.21 In 
a much commented-on empirical study of the rate of pro� t, Gillman, for 
example, postulated in 1957 that: ‘whereas for the years before about World 
War I the historical statistics seem fully to support these theories of Marx, 
after that war the series studied appear generally to behave in contradiction 
to the Marxist expectations’.22 A few years later, Baran and Sweezy took this 
argument further, concluding that, in monopoly capitalism, ‘the surplus tends 
to rise both absolutely and relatively as the system develops’.23

(iii) During the third phase from the end of the 1960s, there was again a 
widespread belief that capitalism is inextricably bound up with economic 

19 Grossmann 1929, pp. 198–225.
20 Trotsky 1938c, p. 1; English translation, p. 111.
21 ‘Most striking, perhaps, were the intellectual reversals by two men who in the 

1930s had been immensely in� uential in persuading the thinking public of the inevi-
table collapse of capitalism and the necessity of socialism. One was John Strachey, 
whose book The Coming Struggle for Power (1933) became a best-seller in the Depres-
sion, and Lewis Corey, whose Decline of American Capitalism (1932) argued that an 
irreversible crisis had set in because of the falling rate of pro� t. Twenty years later, 
both men had become proponents of the mixed economy and of economic planning, 
but, as Corey put it, “without statism”.’ – Bell 1988, pp. 137–8. 

22 Gillman 1957, p. vii.
23 Baran and Sweezy 1966, p. 72. By ‘surplus’ Baran and Sweezy understood not 

surplus-value in the Marxian sense, but ‘the difference between what a society pro-
duces and the costs of producing it’ (p. 9).
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crises. (iv) Although this belief has not disappeared since then, many 
concluded during the 1990s that capitalism would continue to dominate the 
world for some time to come.

c) The way in which the stability and dynamism of Soviet society was perceived. 
This cluster can also be divided into four phases. Because each phase is 
discussed in detail in the course of this study, I will limit myself here to given 
only a brief indication. (i) The � rst period lasted until the beginning of the 
1930s; society in these years seemed rather chaotic and badly organised. (ii) 
The second period runs to 1956, the year of Khruschev’s revelations at the 
Twentieth Congress of the CPSU; in this phase, Stalinism seemed to have 
consolidated its power, and Soviet society seemed to be transformed into a 
‘planned’ totality. (iii) The third phase starting in the 1950s, showed social 
ruptures, gradually more and more clear political and economic problems of 
regulation, as well as attempts at reform which constantly failed in important 
ways. (iv) The last phase, since the mid-1980s, clari� ed that a very deep crisis 
was occurring, which culminated in a total collapse. Most probably, each of 
these phases in� uenced Marxist theorising, as I will try to substantiate in the 
course of this study.

These three contextual clusters taken together in� uenced the authors who 
produced Marxist theoretical texts about the nature of Soviet society. It is 
important to note here, however, that these authors generally did not operate 
in isolation, but were part of a broader community of Western Marxists who 
thought about these kinds of political problems.24

24 The question then suggests itself as to whether it would be pertinent to apply 
Kuhn’s model of a ‘paradigm’ in this study. In brief, I do not think so. The concept 
of a ‘paradigm’ has been used to denote all kinds of aspects of theory-formation. But 
this wide application of the concept meant that it ceased to refer to anything in par-
ticular. The confusion surrounding the term can be partly blamed on Kuhn himself, 
who, in his The Structure of Scienti� c Revolutions (1962), used the concept in no less 
than twenty-one different meanings (Masterman 1977, pp. 61–5). Acknowledging the 
problems created by this vagueness, Kuhn later tried to provide a more adequate 
de� nition. In a 1969 postscript to the new edition of his book, he wrote: ‘A paradigm 
is what members of a scienti� c community share, and, conversely, a scienti� c com-
munity consists of men who share a paradigm.’ (‘Postscript’ [1969], in Kuhn 1970, 
p. 176.) A paradigm is de� ned here as a scienti� c practice, in which, according to the 
description given in the original work ‘law, theory, application, and instrumentation 
together’ form a strict cohesive totality (Kuhn 1970, p. 10). In Kuhn’s 1969 postscript, 
the ‘scienti� c community’ itself is de� ned as: ‘the members of a scienti� c community 
see themselves and are seen by others as the men uniquely responsible for the pursuit 
of a set of shared goals, including the training of their successors. Within such groups 
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The further architecture of this study is as follows: Chapters 2 to 7 provide 
the substance of the text, reconstructing the Western-Marxist debate about the 
Soviet Union. Chapter 8 draws out the main lines in this reconstruction, and 
an appendix provides an initial meta-theoretical model of the developments 
described. The study is completed with a bibliography, as complete as 
possible, of Western-Marxist theoretical writings about the nature of the 
Soviet Union published since 1917.

Finally, a few technical comments. As I am quite aware that there exist 
no universally accepted rules for the analysis of texts – beyond the need to 
represent the writings studied as accurately as possible – I tried with each 
author to � nd an answer to a small number of questions essential for the 
subject of my inquiry, namely: (i) what is the place given to the Soviet Union 
in the pattern of the successive modes of production; (ii) are essential class 
antagonisms seen to exist in Soviet society, and if so, which; (iii) what did 
the author believe to be the dynamic (the ‘motor’) of Soviet society?25 In some 
cases, I was unable to identify any explicit answer to all these questions by 
a given author. In reconstructing the different interpretations, I have not 
hesitated to quote succinct passages, in order to provide the reader with a 
direct impression of the style of discourse being examined.

Authors who permanently used a pseudonym (Laurat, Trotsky, Dunayevskaya, 
Cliff) are indicated with that pseudonym. Quotations from texts originally 

communication is relatively full and professional judgement relatively autonomous.’ 
(Ibid., p. 177) Although these descriptions still cannot be considered totally free from 
ambiguity, they do at least clarify that the concept of a paradigm is best avoided here. 
Firstly, the critiques of the Soviet Union I discuss were in no way comparable to the 
theories in natural science that Kuhn had in mind, even just because these critiques 
did not enable a logical transition to empirical research; if anything, a signi� cant gap 
existed between critical theorising and empirical research. Moreover, Kuhn’s ‘scien-
ti� c community’ did not exist in the case of Western Marxism; involved was neither 
an academic community, nor a community in the sense of mutually shared aims and 
criteria. Instead, mainly political activists were involved, more or less organised in 
small political groups or belonging to a circle around a journal, who quarrelled with 
each other about many issues, and, in some cases, did not communicate with each 
other at all. So, using the concept of a ‘paradigm’ would be misleading in this study, 
rather than helping the inquiry. Instead, I have preferred to use concepts like (politi-
cal) theory, discourse and argumentation. In my opinion, these concepts create fewer 
misleading associations than the notion of a paradigm.

25 Given that Marxism is � rst and foremost a political theory, a number of authors 
referred to here not only analysed the Soviet Union, but also formulated ideas about 
the socialist strategy to be followed. In representing the various standpoints, I have 
nevertheless focused on the analysis made, and not the strategic proposals. 
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published in French, German, Italian, Norwegian and Dutch have been 
translated into English, with a reference to the original text. Where it seemed 
pertinent, published English translations have been substituted. In cases of 
linguistic dif� culty or where the original text of an author was not available, 
I have cited from a translation and indicated as much in the notes.
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Chapter Two

From the October Revolution to the Stalin Era 
(1917–29)

The years 1917–29 marked an era in which the 
social situation in the Soviet Union was uncertain 
and unstable in every respect. Initially, the new 
régime expected to be freed rapidly from its political 
isolation by a revolution in Western Europe. But 
this revolution failed to occur. Threats of foreign 
intervention were a constant factor. When the chaotic 
years of ‘war communism’ had passed, the period of 
the New Economic Policy followed, with its intense 
con� ict between the state and market sectors. There 
was no ‘planned development’ at that time.

If the Soviet Union differed from Western capitalist 
countries, the difference seemed to consist especially 
in a proportionally large state sector in the economy, 
and in the fact that the new leaders of the state 
apparatus had conquered power through an uprising 
of workers and peasants, appealing to Marxism 
(and later Leninism). Social organisational forms 
which, in the 1930s, were to give the Soviet Union 
a new appearance (collectivised farming, � ve year 
plans) were at that stage still unknown, and could 
not be foreseen by anyone. The very idea of another 
type of society that would be neither capitalist nor 
socialist therefore also did not emerge. Thus, the 
Marxist debate remained locked in the unilinear 
schema: oppositionist critiques of developments
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in the Soviet Union focused mainly on whether the October Revolution 
had been either bourgeois or socialist, or whether a potentially proletarian 
revolution was degenerating into a bourgeois one, due to various possible 
factors (such as the absence of a West-European revolution, and political 
mistakes by the Bolshevik leaders). The idea that the unilinear schema itself 
might in reality be inapplicable, was not admitted as a possibility in this 
discussion; but that idea itself could hardly have been conceived of, given 
the reality of social relations in the Soviet Union at that time.

2.i. Kautsky and the Bolsheviks: three controversies

From 1918, Karl Kautsky carried on a persistent ‘ideological crusade against 
bolshevism’, as Salvadori put it.1 In an impressive series of pamphlets, several 
books and numerous articles published in among others Der Kampf and Die 

Gesellschaft, he showed increasing concern about the issue. Some attention 
had already been devoted to these writings by Kautsky in the existing 
literature.2 I will concentrate here on the aspect essential in the context of my 
inquiry, which, in a way, expresses the ‘special charm’ of the old Kautsky: 
the consistent application of the unilinear schema to all social change.

Kautsky’s reasoning was, precisely because of its strongly schematic 
character, very predictable:

a) Socialism can only be established in a highly developed capitalist 
society.

b) Russia in 1917 was not a highly developed capitalist society.
c) Ergo, the Bolshevik attempt to force the establishment of socialism 

through a coup d’état promulgated as a ‘revolution’ could only result in 
an historically impossible bastardised formation.3

1 Karl Kautsky (1854–1938) was for a long time regarded as the ‘pope’ of international 
Social Democracy. He was in 1883 the founder, and until 1917 the chief editor of Die 
Neue Zeit, the journal which functioned as the theoretical organ of the German Social 
Democracy. When the SPD split in 1917, Kautsky joined the left wing (the Independent 
Social-Democratic Party of Germany, the USPD) and in 1922 he followed a part of the 
USPD which reuni� ed with the right wing. See for biographical information among 
others Gilcher-Holtey 1987; Panaccione 1987.

2 The most in-depth discussion is Salvadori 1978, pp. 218–25, 251–312. Less extensive 
are Waldschmidt 1966, pp. 81–99, 101–24, and Steenson 1978, pp. 201–11, 229–31.

3 Summarising, Salvadori refers, to a ‘régime “monstrum”: it was ideologically 
managed by a radical socialist party, but it was socially impossible to establish 
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d) This bastardised formation would necessarily be unstable, and would, 
after a short time, disintegrate.4

Kautsky’s linear reasoning was elaborated especially in his polemical 
confrontations with Bolshevik authors. I will brie� y discuss three of these 
debates: successively, those with Lenin, with Trotsky and with Bukharin. 
The last-mentioned polemical exchange has hitherto been almost unnoticed 
in the historical literature.

Kautsky versus Lenin

Contrary to accusations by the Bolsheviks – namely that Kautsky had 
discarded his revolutionary past, and had become a ‘renegade’ – his analyses 
after 1917 were actually remarkably consistent with those he made before 1917. 
Obviously, his ideas did evolve to some extent, but there was no evidence 
of any genuine new departure in his thinking:

It is of course indisputable [. . .] that Kautsky’s positions did gradually shift 

in a moderate direction. But it is also undeniable that this shift occurred 

within a framework of a general conception of socialism, democracy, and the 

state which was, from the very outset (taking the Erfurt Programme as its 

fundamental starting point) of such a character as to be irreconcilable with 

1917. Kautsky could be accused of immobility, but not of having abandoned 

the fundamental lines of his conception of the revolutionary process, the 

dictatorship of the proletariat, and the socialist state.5

relationships of production in the socialist sense, and it was organized politically as 
an absolutist-despotic system.’ Salvadori 1973, p. 77.

4 Again and again, Kautsky, who once confessed he felt himself to be a lone Marxist 
Cassandra, predicted the rapid collapse of the Bolshevik system. Some quotations by 
way of illustration: ‘We have to reckon with the collapse of the communist dictatorship 
in the foreseeable future. Just exactly when, we don’t know. It could happen sooner 
or take longer than anticipated. But one thing is clear: since Bolshevism has gone 
over its limits and � nds itself on the rise, the tempo of its demise must naturally 
also accelerate’, Kautsky 1921, p. 77. ‘[. . .] [T]he Bolshevik regime [. . .] is a giant with 
clay feet, which cannot survive a serious crisis, yet is also unable to regenerate itself. 
The � rst major crisis that it experiences must lead it to catastrophe.’ Kautsky 1925a, 
p. 380. ‘Bolshevism is heading towards its end. [. . .] Neither white-guard Bonapartism 
nor legitimism will replace Soviet rule. Elections will however lead to chaos for the 
state, as soon as the red sovereigns of the Kremlin lose the power to hold the state 
together and lead it.’ Kautsky 1930, p. 258.

5 Salvadori 1978, p. 253.
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Even prior to 1905, Kautsky had postulated the necessity for a bourgeois 
and, broadly speaking, democratising revolution in Russia, and, in 1917 
and afterwards, he had maintained this viewpoint with rigid consistency. 
Initially, in April 1917, when the political outcome was still uncertain, 
he had emphasised that the Russian peasantry was the ‘wild card’ in the 
whole process, ‘variable X, the unknown magnitude, for which we cannot 
yet allocate a de� nite number’. Although the revolution could therefore still 
yield many surprises, Kautsky did not doubt that it was in essence a process 
of democratisation, and that, from its completion,

the essential rights and freedoms of democracy, and therewith the most 

secure basis for the proletarian mass movement and mass organisations, as 

well as the proletarian rising to the conquest of political power in Eastern 

Europe, would be at least as solidly grounded as in the West.6

Nearly � ve months later, he repeated this belief in a different context: the 
Russian revolution would be primarily political in nature; it would open 
a new phase of democratic rights and freedoms, which would enable the 
proletariat to develop, to organise, and thus become ‘ripe for the conquest 
of political power’.7

The seizure of power of the Bolsheviks as well as the measures that followed 
it (such as the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly) consequently shocked 
him greatly. The Bolsheviks had, Kautsky believed, made a gigantic error. In 
his pamphlet titled The Dictatorship of the Proletariat, he wrote:

The Bolshevik revolution was based on the assumption, that it would 

be the point of departure for a general European revolution; that the 

daring initiative of Russia would rouse proletarians throughout Europe to 

rise up.8

But that idea was incorrect, he argued, specifically because it was not 
‘Marxist’:

There is an old Marxist axiom, that revolutions cannot be made, that they 

emerge from the social relations. The West European relations, however, 

6 Kautsky 1917a, p. 20. 
7 Kautsky 1917b, p. 507.
8 Kautsky 1918, p. 28. 
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are so different from those in Russia, that a revolution there does not of 

necessity have to cause a revolution here. When in 1848 the revolution 

broke out in France, it did spread to parts of Eastern Europe. But it stopped 

at the Russian border. And conversely, when in 1905 the revolution was 

unchained [in Russia], it caused some strong movements for voting rights 

in the West, but nothing resembling a revolution.9

The Bolsheviks had therefore extended the frontlines too far. And, when 
their hope for a revolution in the West of Europe proved in vain, they were 
saddled with impossible tasks. The consequence was that they were forced to 
replace democracy with dictatorship – a dictatorship which had nothing to do 
anymore with the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ postulated by Marx. In order 
to substantiate his viewpoint, Kautsky distinguished between dictatorship as a 

situation, and dictatorship as a form of government. The � rst-mentioned variant 
referred to the dictatorship of the proletariat proper. The second variant, 
which was synonymous with the ‘disenfranchisement of the opposition’ 
meant something completely different. For Kautsky, the dictatorship of the 
proletariat was equivalent to a parliamentary democracy with a proletarian 
majority.10 That Marx took the same view was proved, according to Kautsky, 
by Marx’s stated opinion that in England and America a transition to socialism 
might well occur peacefully and democratically.11

 9 Kautsky 1918, pp. 28–9.
10 Marx used the term ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ in different ways. Kautsky 

however justi� ably appeals to Marx, insofar as Marx did not envisage a one-party 
system. Mautner explains that ‘Insofar as Marx refers to a dictatorship of the national 
assembly, he does not mean a left dictatorship which is exercised by its participants 
through abrogation of the rights of all, but much more the exclusive rule of a group 
(national assembly) in its own interests, of a class (bourgeoisie, proletariat) comprising 
the great majority of the population (“the people” or real majority).’ Mautner 1926, pp. 
281–2. In this context, it is also important to note that the concept of ‘dictatorship’ in 
the nineteenth century also meant more an energetic government than a despotism, 
and thus had a less pejorative connotation than it has today. See Draper 1962.

11 Kautsky’s reference was to the following Marx quote: ‘You know that the 
institutions, mores, and traditions of different countries must be taken into 
consideration, and we do not deny that there are countries – such as America, England, 
and if I were more familiar with your institutions, I would perhaps also add Holland – 
where the workers can attain their goal by peaceful means. This being the case, we 
must also recognize the fact that in most countries on the Continent the lever of our 
revolution must be force; it is force to which we must some day appeal in order to 
erect the rule of labor.’ Marx 1872, p. 160. Marx’s speech was reported in the Brussels 
newspaper La Liberté, and in the Amsterdam newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad. 
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In his pamphlet The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade Kautsky, Lenin 
replied angrily to the various arguments by Kautsky. Countering the 
accusation that the Bolsheviks had politically gone too far, Lenin argued that 
there had been no other possibility, given the existing social relations:

Yes, our revolution is a bourgeois revolution, as long as we march with the 

peasantry as a whole. This has been as clear as clear can be to us, we have 

said it hundreds and thousands of times since 1905, and we have never 

attempted to skip this necessary stage of the historical process or abolish 

it by decrees. [. . .] But beginning with April 1917, long before the October 

Revolution, that is, long before we assumed power, we publicly declared 

and explained to the people: the revolution cannot now stop at this stage, 

for the country has marched forward, capitalism has advanced, ruin has 

reached unprecedented dimensions, which (whether one likes it or not) will 

demand steps forward, to socialism. For there is no other way of advancing, 

of saving the country which is exhausted by war, and of alleviating the 

sufferings of the toilers and exploited.12

Countering the accusation that the Russian post-revolutionary society 
was undemocratic, Lenin contended that, to the contrary, there was an 
unprecedented expansion and development of democracy. This was proved, 
he said, by the fact that foreign policy was being conducted in public, and 
also by the structure of the state, which involved the working masses directly 
in decision-making.13 In this context, Lenin � nally considered that references 
to Marx’s statement about America and England were ahistorical, and falsely 
reduced the founder of scienti� c socialism to a ‘common liberal’. The situation 
in both countries in the 1870s could, after all, hardly be equated with the 
situation that existed at the end of the World War I:

pre-monopoly capitalism – which actually reached its zenith in the 1870s – 

was by virtue of its fundamental economic traits, which found most typical 

expression in Britain and in America, distinguished by a – relatively 

speaking – maximum fondness for peace and freedom. Imperialism, on 

the other hand, i.e., monopoly capitalism, which finally matured only 

in the twentieth century, is, by virtue of its fundamental economic traits, 

12 Lenin 1974, p. 299. 
13 Lenin 1974, pp. 246ff.
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distinguished by a minimum fondness for peace and freedom, and by a 

maximum and universal development of militarism.14

In general, Lenin took Kautsky’s critique of the Bolsheviks to be proof that the 
erstwhile leader of international Marxism had betrayed the socialist cause, and 
was now hardly distinguishable from ‘a common liberal bureaucrat’.15 With 
this damning conclusion, the polemics between Kautsky and the Bolsheviks 
were, however, by no means over yet. In the second round, more arguments 
were raised.

Kautsky versus Trotsky

In his pamphlet Terrorism and Communism (1919), Kautsky developed his 
case further. Referring to the French Revolution and the Paris Commune, he 
claimed that the Russian proletariat strove for goals which were objectively not 
(yet) possible. Characteristic of each proletariat was, he argued, that it sought 
impulsively to be freed as quickly as possible from its predicament, and thus 
longed for nothing short of the immediate overthrow of capitalism:

The masses instinctively do not seek out a doctrine which points them on 

the road to development, but rather one which provides any formula or 

a plan, the implementation of which, whatever the circumstances may be, 

brings an end to their suffering.16

A socialist party guided by the true Marxist spirit would therefore have to try 
to prevent such a development, even if it thereby risked the danger of losing 
its leadership of the masses. If the proletariat seized power at a moment that 
was ‘too early’ in an historical sense, then the resulting problems would be 
immense. After all, the expropriation of capitalists was a simple question 
of power, and therefore not particularly dif� cult. But the organisation of 
production after expropriation – that would be an almost impossible task, 
for a relatively inexperienced and uneducated proletariat:

The capitalist enterprise is a complex organization, which � nds its head 

in the capitalist himself, or in his representatives. If one wants to abolish 

14 Lenin 1974, p. 239.
15 Lenin 1974, p. 317.
16 Kautsky 1919, p. 12.
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capitalism, a form of organization must be created, which could function 

as well, if not better, without that capitalist head. This is not such a 

simple matter, as in the case of Philip IV or of Stenka Razin in the past; 

because it demands a certain set of conditions of a material as well as of a 

psychological kind, a high development of capitalist organization, not only 

of production but also of output and supply of raw materials. Moreover, 

it also demands a proletariat conscious of its obligations, not only towards 

its own neighbours and comrades, but also towards society as a whole – a 

proletariat, moreover, which has become accustomed to voluntary discipline 

and self-administration through long years of mass organization; and which, 

� nally, is intelligent enough to distinguish the possible from the impossible, 

and the scienti� cally educated leader with the character of an unscrupulous, 

ignorant demagogue.17

Since the Russian proletariat was not yet ready for this gigantic task, a descent 
into chaos was the necessary result. To substantiate this thesis further, Kautsky – 
referring to a comment by Trotsky that the Russian working class could, 
despite lack of experience, nevertheless ‘in time learn and arrange everything’ – 
offered the following analogy:

But would Trotsky dare to get on a locomotive and set it going, convinced 

that he would, during the journey, ‘learn and arrange everything’? No 

doubt he would be quite capable of doing this, but would he have the 

necessary time? Would not the train be very likely soon to be derailed, or 

explode? One must have acquired something of the skills necessary to drive 

an engine, before one tries to set it going. In the same way, the proletariat 

must have acquired those qualities, which are indispensable for organisation 

of production, if it wishes to undertake this task.18

To save industry, a new class of public servants, a new ‘managerial class 
[Herrenklasse]’ would have to be recruited, which would then assume the 
reigns of power. Thus there would emerge ‘the most oppressive of all 
despotisms, which Russia ever had’.19 With the old capitalism destroyed, a 
new capitalism would gradually emerge, which – because the time was not yet 
ripe for socialism – would be even worse for the proletariat than the old one. 

17 Kautsky 1919, p. 112.
18 Kautsky 1919, p. 117.
19 Kautsky 1919, pp. 134–5.
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Because this new capitalism would not be a highly developed industrial one; 
instead, it would be characterised by despicable horse-trading and monetary 
speculation. In that event, ‘Industrial capitalism has been transformed from 
a private to a state capitalism’.20

These passages make it clear that Kautsky did not really know how he 
should de� ne the new ‘bastard formation’. The bureaucracy was a new ruling 
class, there was state capitalism, but whether the bureaucracy was actually 
a capitalist class, remained unclear. But, whatever the case, he was certain 
that the Bolshevik experiment was necessarily doomed to failure. Either 
the Bolsheviks restored democracy on their own initiative (which Kautsky 
thought an unlikely prospect), or else there would be a counter-revolution: 
‘It would not have to be a 9th Thermidor, but I feel that it will not be far 
from that’.21

In his pamphlet Terrorism and Communism (1920), Trotsky sought to parry 
Kautsky’s attack. Speci� cally, Trotsky rejected any idea that that the Bolsheviks 
had seized power too early. He offered three main points. Firstly, he claimed 
that one could not blame Bolshevik policy for the collapse of Russian industry, 
because the real cause was the Civil War, the blockades against the country, 
etc.22 Secondly, he argued against the idea that the proletariat had to have 
learnt the skills for socialist economic management already before the socialist 
revolution. And, thirdly, he noted that the Bolsheviks had no other option 
than to seize power. The last two arguments Trotsky combined in a rebuttal 
of Kautsky’s locomotive analogy, which he considered too simplistic:

With in� nitely more foundation one could say ‘Will Kautsky dare to mount 

a horse before he has learned to sit � rmly in the saddle, and to guide the 

animal in all its steps?’ We have foundations for believing that Kautsky 

would not make up his mind to such a dangerous, purely Bolshevik 

experiment. On the other hand, we fear that, through not risking to mount 

the horse, Kautsky would have considerable difficulty in learning the 

secrets of riding on horse-back. For the fundamental Bolshevik prejudice 

is precisely this: that one learns to ride on horse-back, only when sitting 

on the horse.23

20 Kautsky 1919, p. 134.
21 Kautsky 1919, p. 146.
22 Trotsky 1920, p. 105. 
23 Trotsky 1920, p. 82; English edition, p. 101.
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Moreover, the Russian working class had to mount this horse, if it did not 
want to be thrown off the historical stage for a whole epoch. And, once it 
had seized power, and had taken up the reins, all the rest followed of its 
own accord. The disorganisation of production by the bourgeoisie had to 
be fought through socialisation, regardless of whether socialisation at that 
moment was advantageous or not: ‘Having mounted the saddle, the rider is 
obliged to guide the horse – on the peril of breaking his neck.’24

Kautsky’s reply was not slow in coming. In From Democracy to State Slavery 
(1921), he retorted that, although he was not a Bolshevik, he had nevertheless 
learnt to ride a horse:

It is true I did not learn to ride a horse before I mounted one, but the horse 

had learnt to carry a rider before I mounted it. And I did not ride alone, but 

with friends, who had learnt to ride, and gave me advice and directions. 

In the end, however, the challenge became easier because I exercized my 

body with gymnastics beforehand.25

The equine controversy between Kautsky and Trotsky showed with the 
greatest possible clarity the difference in interpretations: while Trotsky claimed 
that the Bolsheviks were forced by circumstances to mount the horse � rst, and 
then to master riding it, Kautsky argued that an inexperienced rider would 
in all probability be thrown off the horse. The possibility that both positions 
could have some validity, and that they could quite conceivably express an 
essential tragedy of the October Revolution, was, however, not envisaged by 
either of the polemicists.

Kautsky versus Bukharin

In the course of the following years, Kautsky’s critiques of the Bolshevik 
régime became increasingly aggressive in tone. In 1925, he published his 
pamphlet The International and Soviet Russia, in which he pronounced the 
Soviet régime the most dangerous enemy of the international working class. 
The Soviet government, he wrote,

24 Trotsky 1920, p. 83; English edition, p. 102.
25 Kautsky 1921, p. 12.
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is the strongest direct obstacle [of the proletariat’s] ascendancy in the 

world – worse even than the infamous Horthy régime in Hungary or 

Mussolini’s in Italy, the latter which however do not make every oppositional 

movement so totally impossible as the Soviet Union does.26

The Bolsheviks, Kautsky contended,

are today in the position, where they live from the domination and 

exploitation of the proletariat. But they do not desire to act in this position 

as a capitalist class. Therefore they stand today above the proletariat and 

capital, in order to use them as a tool.27

Nikolai Bukharin answered Kautsky in a pamphlet that was nearly three times 
as long as his opponent’s: Karl Kautsky and Soviet Russia.28 His response is 
very important in the context of this study, because Bukharin pursued some 
of the consequences of the unilinear schema to their logical conclusion, and 
thus – although this was not his explicit intention – made a contribution 
to exploring the limits of unilinear thinking about the topic. He tried, as it 
were, to stand in Kautsky’s shoes, be it only for the purpose of revealing the 
contradictions in the latter’s argument.

On the one hand, Kautsky had, in numerous publications, denied that the 
October Revolution was a genuine proletarian revolution; on the other hand, 
he had admitted that, since 1917, important changes had occurred, such as 
the abolition of large-scale landownership. Bukharin then asked himself what 
the conclusion had to be, if these two claims were put together. If the Soviet 
state represented neither the rule of the big landowners, nor the rule of the 
working class, what then could be the real class basis of Bolshevik power? 
Although Kautsky had failed to answer this question explicitly, Bukharin 
hypothesised what the logical solution of the problem would have to be in 
that case. The most obvious possibility was that the Bolsheviks constituted 
a new bourgeoisie:

26 Kautsky 1925b, p. 11.
27 Kautsky 1925b, p. 25.
28 Bucharin 1925. This pamphlet appears to have escaped the notice of Bukharin’s 

biographer Stephen F. Cohen, see Cohen 1975. A.G. Löwy does mention the pamphlet; 
he does not however regard it primarily as a polemic with Kautsky, but argues that 
Bukharin intervened in the discussion with Kautsky in order to carry on a debate 
with someone else, namely Stalin. See Löwy 1969, pp. 259–61.
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like some American millionaires, who ascended from the depths of the 

working class. But they got there, thanks to their personal enrichment; here, 

however, everything is the other way round: self-enrichment is the result 

of the conquest of political power.29

But such a view, Bukharin argued, led to ‘most peculiar conclusions’. Because 
it was, after all, the ‘NEP-men’ who most closely resembled the American-type 
bourgeois – yet it was precisely they who had been divested of their political 
rights by the Bolsheviks. If the Bolsheviks were bourgeois, then this would 
be completely inexplicable. The Bolsheviks therefore could not justi� ably be 
called a capitalist class. This view of things also cohered better with Kautsky’s 
allegation that the Bolsheviks were a new ruling class which stood ‘above’ 
labour and capital. The question however remained, what did the theory of a 
‘new ruling class’ logically entail? What kind of class would it have to be? A 
large proportion of the party members were themselves workers and peasants. 
It was therefore impossible for them to be ‘the exploiters’. Only a small group 
of functionaries were candidates for membership of a ‘new class’. But to what 
extent could these really be said to constitute a ruling class at all?

A ruling class is always characterised by the fact that it possesses a monopoly 

over the means of production, or at least of the most important means of 

production within a de� nite class order. If any kind of group of people is that 

class, then this would mean, that this group owns the ‘nationalised’ means 

of production as property. In other words, from Kautsky’s view it follows, 

that e.g. the members of the Politburo, among others myself – wretched soul 

that I am! – are owners and exploiters of the total of large-scale industry, 

i.e. a � nancial-capitalist oligarchy, which appropriates its pro� ts, in short, 

new ‘millionaires’.30

This whole idea seemed absurd to Bukharin – indeed a ‘hoary lie’. If, on 
the other hand, the Bolsheviks were therefore not a new ruling class, and if 
Kautsky’s use of the concept of ‘class’ was only therefore only metaphorical, 
then what did this imply?

If the Bolsheviks are not a class, then this means that they represent the 

interests of some class. This class is not the big landowners (they are, as 

29 Bucharin 1925, p. 28.
30 Bucharin 1925, pp. 34–5.
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Kautsky himself admits, expropriated). This class is also not the capitalist 

class (this too, is admitted by Kautsky). This class is not the peasantry, nor 

the intelligentsia (the latter which in any case cannot be called a class in its 

own right). So what remains? The proletariat.31

Through this reduction of Kautsky’s argument to absurdity, Bukharin 
considered he had provided definite proof, ex negativo, that the Soviet-
bureaucracy was proletarian in nature. But his reasoning nevertheless 
contained two hidden assumptions, namely:

a) That, if the Bolsheviks constituted a new ruling class, then they necessarily 
had to be a bourgeoisie, or more accurately a ‘� nancial-capitalist oligarchy’, 
and not any other class, i.e. he assumed that either capitalism or a workers’ 
state existed, and that there were no other possibilities.

b) That, if the Bolsheviks did not constitute a ruling class, they were a group 
which necessarily represented the interests of a particular class.

These two hidden assumptions would be contested at length in the later 
Marxist debates about the Soviet Union; even so, Bukharin’s theoretical 
achievement was that he had already thought through the implications of 
the argument to a great extent.

2.ii. Levi, Luxemburg and the Bolsheviks: criticism and 
counter-criticism

In 1922, Paul Levi published the main text of Rosa Luxemburg’s pamphlet 
The Russian Revolution. Luxemburg had started to write it in the autumn of 
1918, but the outbreak of the German uprising prevented her from � nishing 
it.32 The authenticity of this pamphlet is surrounded by quite a few myths. 
Among other things, Levi claimed in his preface to the text that, from certain 
quarters (namely, Leo Jogiches), there had been attempts to burn the original 
manuscript. Although there is no evidence to substantiate this allegation, it is 
true that Jogiches did try to prevent its publication, asserting that Luxemburg 
had revised her opinion in essential respects subsequent to writing it, and 
had, instead, intended to devote a whole book to the Russian Revolution.

31 Bucharin 1925, p. 35.
32 Frölich 1967, p. 286.
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The version published by Levi was based on an incomplete, and not always 
accurate, copy. The original manuscript, expedited to safety in the turbulent 
month of January 1919 and then forgotten, was rediscovered only some 
years later. In 1928, Felix Weil published the necessary corrections to Levi’s 
version.33 While the document edited by Levi is therefore not fully authentic, 
I will nevertheless discuss it, because it was this edition which in� uenced 
the Marxist controversies in 1922 and 1923.

Levi

In his extensive introduction to the pamphlet, Levi34 explained why he had 
decided to publish it. After a promising beginning, he noted, the Russian 
council republic had changed in character rapidly. Since February 1921, 
Bolshevik policy had experienced a complete turnaround. While the Communist 
leadership in 1918 had striven for the elimination of capitalism, three years 
later it sought to resurrect capitalism. In the countryside, redistribution of land 
ownership had transformed the rural class contradictions; in the place of the 
previous counterposition of muzhiks and kulaks, an ‘intermediate peasantry’ 
had emerged grosso modo.35 Whereas, at an earlier stage, the industrial workers 
had found their natural ally in the lower strata of the agrarian sector, they 
were now faced in the countryside with a broad stratum of relatively well-
off peasants, who felt little af� nity with them. The balance of power had 
therefore changed to the disadvantage of the proletariat.

In line with the debate between Kautsky and Lenin, Levi remarked that 
Kautsky was definitely wrong in his interpretations of democracy and 
dictatorship. But Lenin’s standpoint was not fully correct either, because Lenin 
reduced the form of government to a more or less external appearance of 
the form of the state. Levi claimed Lenin’s position was correct, as far as the 
de� nition of the bourgeois state was concerned. He doubted, however, whether 

33 Weil 1928.
34 After the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht in January 1919, the 

lawyer Paul Levi (1883–1930) was the most important leader of the still very weak 
German Communist Party. Levi – who had a clear aversion for left-radical adventurism – 
quickly forced a split with the left wing of the party, which in 1920 founded the 
Kommunistische Arbeiter-Partei Deutschlands (KAPD). Shortly thereafter, he resigned 
as chairman and was expelled for his open criticism of the failed ‘March offensive’ of 
the KPD (1921). He subsequently joined the left wing of the Social Democrats. See, 
among others, Beradt 1969. 

35 Levi 1922, p. 16.
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the distinction drawn between ‘form of state’ and ‘form of government’ made 
any sense as far as a proletarian state was concerned:

in this [proletarian] ‘state form’ different ‘forms of government’ are possible, 

just as in the state form of the bourgeoisie the most variegated governmental 

forms (republic, monarchy, parliamentarism) are conceivable. That (as seems 

obvious to us) Lenin had studied this question and answered it, is shown 

by his various statements, in which he af� rms it.36

According to Levi, Lenin had believed that a state of whatever type is 
proletarian, if the replacing polity, or the vanguard of the working class, 
exercised state power in the name of the working class. This dubious idea 
would mean that

Like a true mother, the vanguard has fashioned a shirt in [creating] the 

Soviet system, and waits – patiently or impatiently – until the child can 

wear the shirt. So long as it cannot, the mother stays the mother, and the 

shirt a shirt, the vanguard stays the vanguard, and the Soviet system the 

Soviet system.37

Levi rejected the validity of this idea of replacement by the vanguard (a 
‘substitutionist’ error).38 The proletariat, he felt, would have to grow strong in 
battle, and conquer its own future.39 By their disastrous policy, the Bolsheviks 
had effectively lost their class basis after 1917, and had isolated themselves 
in Russian society. Only their organisational power still kept them going. In 
search of a new class basis, they had opted for the peasantry.40 In this way, 
an essential transformation of political content had occurred under the guise 
of a ‘proletarian’ state form; or, to put it differently, through a change in 
the form of government, the essence of the state apparatus was also altered. 
‘What has remained of the “dictatorship of the proletariat”? Nothing. None 
of the objective moments, none of the subjective.’41

The central question posed by Levi – whether a workers’ state could 
be de� ned by one speci� c type of government (for example a conciliar 

36 Levi 1922, p. 35.
37 Levi 1922, p. 29.
38 The term is Trotsky’s. See Cliff 1960.
39 Levi 1922, pp. 50–1.
40 Levi 1922, p. 47.
41 Levi 1922, p. 51.
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democracy) or by several different kinds – would also be debated again and 
again in later years.

Luxemburg

It is not at all certain that, if Rosa Luxemburg had lived longer, she would 
have reached the same conclusions as Levi.42 Her writings provide no 
indications in that regard; how she would have judged the New Economic 
Policy is dif� cult to say. Her publications of 1917 and 1918 nevertheless 
suggest an attitude of critical solidarity with the Bolsheviks. Her � rst articles 
were de� nitely very enthusiastic.43 Similarly, the manuscript of The Russian 

Revolution also did not begin with a critique of the Bolsheviks, but, rather, 
with a critique of Kautsky. Luxemburg resisted Kautsky’s interpretation 
that Russia, because of its economic backwardness, was not ‘ripe’ for the 
dictatorship of the proletariat. Her objections were both of a theoretical and 
practical-political nature. Theoretically, the Kautskyian position would lead 
to the conclusion ‘that the socialist revolution is a national and, so to speak, 
a domestic affair in each modern country taken by itself’.44 Practically, this 
approach would imply a tendency to minimise the responsibility of the 
international workers’ movement, especially the German labour movement, 
for the Russian events.

It is not Russia’s unripeness which has been proved by the events of the war 

and the Russian Revolution, but the unripeness of the German proletariat 

for the ful� llment of its historic tasks. And to make this fully clear is the 

� rst task of a critical examination of the Russian Revolution.45

42 Rosa Luxemburg (1870–1919), an economist, was prior to World War I a member 
of the left wing of the German Social Democracy. After the SPD fraction in the Reichstag 
voted on 4 August 1914 for the war credits, she worked with Karl Liebknecht and 
Franz Mehring among others to develop a left opposition, which from 1916 became 
known as the Spartakusbund and, around the turn of 1918–19, became the German 
Communist Party. Luxemburg, who because of her illegal activities had been in prison 
almost uninterruptedly from February 1915 until October 1918 (� rst because of high 
treason, then as a kind of protective custody), was murdered in 1919 by members of 
the Freikorps. The standard biographies are Nettl 1966 and Laschitza 1996.

43 See, for example, Luxemburg 1917a and Luxemburg 1917b. Both articles are 
anonymous, but are attributed to Luxemburg. See Nettl 1966, pp. 680–1.

44 Luxemburg 1922, p. 69; English translation, p. 368.
45 Luxemburg 1922, p. 70; English translation, p. 368.
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It is perhaps pertinent to note here that, with this critique of Kautsky, 
Luxemburg took one more step away from the traditional Marxist unilinearism. 
If a combined German-Russian revolution would take place, then, in 
her view, it should be possible to establish a proletarian dictatorship in 
backward Russia immediately. Luxemburg was, however, also conscious 
of the antithesis contained in this position: if the Russian Revolution did 
not spread internationally, then the Bolshevik experiment would result in a 
crippled socio-economic structure. In that case, there would be not only no 
democracy, but no socialism either – only ‘feeble, distorted initiatives’ towards 
it.46 The situation in which the Bolsheviks found themselves was exceptionally 
dif� cult, and the possibilities of making mistakes were immense. No one was 
served by ‘uncritical admiration’ in her eyes, yet the only responsible attitude 
consisted in criticism based on fundamental solidarity.

The � rst point of criticism advanced by Luxemburg concerned the rural 
policy of the Bolsheviks. By redistributing land and allowing the peasants 
to divide up the large estates, she felt a dangerous step had been taken. The 
reason was that through this policy, social property had not been strengthened, 
but, instead, a new form of private property had been created. The relatively 
advanced large farming enterprises were destroyed, and in their place small, 
primitive farms had appeared which, technically speaking, still operated with 
‘technical means from the time of the Pharaohs’.47 The land policy had, in 
this way, strengthened bourgeois in� uences in the countryside, and changed 
the balance of power to the disadvantage of the working class. The new, 
enormously enlarged, class of property-owning peasants would defend their 
newly won assets tooth and nail, and thus seriously obstruct the socialisation 
of agriculture: ‘The Leninist agrarian reform has created a new and powerful 
layer of popular enemies of socialism on the countryside, enemies whose 
resistance will be much more dangerous and stubborn than that of the noble 
large landowners.’48

46 Luxemburg 1922, p. 71.
47 Luxemburg 1922, p. 85; English translation, p. 377.
48 Luxemburg 1922, p. 87; English translation, p. 378.
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Her second point of criticism concerned the nationalities question, which 
for a long time had been a source of political con� ict with Lenin, and between 
the Polish and Russian Social Democrats. Luxemburg had consistently 
agitated against the demand for the self-determination of nations, setting out 
from the idea that – if the workers have no country (as proclaimed by the 
Communist Manifesto) – a nationalities question did not exist. The ‘fatherland 
of the workers’, she wrote once, was the socialist international.49 With this 
general approach in mind, Luxemburg went on to express her apprehension 
that Bolshevik policy would lead to the disintegration of the new state. As 
soon as independence had been won, one nationality after the other would 
use their new freedom to make connections with German imperialism and 
promote counter-revolution.50

Both through their land policy and through their nationalities policy, the 
Bolsheviks had created powerful opponents for themselves in their own 
country. This led Luxemburg to the essence of her criticism – the question 
of dictatorship and democracy. The dissolution of the Constituent Assembly 
(in November 1917) was unacceptable to her. Trotsky had theorised that 
institutions such as the Constituent Assembly could begin to lead ‘a life of 
their own’, and that, as soon as that was the case, and an institution no longer 
mirrored part of life in society, it should be destroyed. Luxemburg objected 
that historical experience had shown how a continual reciprocal interaction 
occurred between the elected and the voters. The ‘lively � uid of the popular 
mood [lebendige Fluidum der Volksstimmung]’ continually washed over the 
representative bodies, suffused them, and directed them.

It is precisely the revolution which creates by its glowing heat that delicate, 

vibrant, sensitive political atmosphere in which the waves of popular feeling, 

the pulse of popular life, work for the moment on the representative bodies 

in a most wonderful fashion.51

Naturally, the Constituent Assembly was not the most ideal institution. Lenin 
and Trotsky’s alternative was however even less ideal. It destroyed democracy 
as such, and therefore broke up the political life of the masses.

49 Luxemburg 1916, p. 47.
50 Luxemburg 1922, p. 90.
51 Luxemburg 1922, p. 102; English translation, p. 386.
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The Bolshevik measure to grant voting rights only to those who lived by 
their own work, was criticised by Luxemburg from this perspective. She 
referred to ‘a quite incomprehensible measure’52 which robbed broad layers 
of the petty bourgeoisie and the working class from their political rights, 
just because they had been pauperised through lack of employment. More 
generally, Luxemburg pointed to the need for the broadest expansion of 
democracy, not as an abstract principle, but as the indispensable prerequisite 
for political learning processes. It was in this context, that she presented her 
famous thesis about freedom:

Freedom only for the supporters of the government, only for the members of 

one party – however numerous they may be – is no freedom at all. Freedom 

is always and exclusively freedom for the one who thinks differently. Not 

because of any fanatical concept of ‘justice’ but because all that is instructive, 

wholesome and purifying in political freedom depends on this essential 

characteristic, and its effectiveness vanishes when ‘freedom’ becomes a 

special privilege.53

The abolition of democracy, Luxemburg predicted, would lead to a complete 
petrification of public life. The bureaucracy would become ever more 
powerful, and the dynamics of mass movements would disappear. In a 
visionary passage, she sketched a sinister scenario for the future:

a few dozen party leaders of inexhaustible energy and boundless idealism 

direct and rule. Among them, in reality only a dozen outstanding heads do 

the leading and an élite of the working class is invited from time to time 

to meetings where they are to applaud the speeches of the leaders, and to 

approve proposed resolutions unanimously – at bottom, then, a clique affair – 

a dictatorship, to be sure, not the dictatorship of the proletariat, however, 

but only the dictatorship of a handful of politicians, that is a dictatorship 

in the bourgeois sense, in the sense of the rule of the Jacobins. [. . .] Yes, we 

could go even further: such conditions must inevitably cause a brutalisation 

of public life – assassinations, shooting of hostages, etc.54

52 Luxemburg 1922, p. 105; English translation, p. 388.
53 Luxemburg 1922, p. 109; English translation, pp. 389–90.
54 Luxemburg 1922, pp. 113–14; English translation, p. 391, adapted.
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If one scrutinises Luxemburg’s discourse as a whole, however, it still remains 
unclear what the precise implications were. On the one hand, she signalled 
the danger that the strengthening of bourgeois forces in the countryside, 
and in nations gaining independence, could lead to a bourgeois counter-
revolution aiming at the overthrow of Bolshevik rule. On the other hand, 
she also envisaged the possibility that the Bolshevik system could degenerate 
into a bourgeois dictatorship. But the latter prospect had the status of only a 
vague reference. When she spoke of a ‘dictatorship in the bourgeois sense’, 
did she really mean the form (i.e. the few deciding for the many) or did she 
mean a substantive social transformation into a bourgeois system?55 Whatever 
one’s interpretation, it is clear that Luxemburg believed she could identify 
many factors, both endogenous and exogenous, which pointed towards 
capitalist restoration. Nevertheless, she did not conceive of the possibility of 
an historically unique and unprecedented social system.

Interpretations

There was much discussion about the question of whether, after abandoning 
work on her pamphlet, Luxemburg had continued to adhere to her original 
critique or had instead changed her views. In 1922, Adolf Warzawski quoted 
from memory a letter dated late November or early December 1918, allegedly 
sent by Luxemburg:

I shared all your quali� cations and reservations, but I have abandoned 

them in the most important questions, and in some I have not gone so far 

as you. [. . .] To be sure, the newly created agricultural relations are the 

most dangerous, most wounded point of the Russian revolution. But here 

too the truth applies that even the greatest revolution can only accomplish 

what has ripened through development. This wounded point can only be 

healed by the European revolution. And it will come!56

Clara Zetkin also claimed that Luxemburg subsequently changed her opinion 
about the Bolsheviks:

55 In his ‘Introduction’ Levi clearly opts for the second variant.
56 Warski 1922, p. 7. Gilbert Badia’s (1974, p. 204) claim that Warski had remembered 

this passage ‘thirty years later’ is completely without foundation, as is evident from 
the dating of the pamphlet.
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Although she wrote me twice in the summer of 1918, I wanted to work 

through a scienti� cally-critical position about the Bolshevik politics with 

Franz Mehring, and although she mentioned to me about her own intended 

major work, she referred in her subsequent correspondence to this question 

as ‘settled’. The reason is obvious to anyone, since Rosa Luxemburg’s stance 

after the outbreak of the German revolution is well-known. This stance was 

characterised by a position on the problems of the Constituent Assembly, 

democracy and dictatorship etc. which contradicts her earlier critique of 

Bolshevik policy. Rosa Luxemburg had assimilated a changed evaluation 

of history.57

Badia appears to be correct when he states that no proof exists that Rosa 
Luxemburg de� nitely abandoned her critique with respect to the nationalities 
question and the agrarian question.58 Implicitly, Zetkin con� rmed the same 
when she linked Luxemburg’s supposed change of mind only to the question 
of the Constituent Assembly. But it does seem as though Luxemburg did begin 
to think differently about the problem of democracy. Under the in� uence of 
the German Revolution, her attitude about the importance of parliaments 
evidently changed. While she had appealed at the founding congress of 
the KPD for participation in the elections, to give a victorious ‘sign’ in the 
national assembly,59 some time later she endorsed a change in this stance to 
‘all power to the workers’ and soldiers’ councils’. With justi� cation, it has 
been argued that this change in position was hardly of principled signi� cance 
for Luxemburg. She had simply responded to actual political developments 
in Germany, and adjusted her views about tactics accordingly. A genuine 
rapprochment with Lenin need not necessarily have been part of it at all.60

Zetkin, Lukács, and Kautsky

Western sympathisers of the Bolsheviks formulated different answers to 
the criticisms made by Luxemburg (as well as Levi). Clara Zetkin even 
dedicated a whole book to the issue, titled Rosa Luxemburg’s Position on the 

Russian Revolution. She reproached Levi in this work for having ‘abused’ 

57 Zetkin 1922, p. 7. 
58 Badia 1974, p. 205.
59 Luxemburg 1918–19, p. 484.
60 Amodio 1973, p. 324 and Jost 1977. 
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Luxemburg’s text, partly because, as previously mentioned, she thought 
that Luxemburg had later revised her opinion, and partly because Levi had 
allegedly interpreted Luxemburg’s manuscript incorrectly.61

Zetkin examined the various arguments which Levi and Luxemburg 
had offered in detail. The general line of her argument was simply that 
the maligned Bolshevik policies had been inevitable.62 Consistent with the 
Bolshevik line, she also defended the dissolution of the Constituent Assembly 
as well as other measures aiming to avoid the ‘dangers of revolutionary 
proletarian democracy’.63 Needless to say, Zetkin de� nitely rejected Levi’s 
thesis that the youthful Soviet republic had already degenerated, and that 
the party apparatus, isolated from and towering above the working class, 
exercised a dictatorial régime. Admittedly, she felt obliged to recognise the 
social isolation of the party, but she considered it only a political-conjunctural 
matter of episodic significance. Reasoning by analogy, she clarified her 
opinion: ‘The Bolshevik policy was so daring, stormed towards its goal so 
unexpectedly, that only the élite of the proletarian vanguard troops have 
kept their breath, and keep pace with it totally.’64 Through the use of the 
trade unions as a communication channel between the party and the working 
masses, the political bonds would, however, be restored.65 The Soviet organs 
would also play a major role in this: they were only the beginning of a rising 
movement, of a progressive democratisation of society.66

While Zetkin tried to rebut individual statements, György Lukács 
endeavoured in the same year to write a text which submitted Luxemburg’s 
method to criticism. Lukács claimed there was a direct connection between the 
earlier writings by Luxemburg – which had made explicit her differences with 

61 Zetkin 1922, pp. 132–44. Zetkin’s book is to a certain extent a sequel of her 
previous articles opposing Kautsky’s critique of Bolshevism. See Haferkorn and 
Schmalfuss 1988.

62 Zetkin 1922, p. 146.
63 Zetkin 1922, p. 38. 
64 Zetkin 1922, p. 199.
65 Zetkin 1922, pp. 202–3. It is remarkable that Zetkin, just like Kautsky and Trotsky 

had done earlier, reasoned by analogy. The quick forward march of the vanguard, 
the driver of a locomotive, the rider on the horse: all images of impetuous rapidity 
which were intended to convey the inevitability of the process.

66 Zetkin 1922, pp. 204–13. Although she consistently identi� ed with the Soviet 
Union, it looks like Zetkin’s sympathy in later years was with Bukharin, rather than 
with Stalin. She never adopted an oppositional anti-bureaucratic position. See Hermann 
1971, especially pp. 418–21.
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Lenin – and the later pamphlet about the October Revolution.67 He reproached 
Luxemburg for an ‘organic’ approach to the problem of revolution, whereas, 
in his opinion, a ‘dialectically-revolutionary’ approach was needed. By an 
‘organic’ approach, Lukács meant that Luxemburg had theorised the proletarian 
revolution according to the model of bourgeois revolutions.68 Luxemburg, he 
claimed, had failed to recognise that bourgeois and proletarian revolutions 
were qualitatively different. It was characteristic for a bourgeois revolution, 
that capitalism had already emerged within the feudal order, causing social 
and economic dislocations; the revolution was then merely the political and 
juridical adjustment of a society to changes which, on the economic terrain, 
had already occurred incrementally to a large extent. That was the reason 
why bourgeois revolutions proceeded relatively ‘organically’ and rapidly 
(‘storm[ing] ahead with such brilliant élan’)69 to completion. The proletarian 
revolution, however, had a completely different character. A socialist economy 
could only be built after the proletariat had seized power, which explained why 
proletarian revolutions were much more radical and extensive than bourgeois 
revolutions, and were not completed ‘at one stroke’70 but, to the contrary, 
involved a long and painful process. This process developed consciously, and 
the revolutionary vanguard party played an important role in it. What was 
necessarily of central importance, was the imperative

for the proletariat to use all the means at its disposal to keep the power of the state 

in its own hands under all circumstances. The victorious proletariat must not 

make the mistake of dogmatically determining its policy in advance either 

economically or ideologically. It must be able to manoeuvre freely in its 

economic policy (socialisation, concessions, etc.) depending on the way the 

classes are restrati� ed and also upon how possible and necessary it is to 

win over certain groups of workers for the dictatorship or at least to induce 

them to preserve their neutrality. Similarly, it must not allow itself to be 

pinned down on the whole complex issue of freedom. [. . .] Freedom cannot 

67 Lukács 1923. Lukács shared the interpretation that Luxemburg was badly informed 
in writing her pamphlet, but in principle thought it of little importance. ‘For – seen 
abstractly – it might well be the case [. . .] that the revision of her position noted 
by Comrades Warski and Zetkin could mean she had taken the wrong turning.’ 
(p. 276; English translation, p. 272).

68 Lukács 1923, p. 288. 
69 Lukács 1923, p. 286; English translation, p. 282.
70 Lukács 1923, p. 287; English translation, p. 283.
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represent a value in itself (any more than socialisation). Freedom must serve 

the rule of the proletariat, not the other way round.71

On the strength of this general-methodological anti-critique, Lukács arrived 
at the conclusion that all the objections Luxemburg had advanced against 
Bolshevik policy were misplaced. Just like Zetkin, he considered that no other 
course of action than the one followed by the Bolsheviks had been possible. 
Luxemburg had not recognised this, because she had presented the process 
of the proletarian revolution too simplistically, and had thus over-estimated 
the organic character of the developments. ‘She constantly opposes to the 
exigencies of the moment the principles of future stages of the revolution.’72

Karl Kautsky’s response to the pamphlet by Luxemburg was a remarkable 
mirror-image of those by Zetkin and Lukács. Just like the last-mentioned 
Marxists, Kautsky held the view that the Bolsheviks had, in several respects, 
been unable to act differently. Thus he noted about the redistribution of 
land:

There is no doubt, that this raised a gigantic obstacle for the progress of 

socialism in Russia. But this course of events could not be prevented, it 

could at best have transpired in a more rational way than was realised by 

the Bolsheviks. It signi� es at all events, that Russia in essence � nds itself 

in the stage of the bourgeois revolution.73

Similarly, with regard to the nationalities policy, Kautsky disagreed with 
Luxemburg; national independence for him formed an essential component 
of democracy. Instead, he reproached the Bolsheviks because in realising the 
right to self-determination, they had not gone far enough, forcing foreign 
peoples under the Russian yoke.74

By contrast, Kautsky was much more positive about Luxemburg’s 
enthusiastic defence of democracy, even although he considered that 
Luxemburg had fallen into illusions by believing that Bolshevism and 
democracy were compatible. According to Kautsky, the one would forever 
be the mortal enemy of the other.75

71 Lukács 1923, p. 296; English translation, p. 292.
72 Lukács 1923, p. 280; English translation, pp. 276–7.
73 Kautsky 1922, p. 35.
74 Ibid.
75 Kautsky 1922, p. 44.
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By means of a schema, we can clearly summarise the three main points of 
Luxemburg’s critique and the reactions to it by Kautsky and the pro-Bolshevik 
Western-Marxist camp (Zetkin, Lukács) as follows:

Western-Marxist
interpretations

Rosa Luxemburg Clara Zetkin, 
György Lukács

Karl Kautsky

Land 
redistribution

Negative:
The bourgeois 
elements are 
strengthened

Positive:
It is a necessary 
concession

Positive:
It shows the bourgeois 
character of the 
revolution

The self-
determination of
nationalities

Negative:
The bourgeois 
elements are 
strengthened

Positive:
It is a necessary 
component of socialist 
policy

Positive:
It is democratic, but 
Bolshevism does 
not implement it 
consistently

The abolition of 
the Constituent 
Assembly, 
restricting voting 
rights, etc.

Negative:
Bolshevism threatens 
to become an 
isolated 
dictatorship

Positive:
Proletarian democracy 
must be defended

Negative:
Bolshevism has turned 
into a dictatorial régime

If we now compare the different positions in this schema, the special nature of 
Luxemburg’s position is clear. Because, while Zetkin and Lukács, as defenders 
of Bolshevik policy, had approved all measures taken – believing that only in 
this way the ‘proletarian state power’ could be maintained – Kautsky regarded 
Bolshevism as a dictatorial attempt to deny the bourgeois character of the 
Russian Revolution, a project doomed to failure. Zetkin, Lukács and Kautsky 
all assumed that the policy in regard to land distribution etc. was inevitable. 
But precisely this premise was not accepted by Luxemburg. From a more or 
less voluntarist perspective, she made demands of the Russian Revolution 
that were deduced from her theory about the proletarian revolution in highly 
developed capitalist countries. Bolshevism and general democracy (voting 
rights for all, etc.) were compatible in her view. This is the ‘organic’ approach 
for which she was criticised by Lukács, which led her to characterise the social 
relations created by the October Revolution in a way which emphasised the 
‘uncompleted’ nature of the situation: both a road going forward towards 
socialist relations, as well as a road going back to a capitalist restoration were 
among the possibilities.

Although in this way she recognised that, on the one hand, a process was 
occurring in revolutionary Russia which so far could not be easily � tted into 
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ready-made schemata, on the other hand her thinking remained within the 
theoretical framework of unilinearism.

2.iii. Left-communist criticisms

Gorter, Pannekoek, Rühle

Initially, the future ‘left communists’ Gorter, Pannekoek and Rühle were mostly 
enthusiastic supporters of the events in Russia. But, just like Luxemburg, they 
quickly developed reservations. Herman Gorter for example76 dedicated his 
pamphlet of 1918 titled The World Revolution to Lenin, as the revolutionary 
who ‘raised himself above all the other leaders of the proletariat’ and who 
‘ranks equal only with Marx’.77 What Gorter admired especially about the 
Russian revolution were two things, namely its ‘maximalism’ and the workers’ 
councils. But he also referred to four fundamental differences between the 
situation in Western Europe and Russia:

a) The working class in Russia was small, while in Western Europe it was 
very large.

b) The poor, propertyless peasants were exceptionally numerous in Russia; 
their revolutionary behaviour followed from their resistance against the big 
landownership of the church, the nobility and the state. The peasants in 
Western Europe, by contrast, were predominantly based in medium-sized 
and small-sized enterprises, and embodied no revolutionary potential.

c) The revolutionary state apparatus (government and bureaucracy) was 
‘rotten’ in Russia, but strong in Western Europe.

d) The employing class in Eastern Europe was weak, but in Western Europe 
it was strong.

76 Herman Gorter (1864–1927), classicist, was from 1897 a member of the Dutch 
Social-Democratic Labour Party (SDAP); as a prominent representative of the left 
wing, he founded the Social-Democratic Party in 1909 with Wijnkoop and others, 
which, from 1918, became the Communist Party of Holland. Because of his criticism of 
Bolshevism, Gorter also resigned from this party, and in 1920 joined the German KAPD; 
subsequently he founded a Dutch section of this party, the Communist Workers’ 
Party of the Netherlands (KAPN) which, however, remained marginal during its brief 
existence (until 1932). For a biography of Gorter, see De Liagre Böhl 1996.

77 Gorter 1920b, p. 77. 
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In combination, these factors meant that the working class in Russia, ‘together 
with a numerous ally, the poor peasants’, confronted a ‘weak capitalism’, 
while the proletariat in Western Europe was ‘alone’ facing a ‘very strong 
capitalism’.78 Gorter drew two conclusions from this. On the one hand, a 
revolutionary victory in Western Europe would be much more dif� cult to 
realise than in Russia, but, on the other hand, it would be much easier in 
Western Europe to build socialism after the revolution:

In Western Europe, the working class � nds a stronger foundation to build 

socialism than in Russia because, � rstly, the banks, the main branches 

of large-scale industry, transport, and trade were already prior to the 

war (especially in England and Germany) ripe for a socialist society, 

and secondly, during the war imperialism has organised and centralised 

production and distribution in Western Europe and America totally. And 

this organisation is technically very strong, and can be immediately taken 

over by the proletariat as basis for socialist institutions. This organisation 

was lacking in Russia, or very de� cient. Russian society was not ripe for 

socialism prior to the war, and its organisation was weakened during the 

war, whereas West-European society was already ripe for socialism before 

the war, and its organisation and concentration has been strengthened 

during the war.79

In passing, let us notice here how Gorter implicitly permits the Russian 
Revolution to skip a stage, contrary to the mechanical unilinear way of 
thinking that was otherwise characteristic of him: Russia, after all, was said 
to be ‘unripe’ for socialism, yet was building it anyway. Gorter would, as 
we shall see, soon eliminate this inconsistency in his argument.80 Pannekoek81 

78 Gorter 1920b, p. 88.
79 Gorter 1920b, pp. 88–9. 
80 When he wrote The World Revolution, Gorter had already criticised the Bolsheviks, 

but there are few indications of this in his pamphlet. In his private correspondence, 
Gorter, however, made no secret of his reservations about the politics of land 
redistribution and the self-determination of nations. De Liagre Böhl 1973, pp. 195–7. 
The similarity with Luxemburg’s criticism here is remarkable. Whether Gorter and 
Luxemburg had contact with each other, I do not know; the possibility cannot be 
excluded that they developed their views independently from each other, especially 
since they were a logical progression from the views which both had already expressed 
earlier. 

81 As late as 1919, Pannekoek believed that ‘In Russia communism is since nearly 
two years practised in deed’. Horner 1919, p. 495. Pannekoek (1873–1960), an 
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and Rühle also endorsed this grosso modo positive appraisal of the Russian 
events.

As the con� icts within the Communist International between ‘left’ and 
other communists intensi� ed in 1919 and 1920, the distinction made by 
Gorter and others between conditions in Russia and Western Europe began 
to be an important basis for political-tactical differences. In this context, 
Pannekoek’s pamphlet World Revolution and Communist Tactics of 1920 should 
be mentioned. While Gorter had stressed especially the political and economic 
differences between East and West, Pannekoek placed greater emphasis on 
the ideological factor. Ideology, Pannekoek claimed – anticipating Gramsci – 
was the ‘hidden power’ of the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. Especially in 
Western Europe, the bourgeois in� uences on proletarian thinking were very 
great, in contrast with Russia:

In England, France, Holland, Italy, Germany, and Scandinavia, lived from 

the middle ages a strong bourgeoisie with petty-bourgeois and primitive 

capitalist production methods; when feudalism was defeated, a strong, 

independent class of farmers likewise emerged, who were also masters 

in their own little economies. On this foundation bourgeois spiritual life 

developed a de� nite national culture.82

The situation in Russia and Eastern Europe was very different: ‘there were 
no strong bourgeois classes which traditionally dominated intellectual life’. 
So, while in the West the bourgeois traditions lived in the proletariat, in the 
East the masses were much less encapsulated, and thus more receptive to 
communism.83 From this distinction, it followed that revolutionaries, if they 
wanted to conquer the spirit of the masses, had to follow a very different 
tactic in Western Europe. In the West, it was primarily those bourgeois 
organs in which the proletariat still had con� dence, such as parliaments and 
trade unions, which had to be attacked. Pannekoek’s pamphlet, written in 

astronomist, joined the SDAP in 1899. From 1906 until 1914, he lived in Germany, 
where he played a prominent role as theoretician in the left wing of the SPD. After 
1918 he joined the Dutch Communist Party, but left this organisation in 1921. He 
sympathised with the KAPD and later maintained contact with the council-communist 
Groups of International Communists around Henk Canne Meyer. See Malandrino 
1987 and Gerber 1989. 

82 Pannekoek 1920, p. 12.
83 Pannekoek 1920.
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1920 on the eve of the Second Comintern Congress, was published at almost 
the same moment as Lenin’s pamphlet Left-Wing Communism: An Infantile 

Disorder. What is striking is that, while Lenin mentions Pannekoek (alias 
K. Horner) in his own pamphlet as one of the people who talk ‘gibberish’ 
and ‘nonsense’,84 and while he discoursed at length about the ‘Dutch Left’, 
he hardly even mentioned their most important argument – the differences 
between the East and the West. All this suggested that the distance between 
the left communists and other currents was rapidly increasing.

Lenin’s pamphlet was an enormous disappointment for the left communists. 
Already during the Second Comintern Congress, Herman Gorter wrote his 
Open Letter to Comrade Lenin, in which he expressed this disillusionment. Even 
although this text still breathed a spirit of admiration for Lenin – similarly to 
The World Revolution, to which it was, in a sense, a sequel85 – Gorter’s critique 
was now visible to all. He began his statement with the remark that he had 
again learned a lot from Lenin’s last publication, and that it had chased away 
many germs of ‘infantile disease’ from him. Nevertheless, he considered that 
the main line of Lenin’s pamphlet was incorrect, because it simply equated 
conditions in Eastern and Western Europe. Consequently, he judged that ‘It 
is your [i.e. Lenin’s] � rst book that is not good. For Western Europe, it is 
the worst possible.’86

In other respects, Gorter’s reply did not contain any new arguments. It 
consisted in large part of repetitions of ideas formulated already earlier by 
Pannekoek, only this time they were more eloquently phrased on paper. Gorter 
also pointed to the division of Europe, making the argument very clear:

As we move from the East to the West, in a certain sense we cross an economic 

frontier. It runs from the Baltic to the Mediterranean, approximately from 

Danzig to Venice. This line separates two worlds from each other. West 

of this line, industrial, commercial and � nance capital, united with highly 

developed bank capital, dominates absolutely. [. . .] This capital is very 

84 Lenin 1964, pp. 28, 31.
85 ‘Gorter’s Open Letter in composition forms a whole with the pamphlets he wrote 

during wartime. In Het Imperialisme he urged the workers to international unity. In 
The World Revolution he pointed out to them the necessity of a direct social revolution. 
The purely proletarian character of the international revolutionary struggle was the 
central theme of his Open Letter’ – De Liagre Böhl 1973, p. 251. 

86 Herman Gorter 1920a, p. 213. 
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highly organised, and � nds expression in the most solidly founded state 

governments of the world. To the East of this line, a rapid development of 

concentrated industrial, commercial, transport and bank capital also exists, 

but it lacks both a prehistory of solid absolute rule and its corollary, a solidly 

founded modern state.87

That explained why, East and West of the dividing line, very different tactics 
were called for.

At approximately the same time that Gorter and Pannekoek distanced 
themselves from the Bolsheviks, Otto Rühle88 lost the last remnants of positive 
appreciation for the Russian Communists. After his return as KAPD delegate 
to the Second Comintern Congress89 (a congress which he and his fellow 
delegate Merges did not actually attend, having departed in irritation before 
it even started), Rühle ventured to speak from the heart in a few articles. 
The Bolsheviks had, according to Rühle, tried to skip over a whole historical 
epoch by directly moving from feudalism to socialism. This attempt had 
failed, because of the delay of the world revolution. What was the result? 
‘A political socialism without an economic basis. A theoretical construction. 
A bureaucratic régime. A collection of paper decrees. An agitation phrase. 
And a terrible disappointment.’90

The Bolsheviks had created an ultra-centralism which � tted completely 
with the bourgeois character of their revolution:

Centralism is the organisational principle of the bourgeois-capitalist epoch. 

It serves to build the bourgeois state and the capitalist economy. But not 

the proletarian state and the socialist economy. These demand the council 

system.91

87 Herman Gorter 1920a, pp. 178–9.
88 Otto Rühle (1874–1943), a teacher, belonged to the left wing of the SPD prior to 

World War I. In 1915 he was the second member of the Reichstag who voted against 
the war credits. Although a co-founder of the KPD he was in 1920 expelled from 
the party. He was a co-founder of the KAPD and attended the Second Comintern 
Congress as its representative. Subsequently he became an opponent of all political 
parties (‘Die Revolution ist keine Parteisache!’) and was then also expelled from the 
KAPD. In 1933 Rühle emigrated via Prague to Mexico. See Herrmann 1973; Mergner 
1973; Jacoby and Herbst, 1985. 

89 Bock 1969a, pp. 251–5; Mergner 1973, pp. 154–8.
90 Rühle 1920a.
91 Rühle 1920b.
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In a later publication, Rühle tried to substantiate some of his points further, 
utilising the unilinear schema. Whoever believed that the Russian Revolution 
meant the beginning of a social, proletarian overturn, he claimed, was the 
victim of an error in historical analysis: ‘The Russian revolution could – given 
its historical circumstances – from the outset only be a bourgeois revolution. 
It had to clear away Tsarism, pave the way for capitalism, and help the 
bourgeoisie in the saddle politically.’92 When Rühle wrote this in 1924, Gorter 
and Pannekoek had meantime arrived at an identical opinion.93

Korsch

In the German Communist Party, left-wing and oppositional groups emerged 
repeatedly, expressing resistance against the developments in the Soviet Union 
and the ‘Bolshevisation’ of their own organisation.94 Among those expressing 
their concern was Karl Korsch.95 Until 1925, he had, aside from minor criticisms, 
viewed the USSR as the only successful example of a revolution.96 However, 
when a letter arrived from Moscow in which the KPD leadership (including 
Fischer, Maslow etc.) was criticised and a new leadership was urged, Korsch 
went into action. At a party conference in Frankfurt in September 1925, he 
lambasted the Soviet leadership for what he called its ‘red imperialism’. In 
January 1926, he and others founded the group Entschiedene Linke, which 
set itself the task of reforming the party. In March 1926, the group set about 
publishing an oppositional periodical, Kommunistische Politik. A month later, 
its political platform was published, in which the Comintern was accused of 
liquidating the revolutionary perspective. It was alleged that opportunism 
had gained the upper hand in the fraternal Russian party.97 Internationally, 

92 Rühle 1924, p. 17.
93 For a summary, see Bock 1969b, pp. 31–48.
94 An overview is provided in Langels 1984.
95 Karl Korsch (1886–1961), a lawyer, joined the Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische 

Partei Deutschlands (USPD) in 1917 and followed the left wing of this party when it 
united in 1921 with the KPD. From 1923 he was member of parliament in Thuringia 
and for some weeks functioned as Minister of Justice in this German state. After his 
expulsion in 1926, he was brie� y active in the Entschiedene Linke. Korsch’s thought 
developed in these years towards council communism. In 1933, he emigrated to 
Denmark and from there to the United States in 1936. See Buckmiller 1973b; Buckmiller 
1976; Goode 1979.

96 Buckmiller, 1973a, p. 62; Kellner 1975–6, p. 83.
97 Entschiedene Linke 1926. 
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too, Korsch attempted to form an opposition; for this purpose, he maintained 
contact with, among others, Amadeo Bordiga and the Soviet opposition leader 
T.V. Sapronov.98 These initiatives, however, yielded few tangible results in 
an organisational sense. Of interest here is that, within the framework of his 
oppositional activities (which cost him his party card at the end of April 1926), 
Korsch tried to fathom the development of the Soviet republic theoretically.

In an important essay dated October 1927, Korsch had developed his theory 
of the ‘creeping counter-revolution’. In post-revolutionary Russia, he argued, 
two groups had constantly confronted each other. On the one side were those 
who did not want to pursue the class struggle anymore, or wanted to curb it 
(Lenin among others). On the other side were those who consistently wanted 
to carry on the class struggle further. The � rst current reasoned primarily 
from reasons of state, the other from class interests. In the con� ict between 
the two tendencies, the étatists had regularly won victories. Proofs of these 
victories were among others the Brest-Litovsk peace treaty, the defeat of 
the Workers’ Opposition, the repression of the Kronstadt revolt, and the 
liquidation of the Trotskyist opposition. It was primarily the accumulation of 
partial defeats that had ultimately resulted in one great defeat – the emergence 
of a new capitalist society:

For simple, abstract and un-dialectical thought, it appears an irresolvable 

contradiction, if we praise the proletarian revolution of Red October, and 

in the same breath call its historical result, the contemporary Soviet state, a 

new capitalist class state. [. . .] And to solve this contradiction, most people 

look for a source of the Original Sin (some � nd it in the Brest peace of 1917, 

others � nd it in the transition to NEP in 1921, a third group � nd it in the 

degeneration of the Russian party ‘since Lenin’s death’ in 1924, the fourth 

see it � rst emerging in the transition from NEP to neo-NEP since 1925, 

and so on), in order to register from a given date the steady ‘downfall of 

proletarian dictatorship’ and the ‘transformation of a revolutionary workers’ 

state into a bourgeois class state’ as accomplished fact. With complete 

justice the Stalinists could reply to this, that such a ‘fall from grace’, such 

98 ‘He met Amadeo Bordiga, the Italian Leader in Moscow. Then he met Sapronov, 
[. . .] when the latter came to Berlin on what was probably a clandestine trip. They 
talked a lot and agreed to co-operate in opposition work’. Korsch 1972, p. 42. More 
information about this attempt to form an international opposition is provided in 
Montaldi 1975 and Prat 1984.
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an absolutely de� nite break with the previous economy and politics [. . .] 

cannot be found.

In reality, he contended, the bourgeois counterrevolution had begun at the 
same time as the proletarian revolution. Especially since 1921, when, in the 
changed economic circumstances, the power-relations between social classes 
had shifted in favour of bourgeois groupings, the counterrevolutionary 
in� uence had grown quickly. Thus, in the space of ten years, capitalist 
restoration had triumphed slowly and almost surreptitiously.99 During this 
same process of decline, Leninism had degenerated into an apparently 
classless, but, in essence, bourgeois and anti-proletarian ‘state ideology’, with 
which one had to break utterly and completely.100

2.iv. Summary

During the debates in the 1920s, unilinearism totally dominated Western-
Marxist thought; all the leading participants assumed that an inexorable 
historical sequence of feudalism�capitalism�socialism would occur. 
However, while Kautsky interpreted this sequence only within a national 
framework (in each individual country, each stage had to ‘ripen’, before 
it could be replaced by the next stage) others recognised the possibility of 
building socialism in an underdeveloped capitalism with the aid of developed 
capitalist countries (among others Luxemburg) and/or with an appropriate 
national policy (Zetkin, Lukács). For the rest, all discussants were agreed that 
the Tsarist empire constituted at most an underdeveloped capitalism with 
feudal remnants. But there were striking differences in the conclusions drawn 
from that interpretation about the ‘Bolshevik experiment’:

a) One group of authors considered that the time had not yet come for 
socialism in Soviet Russia; underdeveloped capitalism had to ‘ripen’ � rst. 
From this perspective, two claims were defended:

 99 Korsch 1927a. See also Korsch 1932.
100 Korsch 1927b. See, on Korsch’s theory about Soviet society, Orsoni 1981 and 

Kornder 1987, pp. 149–59. One of Korsch’s pupils, also a member of the Entschiedene 
Linke, was Kurt Mandelbaum (Kurt Martin), who undertook to give a Marxist 
interpretation of Leninism. See Mandelbaum 1974 and Martin 1979.
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 i) according to one position, the October Revolution was a voluntarist 
attempt, doomed in advance, to extricate a country from historical 
laws; the bastard formation emerging from this effort would collapse 
within a short time (Kautsky).

 ii) According to the other position, the October Revolution – despite 
other subjective intentions by the Bolsheviks – was only a bourgeois 
overturn paving the way for a full-� edged capitalist development 
(Gorter, Pannekoek, Rühle).

b) Another group of authors believed that the October Revolution was a 
genuine proletarian revolution and that, even in backward Russia, the 
construction of socialism was possible under certain conditions.

 i) According to one position, the construction of socialism was a very 
precarious process; the possibility of a relapse into capitalism remained 
a real possibility (Luxemburg).

 ii) According to a second position, the transition towards a proto-socialist 
society had failed politically; through a ‘creeping counter-revolution’, 
capitalism had been restored (Korsch).

 iii) According to a third position, the proto-socialist society was already, 
to an important extent, consolidated (Zetkin, Lukács).

In fact, all the different permutations which the unilinear schema logically 
permitted had now crystallised out among Western-Marxist theoreticians – 
with one exception: not one of them had defended the thesis that a violent 

counterrevolution (as distinct from a ‘creeping’ counter-revolution) had 
occurred.
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Chapter Three

From Stalin’s ‘Great Leap Forwards’ to the 
‘Great Patriotic War’ (1929–41)

With the bene� t of hindsight, and without postulating 
historical inevitability, one can say that the years of 
the New Economic Policy (NEP) were a relatively 
calm intermezzo in the process of state building 
that started in 1917 and was completed around 
1939. The social revolution ‘from above’, which 
began in the late 1920s, marked a second stage of 
this process. The policies implemented in this phase 
were historically unique, both in their scale, and in 
their sheer ruthlessness.

The appearance of the Soviet Union then changed 
drastically. In the years 1927 to 1930, three parallel 
structural transformations occurred. First, the régime 
succeeded in de� nitely consolidating itself. While it 
eradicated the political oppositions around Trotsky 
and Bukharin internally, i.e. within the party, and 
in other ways made the central political apparatus 
immune to attack as well, it expanded its power 
externally over more and more regions of social 
life. In particular, the trade unions, whose relative 
autonomy had been seriously restricted during the 
NEP-period, were completely transformed into 
party organs. Second, enormous tensions emerged 
in 1927 in the agrarian sector, leading to a partial 
paralysis of the grain market (caused in particular 
by the ‘scissors-crisis’ affecting relative prices for
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agricultural and industrial goods). The new régime then took the bull by 
the horns and in rapid tempo, the agricultural sector was collectivised with 
terrorist methods – a process which, both because of the physical liquidation 
of the kulaks involved and the resulting famines, caused an enormous number 
of deaths. And, third, with the introduction of the � ve-year plans, decided on 
in April 1929 (the � rst � ve-year plan was actually supposed to have started 
on 1 October 1928), a forced modernisation programme was instigated. Heavy 
industry (especially the metals industry, machinery and energy supply) were 
given absolute priority, without however paying much attention to the effects 
this had on society as a whole.

While, in the economic sphere, market institutions were strongly reduced 
by a ‘great leap forwards’ (Alec Nove’s term) and replaced with ‘planning’, 
‘collectives’ etc., in the political sphere, a centralisation took place which 
eliminated most remnants of democracy and pluralism. A ‘mono-organizational 
society’ (as Rigby put it) had emerged:

overall coordination of the multifarious discrete organizations operating 

in the various societal sub-systems is itself achieved organizationally, i.e. 

through super-ordinated structures of command, much as in war-time the 

Supreme Command directs and orchestrates the numerous formations, 

branches, and services operating in a particular theatre of war.1

Within the society so constituted, the power of the great leader was, however, 
still not beyond challenge. The Great Purge following the assassination in 
1934 of Stalin’s competitor Sergei Kirov, a member of the Politbureau, marked 
the completion of the process of state formation. The mass terror had two 
combined effects. The leading élite changed in social composition. Not only the 
Bolshevik veterans from the Czarist period, but also many who had joined the 
movement in 1917 or later and had actively contributed to Stalin’s ‘revolution’, 
were murdered. The new managers replacing them were, in a sense, people 
without a history and with a technocratic outlook. Simultaneously, Stalin’s 
personal dictatorship became impregnable. With these changes, the army 
of forced labour (slaves) emerging already at the end of the 1920s, grew 
explosively. At the same time, the repression against ‘ordinary’ workers 
increased signi� cantly (introduction of workbooks, draconian penalties for 

1 Rigby 1977, p. 53.
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absenteeism, abolition of the right to annul employment contracts unilaterally, 
etc.), a traditionalist family policy was introduced (prohibition of abortion, 
proclamation of the family as the cornerstone of society) and the arts, sciences 
and philosophy were completely subordinated to of� cial politics.

In the space of about ten years, the Soviet Union was thus fundamentally 
changed. Critical-Marxist observers naturally recognised this quickly, and 
drew their conclusions. These conclusions were, of course, also in� uenced 
by their observation of developments outside the Soviet Union.

Overshadowing everything in the 1930s was the Great Depression. 
The apparent contrast – partly illusory – between the economic dif� culties 
experienced at home and the rapid strides of modernisation in the Soviet 
Union led many in the West to tone down their criticism of the Russians. In 
1931, Kautsky pointed out in this regard that:

The economic crisis has in the last year gained such insane dimensions, that 

many among us think that the collapse of capitalism is already occurring. 

Corresponding to this is the increased advertising by Soviet Russia of its 

� ve-year plan. [. . .] What one wishes for is easily believed. In that way, a 

need arises out of the terrible emergency of the times to see in Russia the 

rock on which the church of the future will be built.2

If this temptation was strong, then it not infrequently happened that a 
previous critic of the Soviet Union would re-adjust his views in an apologetic 
direction. A striking example of this trend was the most important theoretician 
of Austro-Marxism, Otto Bauer, whose views had initially been close to 
Kautsky’s.3 In the 1930s, he revised his opinion, and, in his 1936 book Between 

Two World Wars?, he defended Stalinism as an historical necessity, declaring 
that ‘Yet just as terrible the sacri� ces which the great industrialisation and 
collectivisation process incurred, just so intoxicating are its consequences.’4

2 Kautsky 1931, p. 342. 
3 See his positive appreciation of Kautsky’s critique of Bolshevism: Bauer 1919.
4 Bauer 1936, pp. 13 and 37. Croan has explicitly pointed to the connection between 

Bauer’s apologetic inclination and the world situation: ‘A deepening economic crisis 
and the spread of Fascism were darkening the horizons of democratic socialism 
everywhere in Europe. [. . .] Only in this context can the psychological and political 
function of Bauer‘s optimism [. . .] be understood. [. . .] Ex oriente lux’. Croan 1962, pp. 
292–3. For a monograph on Bauer and Bolshevism, see Löw 1980.
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Secondly, after Hitler’s coup d’état in 1933, a number of common 
characteristics between national socialism and the Stalinist régime became 
visible (for example, the one-party system, economic ‘planning’, terrorist 
methods). In addition, it sometimes seemed as though the two systems 
in� uenced each other at the policy level.5 The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact 
strengthened this impression. Such observations motivated some critics to 
postulate identical essences for both societies. As is well-known, non-Marxists 
were also subject to that temptation, and at that time laid the theoretical 
groundwork for future theories of totalitarianism.6 A quote from a council 
communist in 1939 summarises the trend of thought at this time:

Russia must be placed � rst among the new totalitarian states. [. . .] Adopting 

all the features of the total state, it [. . .] became the model for those other 

countries which were forced to do away with the democratic state system 

and to change to dictatorial rule. Russia was the example for fascism.

No accident is here involved, nor a bad joke of history. The duplication 

of systems here is apparent but real. Everything points to the fact that we 

have to deal here with expressions and consequences of identical principles 

applied to different levels of historical and political development. Whether 

party ‘communists’ like it or not, the fact remains that the state order and 

rule in Russia are indistinguishable from those in Italy and Germany. 

Essentially they are alike. One may speak of a red, black, or brown ‘soviet 

state’, as well as of red, black or brown fascism.7

Similar ideas were raised again by various authors later on, as will be 
discussed in the following chapters.

Insofar as the structural transformation of Soviet society gaining momentum 
from 1929 did not tempt Marxist critics to see it as a variant of socialism, as 
Otto Bauer had, the insight now began to dawn that it would no longer do 
simply to use the label ‘capitalism’. Somehow, critical theory had to express 
the fact that under Stalin’s rule something completely new had emerged. 

5 Schwarz 1951 for example notes that the workbook was introduced roughly at the 
same time in Nazi Germany (Reichsgesetz, 26 February 1935) and in the Soviet Union 
(decree of 20 December 1938). However, ‘[. . .] the Soviet work books, while fashioned 
in the Nazi-German pattern, could not perform the functions they performed in the 
Third Reich’ (p. 101).

6 See Adler and Paterson 1970.
7 Rühle 1939, p. 245.
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Referring to the omnipotent bureaucratic élite, the Left Oppositionist Christian 
Rakovsky described it as a ‘new social category’ which called for a completely 
new analysis.8

Various new theories were mooted in the period 1929–41. I will � rst discuss 
their content, and then examine the debates among their supporters during 
this era.

3.i. State capitalism

The history of the concept of ‘state capitalism’ dates back to well before the 
October Revolution. According to the consensus view, the term was � rst 
invented in the beginning of the 1890s by German Social Democrats, in 
response to the reformist views of Georg von Vollmar and others. The latter 
believed that the bourgeois state should be encouraged to adopt policies 
(nationalisations) which would be a preparation for a future ‘state socialism’. 
Their opponents (Wilhelm Liebknecht and others), however, contended 
that an expansion of the bourgeois state could not lead to ‘state socialism’ 
but only to ‘state capitalism’, thereby changing the balance of forces to the 
disadvantage of the working class.9 From the outset, state capitalism was 
therefore never a category with a primarily analytical intention; instead, the 
concept was disconnected from reality in two ways: ‘by its counterposition 
to another concept and the latter’s relationship to a future society’.10

In the years 1914–18, the German war economy, with hitherto unprecedented 
state interventions in the economic process (the use of force to compel 
enterprises to produce, regulation of the distribution of consumer goods, 
� xing of minimum prices, etc.), stimulated a detailed elaboration of the 
concept of state capitalism. Nikolai Bukharin at that time developed an 
interpretation in which state capitalism represented a new and higher stage 
of capitalist development, a stage in which competition between enterprises 
in the domestic economy was tendentially regulated by state intervention, 
and the rivalry between capitals shifted to the world market.11 Authors with 

 8 Rakovsky 1929, p. 131. The Russian original literally states ‘a new sociological 
category’. 

 9 Huhn 1952–3, pp. 170–80; Olle 1974a, pp. 103–12; Ambrosius 1981, pp. 9–18. 
10 Olle 1974a, p. 107. 
11 Stehr 1973; Haynes 1985.
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other political orientations, such as the Social Democrat Karl Renner and the 
council communist Otto Rühle, formulated similar ideas.12

The question of the extent to which state capitalism could be said to exist 
in Russia after 1917 quickly began to play a role in the discussions of the 
Bolsheviks themselves. The left communists, grouped around the magazine 
Kommunist, feared that the industrial policy being followed would undermine 
workers’ power in the enterprises, and thus eradicate the foundation of the 
revolutionary process. Osinsky formulated this concern as follows:

If the proletariat itself does not know how to create the necessary prerequisites 

for the socialist organization of labor – no one can do this for it and no one 

can compel it to do this. [. . .] Socialism and socialist organization must be 

set up by the proletariat itself, or they will not be set up at all; something 

else will be set up – state capitalism.13

Around the same time, Lenin had also used the concept of state capitalism to 
characterise Russia. He opined, however, that a dictatorship of the proletariat 
could be reconciled with state capitalism. Between freely competitive capitalism 
and socialism, there would be a transition period; during this period, the 
revolutionaries needed to appropriate as many technical-organisational means 
and insights from state capitalism as possible, especially from state capitalism 
in Germany.14 In various contributions by Bukharin, Osinsky, Lenin and 
others, state capitalism was very broadly interpreted as market economy with 
major state intervention. In the debates about the Soviet Union in the 1930s, 
the concept of state capitalism was taken on board by many more authors, 
but, in the process, gained a somewhat different and narrower meaning: that 
of an economy in which the state is the only employer. Obviously, this shift 
in meaning was caused by the structural transformation of the Soviet Union 
itself, which involved both the disappearance of the traditional market after 
the NEP period, and the construction of the state as the omnipotent centre 
of power.

Theories of state capitalism were the most popular among all Western-
Marxist interpretations mooted in the 1929–1941 period. What explained 

12 Renner 1917; Steuermann 1931.
13 Cited here according to Daniels 1960, pp. 85–6. 
14 Olle 1974a, pp. 121–31; Ambrosius 1981, pp. 29–33; Borilin 1929.
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this popularity? The answer must be essentially that these theories remained 
very close to the old unilinear schema. Even if state capitalism did not 
constitute an ‘ordinary’, but a ‘new’ or ‘higher’ form of capitalism, it could 
be straightforwardly inserted into the old sequence of feudalism – (state-)
capitalism – socialism. Beyond the variants discussed below, there were still 
many more other contributions of a similar type. These are not discussed here 
however, because they add nothing theoretically to the variants covered.15

Miasnikov

At the beginning of 1931, the oppositional Bolshevik Gavril Miasnikov16 
completed a pamphlet about the character of Soviet society, which he 
published himself under the title The Current Deception [Ocherednoi obman]. 
A Dutch version was published in the left-communist journal De Nieuwe 

Tijd.17

According to Miasnikov, a violent counter-revolution had taken place 
in the Soviet Union. After the working class had initially held power 
through its workers’ councils, the ‘world bourgeoisie’ had in three years’ 
time succeeded in achieving a fundamental shift in the balance of power, 
through interventions and civil war: ‘Industry was petri� ed, the workers 
had been atomised and therefore the workers’ councils were also destroyed. 
The proletariat ceased to be the ruling class, which possessed political and 
economic hegemony [. . .].’18

Because an indigenous bourgeoisie was mostly lacking, power fell in the 
hands of peasants, the numerous ‘petty bourgeoisie’. This situation however 
could not last for very long:

The small bourgeoisie triumphed, but this victory would not mean progress 

but regression for it. It can govern industry only by means of a bureaucratic 

15 For example Steuermann 1931, pp. 183–212; Mänchen-Helfen 1932.
16 G.T. Miasnikov (1889–1946?), a metal worker, was a Bolshevik since 1906. From 

1918 he took a left-oppositionist position; for some time he was a prominent advocate 
of the Workers’ Opposition. In 1928 he escaped from the Soviet Union to France, where 
he remained until after the Second World War. In 1946, he returned to the USSR and 
was presumably executed. See Sinigaglia 1973 and Avrich 1984. 

17 Miasnikoff 1932; see also Miasnikoff 1939. 
18 Miasnikoff 1932, p. 40. 
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apparatus and because of the typical atomised structure of this class, it cannot 

exercise suf� cient control over the bureaucracy, and thus cannot prevent that 

the latter develops from a maid-servant into a mistress oppressing her.19

In the course of the 1920s, the bureaucracy had thus transformed itself into 
a ruling class. Its power was based on state ownership of the means of 
production, and it constantly sought to expand this power:

The bureaucracy, which stands at the head of nationalised industry and 

which gradually destroys or assimilates the remainders of private capitalist 

exploitation, possesses the tendency to expand its domination over all 

industrial areas.20

Therewith a ‘state capitalism’ had emerged, which included exploitation and 
surplus-value production.21 ‘[The] whole of the state economy of the USSR 
represents as it were one large factory, in which an ordered co-operation and 
division of labor between different workplaces is present.’22

Miasnikov warned against placing this new form of capitalism at the 
same level as the old private capitalism. The nationalisation of land, mines 
and industry, as well as its complete control over the state budget, meant 
that the bureaucracy could operate much more effectively than the classical 
bourgeoisie. It was able to direct capital � ows at will, and arrange means of 
� nance for investments which were not available to ‘ordinary’ employers, 
without being obstructed in implementing its plans by landowners or other 
enterprises. In this sense, Soviet society was at a higher level of development 
than competitive capitalism:

The bureaucracy may not always manage business well, but always does 

it better than the bourgeoisie. It functions under completely different 

circumstances and represents a higher form of production compared to any 

private production system.23

In international con� icts, socialists therefore had to take the side of the Soviet 
Union.

19 Miasnikoff 1932, p. 44. 
20 Miasnikoff 1932, p. 84.
21 Miasnikoff 1932, pp. 82–3.
22 Miasnikoff 1932, p. 111.
23 Miasnikoff 1932, p. 110.
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Adler

In 1932, Friedrich Adler,24 who, from 1923, was the secretary of the Labour 
and Socialist International, presented his own theory of the Soviet Union as 
‘an individual comrade and not in my function as international secretary’.25 
Rejecting both Kautsky’s continual Cassandra cries as well as apologetic 
Marxist tendencies, Adler introduced a comparative historical perspective.

He shared Kautsky’s and Marx’s opinion that a socialist society could only 
be built in a situation in which industry and the working class were highly 
developed. But because such a situation did not exist in post-revolutionary 
Russia, Stalin’s ‘experiment’ should be judged as an attempt to realise, through 
the sacri� ce of a whole generation of workers, the primitive accumulation 
process26 which in developed capitalism had already occurred earlier, and in 
this way lay the foundations for a socialist Soviet Union.

If we try to understand the contemporary Soviet Union, we � nd with 

growing surprise, that in its industrialisation, even though there are 

no longer any private capitalists, the characteristic stages of primitive 

accumulation indicated by Marx again make their appearance. The Stalinist 

experiment is industrialisation through primitive accumulation without the co-

operation of private capitalists.27

Since the historical bearers of the process – free capitalists – were absent, 
state power as such necessarily took their place. The social function of the 
dictatorship was accordingly: ‘Subordination of the workers themselves, 
to carry out primitive accumulation over their heads, and nip in the bud 
every attempt at resistance by the workers against the sacri� ces which were 
imposed on them.’28

24 Adler (1879–1960), from 1911 to 1916 secretary of the Austrian Social-Democratic 
Party, was in 1917 sentenced to prison after the attempt to assassinate premier Karl 
Graf Stürgkh. He was freed in 1918 and belonged to the founders of the Labour and 
Socialist International. See Braunthal 1965 and Ardelt 1984.

25 Adler 1932, p. 4. A short time afterwards Adler polemicised from the same 
position against Kautsky and said he spoke for the overwhelming majority of the 
International: Adler 1933.

26 About ‘the so-called primitive accumulation’ see Chapter 24 of the � rst volume 
of Marx’s Capital.

27 Adler 1932, p. 9.
28 Adler 1932, p. 10.
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On the whole, he believed a form of state capitalism existed which, on the 
one hand, necessarily developed because of the absence of revolutions in more 
advanced countries that might have supported the young Soviet republic, 
and, on the other hand, because of the weakness of the private capitalism 
existing at the time this revolution occurred.

With this conclusion, the phenomena of planned economy were also cast 
in a different light:

For Marx and Engels, the transition to planned economy was only possible in 

the framework of the realisation of a socialist social order. Now we realise, 

that planned economy does not have socialism as its precondition, but only 

has the negative criterion of the abolition of private capitalist competition as 

its precondition and is also quite possible on the basis of state capitalism.29

That this interpretation had wide support in (left) Social-Democratic circles is 
demonstrated by the response of Rafail Abramovich Rejn, one of the leaders of 
the Menshevik emigrants, who remarked that Adler’s analysis was essentially 
the same as that of Russian social democracy.30

Wagner

In 1933, Helmut Wagner (1904–89), a left Social-Democratic journalist and 
teacher who had escaped from Dresden to Switzerland at the end of 1934,31 
wrote a text called ‘Theses on Bolshevism’. These theses were partly the 
result of discussions held since 1932 by the Rote Kämpfer, a small illegal group 
in� uenced by council communism.32

29 Adler 1932, pp. 11–12.
30 Abramowitsch 1932, p. 145. A more in-depth discussion about Menshevik 

viewpoints can be found in Wolin 1974; Anon. 1981a, pp. 131–204; and Liebich 
1981.

31 In 1941, Wagner emigrated to the United States, and, a few years later, he broke 
with Marxism. Röder and Strauss 1980, pp. 787–8; Müller 1977, pp. 66, 155 note 480; 
Buick 2004.

32 Ihlau 1969. Ihlau believes that the ‘Theses’ were distributed exclusively as stencils 
among illegal German groups and that they were ‘never published anywhere’ (p. 95). 
This is not correct however. In 1934 the ‘Theses’ were both published by the 
Rätekorrespondenz, a German periodical published in Amsterdam, and in an American 
translation by the International Council Correspondence in Chicago. See Wagner 1934. 
Both versions contain 67 theses; in the German text, the last thesis is numbered 68, but 
thesis 60 is omitted. In the American version, the numbering is from 1 to 67, such that 
thesis 60 corresponds to thesis 61 in the German version. The American text states in an 
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Whereas Gorter, Pannekoek and others had earlier emphasised that Eastern 
and Western Europe were essentially different, Wagner went a step further by 
considering Russia as a geographical, political and economic nexus between 
Europe and Asia. Europe, together with North America, formed the ‘highly 
developed capitalist center of active imperialist advance’; East Asia constituted 
‘the colonial center of passive imperialist plunder’. Both these centres 
embodied axes of the international class struggle, and together in� uenced 
the development of Russia.33 In the Russian economy, an underdeveloped 
Asiatic agriculture which involved feudal elements and which had continued 
until 1917 was combined with modern European industry.34 This special 
combination of feudalism and capitalism created combined and complicated 
tasks for the Russian Revolution.35

In fact, it had to shoulder the tasks of the bourgeois revolution without 
support of the bourgeoisie. It had to execute the tasks of the bourgeoisie, because 
the challenge was primarily one of overthrowing absolutism, liquidating the 
privileges of the nobility and forming a modern state apparatus.36 All this 
had to occur without the support of the bourgeoisie, because this class had 
tied itself to Tsarism, and had thus already become counterrevolutionary 
even before its own revolution was completed.37

A ‘class triangle’ had taken over the tasks of the bourgeoisie:38 the enormous 
peasant masses formed the ‘passive foundation’, the numerically smaller 
but militant workers formed the ‘� ghting instrument’, and a small layer of 
the intelligentsia ‘arose as the master mind of the revolution’.39 Bolshevism 
succeeded in uniting the rebellions of the workers and peasants and seizing 
power. But the new régime which was established in 1917 was therefore, from 
the beginning, in a precarious position: it had to ensure that the two classes 
on which it was based, despite their partly contradictory interests, did not 

editorial preface that the theses were collectively written by ‘the Group of International 
Communists of Holland’. Perhaps this explains why the theses ‘repeatedly have been 
falsely attributed to the GIC’. See Jaap Kloosterman, ‘Aantekeningen’, in Pannekoek 
1972, p. 198. The ‘Theses’ are cited here according to the American version. 

33 Thesis 5. 
34 Thesis 6.
35 Thesis 10.
36 Thesis 9.
37 Thesis 13.
38 Thesis 18.
39 Thesis 17.
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openly clash with each other.40 In order to accomplish this, the autonomisation 
of the state apparatus vis-à-vis both classes was inevitable:

Just as the state apparatus of Czarism ruled independently over the two 

possessing classes, so the new Bolshevik state apparatus began to make itself 

independent of its double class basis. Russia stepped out of the conditions 

of Czarist absolutism into those of Bolshevik absolutism.41

The end result of this development was a capitalism organised by the state 
without a bourgeoisie, upon a dual class basis. Soviet state policy consequently 
oscillated between the interests of the workers and peasants. The � rst � ve-
year plan and forced collectivisation were nothing but attempts to contain 
these contradictions by violence, but, so far, they had only ‘increased the 
economic dif� culties to the danger point of an explosion of the economic 
contradictions’.42

The functioning of the Soviet economy was basically capitalist: the 
foundation was formed by commodity production, the overarching goal was 
pro� tability, bourgeois incentive and reward systems were used, and the 
workers created surplus-value.43

The Russian State does not, to be sure, reveal any class of people, who 

individually and directly are the bene� ciaries of the surplus-value production, 

but it pockets this surplus value through the bureaucratic, parasitical 

apparatus as a whole. In addition to its own quite costly maintenance, the 

surplus value produced serves for the expansion of production, the support 

of the peasant class and as a means of settlement for the foreign obligations 

of the State. [. . .] The Russian state economy [. . .] is state capitalism under 

the historically unique conditions of the bolshevik régime and accordingly 

represents a different and more advanced type of capitalist production than 

even the greatest and most advanced countries have to show.44

In 1936–7, during his exile in Switzerland, Wagner elaborated his theses into a 
large but unpublished manuscript titled Foundations of Bolshevik Power Politics 

40 Theses 30, 31, 35, 36, 37.
41 Thesis 44.
42 Thesis 57.
43 Theses 58, 59.
44 Thesis 59.
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(On the Sociology of Bolshevism).45 He published some parts of his � ndings under 
the pseudonym of Rudolf Sprenger.46 Broadly speaking, these publications 
were consistent with his ‘Theses’.

Worrall

The attachment of the label ‘state capitalist’ to the Soviet Union was not 
substantively argued for by Miasnikov, Adler and Wagner. They had 
simply asserted that the USSR featured surplus-value production, capitalist 
exploitation etc. but did not provide further arguments to substantiate this 
interpretation. Unsurprisingly, this weakness was quickly seized upon by 
the apologists.47 Towards the end of the 1930s, the theory of state capitalism 
became gradually more sophisticated in a theoretical sense. In 1939, the 
American Modern Quarterly published an analysis titled ‘U.S.S.R.: Proletarian 
or Capitalist State ?’48 Its author, Ryan Worrall (1903–95), an Australian 
Trotskyist,49 endeavoured to create a Marxist foundation for the theory of 
Soviet state capitalism. To emphasise his theoretical orthodoxy, Worrall 
referred to three arguments from the founders of ‘scienti� c socialism’:

a) In two places in the third volume of Capital – ‘so neglected by students of 
Karl Marx’ – the essence of the capitalist mode of production was de� ned: 
concentration of the means of production in the hands of a small minority 
of owners, social organisation of the labour process, creation of the world 
market,50 commodity and surplus-value production.51 The second thing that 

45 This title (‘Die Grundlagen der bolschewistischen Machtpolitik (Zur Soziologie 
des Bolschewismus)’) is mentioned in Ihlau 1969, p. 101, note 232. The dating 1936–7 
is based on a Spanish pamphlet, published under a pseudonym. See Sprenger 1947, 
p. 3.

46 Sprenger 1933–4, pp. 314–20; Sprenger 1940.
47 ‘Because one cannot deny, that private capitalism does not exist in the Soviet 

Union, but on the other hand one cannot af� rm that socialism rules there, the only 
thing that remains is to say that it is state capitalist’ – Linde 1932, p. 3.

48 Worrall 1939.
49 See Worrall Tribute 1996.
50 The reference is to the following passage from the third volume of Marx’s Capital 

(p. 375): ‘three cardinal facts about capitalist production: (1) The concentration of the 
means of production in a few hands [. . .] (2) The organization of labour itself as social 
labour [. . .]. (3) Establishment of the world market.’

51 The reference is to the following passage: ‘Two characteristic traits mark the 
capitalist mode of production right from the start. Firstly, it produces its products as 
commodities. [. . .]’, Marx 1981, p. 1019.
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particularly marks the capitalist mode of production is the production of 

surplus-value as the direct object and decisive motive of production.• 52

b) In his analysis of share capital, also in Volume 3 of Capital, Marx had 

shown that in joint-stock companies, the managers of enterprises became 

•directors• of the capital of others, while those supplying the capital only 

retained an ownership title. In this way, capital as private property was 

•abolished• within the boundaries of the capitalist mode of production 

itself.53

c) In his Anti-Dühring, Engels had not only anticipated the growth of share-

capital, but also the tendency to leave investments too large for private 

entrepreneurs (for example, in the railways sector) to the state to organise. 

Both developments did not imply the disappearance of capitalism, 

according to Engels; the capital relationship was not abolished by it, but 

only intensi�  ed.54

From (a) Worrall concluded that private ownership (especially of means of 

production) did not have to be an essential feature of capitalism •in every 

phase of its development•. From (b) and especially from (c) he deduced that 

•the further development of capitalism, in the direction of state ownership 

of the means of production• could lead to •the virtual abolition of private 

property• while the essence of capitalism remained the same. With his appeal 

to the classics, Worrall appears to have wanted to prove in particular that 

a society in which state and capital fused in one dominating totality was a 

theoretical possibility within the tradition of scienti�  c socialism. Lenin was also 

cited in this context as witness.

52 Marx 1981, pp. 1019…20.
53 The reference is to the following passage: •III. Formation of joint-stock companies. 

Through this: [. . .] 2. [. . .] It is the abolition of capitals as private property within the 
con� nes of the capitalist mode of production itself. 3. Transformation of the actual 
functioning capitalist into a mere manager, in charge of other people•s capital, and of 
the capital owner into a mere owner, a mere money capitalist.• Marx 1981, p. 567.

54 The reference is especially to the following passage: •The modern state, no matter 
what its form, is essentially a capitalist machine, the state of the capitalists, the ideal 
personi�  cation of the total national capital. The more it proceeds to the taking over of 
productive forces, the more does it actually become the national capitalist, the more 
citizens does it exploit. The workers remain wage-workers … proletarians. The capitalist 
relation is not done away with. It is rather brought to a head.• Engels 1878, p. 266. 
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