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Leon Trotsky 1
A Letter to James P. Cannon
September 12, 1939.

Dear Jim:

I am writing now a study on the social character of the USSR in connection
with the war question. The writing, with its translation, will take at least
one week more. The fundamental ideas are as follows:

1. Our definition of the USSR can be right or wrong, but I do not see any
reason to make this definition dependent on the German-Soviet pact.

2. The social character of the USSR is not determined by her friend-
ship with democracy or fascism. Who adopts such a point of view
becomes a prisoner of the Stalinist conception of the People’s Front
epoch.

3. Who says that the USSR is no more a degenerate workers’ state, but a
new social formation, should clearly say what he adds to our political
conclusions.

4. The USSR question cannot be isolated as unique from the whole his-
toric process of our times. Either the Stalin state is a transitory for-
mation, it is a deformation of a worker state in a backward and iso-
lated country, or 'bureaucratic Collectivism’ﬂ is a new social forma-
tion which is replacing capitalism throughout the world (Stalinism,
Fascism, New Deals, etc.). The terminological experiments (workers’
state, not workers’ state; class, not class; etc.) receive a sense only un-
der this historic aspect. Who chooses the second alternative admits,
openly or silently, that all the revolutionary potentialities of the world
proletariat are exhausted, that the socialist movement is bankrupt,
and that the old capitalism is transforming itself into ‘bureaucratic
collectivism” with a new exploiting class.

The tremendous importance of such a conclusion is self-explanatory. It con-
cerns the whole fate of the world proletariat and mankind. Have we the
slightest right to induce ourselves by purely terminological experiments in
a new historic conception which occurs to be in an absolute contradiction
with our program, strategy and tactics? Such an adventuristic jump would
be doubly criminal now in view of the world war when the perspective of
the socialist revolution becomes an imminent reality and when the case of
the USSR will appear to everybody as a transitorial episode in the process
of world socialist revolution.

!Bruno R., La Bureaucratisation du Monde; Paris 1939
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I write these lines in haste, which explains their insufficiency, but in a week
I hope to send you my more complete thesis.

Comradely greetings,

V.T. O. [Leon Trotskyﬂ

?Because of the conditions of his residence in the various countries in which he lived
after his exile, Trotsky often used pseudonyms in his letters. His letters were frequently
signed with the name of his English secretary. (New Park edition)
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The USSR in War

The German-Soviet Pact and the Character of the USSR

Is it possible after the conclusion of the German-Soviet pact to consider the
USSR a workers’ state? The future of the Soviet state has again and again
aroused discussion in our midst. Small wonder; we have before us the first
experiment in the workers’ state in history. Never before and nowhere else
has this phenomenon been available for analysis. In the question of the so-
cial character of the USSR, mistakes commonly flow, as we have previously
stated, from replacing the historical fact with the programmatic norm. Con-
crete fact departs from the norm. This does not signify, however, that it has
overthrown the norm; on the contrary, it has reaffirmed it, from the neg-
ative side. The degeneration of the first workers’ state, ascertained and
explained by us, has only the more graphically shown what the workers’
state should be, what it could and would be under certain historical condi-
tions. The contradiction between the concrete fact and the norm constrains
us not to reject the norm but, on the contrary, to fight for it by means of
the revolutionary road. The program of the approaching revolution in the
USSR is determined on the one hand by our appraisal of the USSR as an
objective historical fact, and on the other hand, by a norm of the workers’
state. We do not say: ”"Everything is lost, we must begin all over again.”
We clearly indicate those elements of the workers’ state which at the given
stage can be salvaged, preserved, and further developed.

Those who seek nowadays to prove that the Soviet-German pact changes
our appraisal of the Soviet state take their stand, in essence, on the posi-
tion of the Comintern — to put it more correctly, on yesterday’s position of
the Comintern. According to this logic, the historical mission of the work-
ers’ state is the struggle for imperialist democracy. The ”betrayal” of the
democracies in favor of fascism divests the USSR of its being considered
a workers’ state. In point of fact, the signing of the treaty with Hitler sup-
plies only an extra gauge with which to measure the degree of degeneration
of the Soviet bureaucracy, and its contempt for the international working
class, including the Comintern, but it does not provide any basis whatso-
ever for a reevaluation of the sociological appraisal of the USSR.

Are the Differences Political or Terminological?

Let us begin by posing the question of the nature of the Soviet state not on
the abstract-sociological plane but on the plane of concrete-political tasks.
Let us concede for the moment that the bureaucracy is a new “class” and
that the present regime in the USSR is a special system of class exploitation.
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What new political conclusions follow for us from these definitions? The
Fourth International long ago recognized the necessity of overthrowing the
bureaucracy by means of a revolutionary uprising of the toilers. Nothing
else is proposed or can be proposed by those who proclaim the bureaucracy
to be an exploiting “class”. The goal to be attained by the overthrow of
the bureaucracy is the reestablishment of the rule of the soviets, expelling
from them the present bureaucracy. Nothing different can be proposed or
is proposed by the leftist criticﬂ It is the task of the regenerated soviets to
collaborate with the world revolution and the building of a socialist society.
The overthrow of the bureaucracy therefore presupposes the preservation
of state property and of planned economy. Herein is the nub of the whole
problem.

Needless to say, the distribution of productive forces among the various
branches of economy and generally the entire content of the plan will be
drastically changed when this plan is determined by the interests not of the
bureaucracy but of the producers themselves. But inasmuch as the question
of overthrowing the parasitic oligarchy still remains linked with that of
preserving the nationalized (state) property, we called the future revolution
political. Certain of our critics (Ciliga, Bruno and others) want, come what
may, to call the future revolution social. Let us grant this definition. What
does it alter in essence? To those tasks of the revolution which we have
enumerated it adds nothing whatsoever.

Our critics as a rule take the facts as we long ago established them. They
add absolutely nothing essential to the appraisal either of the position of
the bureaucracy and the toilers, or of the role of the Kremlin on the in-
ternational arena. In all these spheres, not only do they fail to challenge
our analysis, but on the contrary they base themselves completely upon it
and even restrict themselves entirely to it. The sole accusation they bring
against us is that we do not draw the necessary ”conclusions”. Upon analy-
sis it turns out, however, that these conclusions are of a purely terminolog-
ical character. Our critics refuse to call the degenerated workers’ state — a
workers’ state. They demand that the totalitarian bureaucracy be called a
ruling class. The revolution against this bureaucracy they propose to con-
sider not political but social. Were we to make them these terminological
concessions, we would place our critics in a very difficult position, inas-
much as they themselves would not know what to do with their purely
verbal victory.

3We recollect that some of these comrades who are inclined to consider the bureaucracy
anew class, at the same time objected strenuously to the exclusion of the bureaucracy from
the soviets
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Let Us Check Ourselves Once Again

It would therefore be a piece of monstrous nonsense to split with comrades
who on the question of the sociological nature of the USSR have an opin-
ion different from ours, insofar as they solidarize with us in regard to the
political tasks. But on the other hand, it would be blindness on our part
to ignore purely theoretical and even terminological differences, because in
the course of further development they may acquire flesh and blood and
lead to diametrically opposite political conclusions. Just as a tidy house-
wife never permits an accumulation of cobwebs and garbage, just so a rev-
olutionary party cannot tolerate lack of clarity, confusion and equivocation.
Our house must be kept clean!

Let me recall for the sake of illustration, the question of Thermidor. For
a long time we asserted that Thermidor in the USSR was only being pre-
pared but had not yet been consummated. Later, investing the analogy to
Thermidor with a more precise and well-deliberated character, we came to
the conclusion that Thermidor had already taken place long ago. This open
rectification of our own mistake did not introduce the slightest consterna-
tion in our ranks. Why? Because the essence of the processes in the Soviet
Union was appraised identically by all of us, as we jointly studied day by
day the growth of reaction. For us it was only a question of rendering more
precise a historical analogy, nothing more. I hope that still today despite
the attempt of some comrades to uncover differences on the question of the
“defense of the USSR” — with which we shall deal presently — we shall
succeed by means of simply rendering our own ideas more precise to pre-
serve unanimity on the basis of the program of the Fourth International.

Is It a Cancerous Growth or a New Organ?

Our critics have more than once argued that the present Soviet bureaucracy
bears very little resemblance to either the bourgeois or labor bureaucracy
in capitalist society; that to a far greater degree than fascist bureaucracy it
represents a new and much more powerful social formation. This is quite
correct and we have never closed our eyes to it. But if we consider the So-
viet bureaucracy a “class”, then we are compelled to state immediately that
this class does not at all resemble any of those propertied classes known to
us in the past; our gain consequently is not great. We frequently call the
Soviet bureaucracy a caste, underscoring thereby its shut-in character, its
arbitrary rule, and the haughtiness of the ruling stratum which considers
that its progenitors issued from the divine lips of Brahma whereas the pop-
ular masses originated from the grosser portions of his anatomy. But even
this definition does not of course possess a strictly scientific character. Its
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relative superiority lies in this, that the make-shift character of the term
is clear to everybody, since it would enter nobody’s mind to identify the
Moscow oligarchy with the Hindu caste of Brahmins. The old sociological
terminology did not and could not prepare a name for a new social event
which is in process of evolution (degeneration) and which has not assumed
stable forms. All of us, however, continue to call the Soviet bureaucracy a
bureaucracy, not being unmindful of its historical peculiarities. In our opin-
ion this should suffice for the time being.

Scientifically and politically — and not purely terminologically — the ques-
tion poses itself as follows: Does the bureaucracy represent a temporary
growth on a social organism or has this growth already become trans-
formed into a historically indispensable organ? Social excrescences can be
the product of an “accidental” (i.e., temporary and extraordinary) enmesh-
ing of historical circumstances. A social organ (and such is every class,
including an exploiting class) can take shape only as a result of the deeply
rooted inner needs of production itself. If we do not answer this question,
then the entire controversy will degenerate into sterile toying with words.

The Early Degeneration of the Bureaucracy

The historical justification for every ruling class consisted in this — that the
system of exploitation it headed raised the development of the productive
forces to a new level. Beyond the shadow of a doubt, the Soviet regime
gave a mighty impulse to economy. But the source of this impulse was the
nationalization of the means of production and the planned beginnings,
and by no means the fact that the bureaucracy usurped command over the
economy. On the contrary, bureaucratism, as a system, became the worst
brake on the technical and cultural development of the country. This was
veiled for a certain time by the fact that Soviet economy was occupied for
two decades with transplanting and assimilating the technology and or-
ganization of production in advanced capitalist countries. The period of
borrowing and imitation still could, for better or for worse, be accommo-
dated to bureaucratic automatism, i.e., the suffocation of all initiative and
all creative urge. But the higher the economy rose, the more complex its re-
quirements became, all the more unbearable became the obstacle of the bu-
reaucratic regime. The constantly sharpening contradiction between them
leads to uninterrupted political convulsions, to systematic annihilation of
the most outstanding creative elements in all spheres of activity. Thus, be-
fore the bureaucracy could succeed in exuding from itself a “ruling class”,
it came into irreconcilable contradiction with the demands of development.
The explanation for this is to be found precisely in the fact that the bureau-
cracy is not the bearer of a new system of economy peculiar to itself and
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impossible without itself, but is a parasitic growth on a workers’ state.

The Conditions for the Omnipotence and Fall of the Bureaucracy

The Soviet oligarchy possesses all the vices of the old ruling classes but
lacks their historical mission. In the bureaucratic degeneration of the So-
viet state it is not the general laws of modern society from capitalism to
socialism which find expression but a special, exceptional and temporary
refraction of these laws under the conditions of a backward revolutionary
country in a capitalist environment. The scarcity in consumer goods and
the universal struggle to obtain them generate a policeman who arrogates
to himself the function of distribution. Hostile pressure from without im-
poses on the policeman the role of “defender” of the country, endows him
with national authority, and permits him doubly to plunder the country.

Both conditions for the omnipotence of the bureaucracy — the backward-
ness of the country and the imperialist environment — bear, however, a
temporary and transitional character and must disappear with the victory
of the world revolution. Even bourgeois economists have calculated that
with a planned economy it would be possible to raise the national income
of the United States rapidly to 200 billion dollars a year and thus assure
the entire population not only the satisfaction of its primary needs but real
comforts. On the other hand, the world revolution would do away with the
danger from without as a supplementary cause of bureaucratization. The
elimination of the need to expend an enormous share of the national in-
come on armaments would raise even higher the living and cultural level
of the masses. In these conditions the need for a policeman-distributor
would fall away by itself. Administration as a gigantic co-operative would
very quickly supplant state power. There would be no room for a new rul-
ing class or for a new exploiting regime, located between capitalism and
socialism.

And What if the Socialist Revolution Is Not Accomplished?

The disintegration of capitalism has reached extreme limits, likewise the
disintegration of the old ruling class. The further existence of this system
is impossible. The productive forces must be organized in accordance with
a plan. But who will accomplish this task — the proletariat or a new ruling
class of “commissars” — politicians, administrators and technicians? His-
torical experience bears witness, in the opinion of certain rationalizers, that
one cannot entertain hope in the proletariat. The proletariat proved “inca-
pable” of averting the last imperialist war although the material prerequi-
sites for a socialist revolution already existed at that time. The successes
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of fascism after the war were once again the consequence of the “incapac-
ity” of the proletariat to lead capitalist society out of the blind alley. The
bureaucratization of the Soviet state was in its turn the consequence of the
“incapacity” of the proletariat itself to regulate society through the demo-
cratic mechanism. The Spanish Revolution was strangled by the fascist and
Stalinist bureaucracies before the very eyes of the world proletariat. Finally,
last link in this chain is the new imperialist war, the preparation of which
took place quite openly, with complete impotence on the part of the world
proletariat. If this conception is adopted, that is, if it is acknowledged that
the proletariat does not have the forces to accomplish the socialist revolu-
tion, then the urgent task of the statification of the productive forces will
obviously be accomplished by somebody else. By whom? By a new bu-
reaucracy, which will replace the decayed bourgeoisie as a new ruling class
on a world scale. That is how the question is beginning to be posed by
those ”leftists” who do not rest content with debating over words.

The Present War and the Fate of Modern Society

By the very march of events this question is now posed very concretely.
The second world war has begun. It attests incontrovertibly to the fact that
society can no longer live on the basis of capitalism. Thereby it subjects the
proletariat to a new and perhaps decisive test.

If this war provokes, as we firmly believe, a proletarian revolution, it must
inevitably lead to the overthrow of the bureaucracy in the USSR and regen-
eration of Soviet democracy on a far higher economic and cultural basis
than in 1918. In that case the question as to whether the Stalinist bureau-
cracy was a “class” or a growth on the workers’ state will be automatically
solved. To every single person it will become clear that in the process of the
development of the world revolution the Soviet bureaucracy was only an
episodic relapse.

If, however, it is conceded that the present war will provoke not revolution
but a decline of the proletariat, then there remains another alternative: the
further decay of monopoly capitalism, its further fusion with the state and
the replacement of democracy wherever it still remained by a totalitarian
regime. The inability of the proletariat to take into its hands the leadership
of society could actually lead under these conditions to the growth of a
new exploiting class from the Bonapartist fascist bureaucracy. This would
be, according to all indications, a regime of decline, signalizing the eclipse
of civilization.

An analogous result might occur in the event that the proletariat of ad-
vanced capitalist countries, having conquered power, should prove inca-
pable of holding it and surrender it, as in the USSR, to a privileged bureau-
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cracy. Then we would be compelled to acknowledge that the reason for the
bureaucratic relapse is rooted not in the backwardness of the country and
not in the imperialist environment but in the congenital incapacity of the
proletariat to become a ruling class. Then it would be necessary in retro-
spect to establish that in its fundamental traits the present USSR was the
precursor of a new exploiting regime on an international scale.

We have diverged very far from the terminological controversy over the
nomenclature of the Soviet state. But let our critics not protest; only by
taking the necessary historical perspective can one provide himself with
a correct judgment upon such a question as the replacement of one social
regime by another. The historic alternative, carried to the end, is as follows:
either the Stalin regime is an abhorrent relapse in the process of transform-
ing bourgeois society into a socialist society, or the Stalin regime is the first
stage of a new exploiting society. If the second prognosis proves to be cor-
rect, then, of course, the bureaucracy will become a new exploiting class.
However onerous the second perspective may be, if the world proletariat
should actually prove incapable of fulfilling the mission placed upon it by
the course of development, nothing else would remain except only to rec-
ognize that the socialist program, based on the internal contradictions of
capitalist society, ended in Utopia. It is self-evident that a new “minimum”
program would be required — for the defense of the interests of the slaves
of the totalitarian bureaucratic society.

But are there such incontrovertible or even impressive objective data as
would compel us today to renounce the prospect of the socialist revolution?
That is the whole question.

The Theory of “Bureaucratic Collectivism”

Shortly after the assumption of power by Hitler, a German "left-commu-
nist”, Hugo Urbahns, came to the conclusion that in place of capitalism a
new historical era of ”state capitalism” was impending. The first examples
of this regime he named as Italy, the USSR, Germany. Urbahns, however,
did not draw the political conclusions of his theory. Recently, an Italian
"left-communist”, Bruno R., who formerly adhered to the Fourth Interna-
tional, came to the conclusion that “"bureaucratic collectivism” was about
to replace Capitalisnrﬁ The new bureaucracy is a class, its relation to the
toilers is collective exploitation, the proletarians are transformed into the
slaves of totalitarian exploiters.

Bruno R. brackets together planned economy in the USSR, fascism, Na-
tional Socialism and Roosevelt’s “"New Deal”. All these regimes undoubt-

“Bruno R. — La Bureaucratization du Monde, Paris 1939, 350 Pp-
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edly possess common traits, which in the last analysis are determined by
the collectivist tendencies of modern economy. Lenin even prior to the Oc-
tober Revolution formulated the main peculiarities of imperialist capital-
ism as follows: gigantic concentration of productive forces, the heightening
fusion of monopoly capitalism with the state, an organic tendency toward
naked dictatorship as a result of this fusion. The traits of centralization and
collectivization determine both the politics of revolution and the politics
of counter-revolution; but this by no means signifies that it is possible to
equate revolution, Thermidor, fascism and American “reformism”. Bruno
has caught on to the fact that the tendencies of collectivization assume, as a
result of the political prostration of the working class, the form of "bureau-
cratic collectivism”. The phenomenon in itself is incontestable. But where
are its limits, and what is its historical weight? What we accept as the de-
formity of a transitional period, the result of the unequal development of
multiple factors in the social process, is taken by Bruno R. for an indepen-
dent social formation in which the bureaucracy is the ruling class. Bruno
R. in any case has the merit of seeking to transfer the question from the
charmed circle of terminological copybook exercises to the plane of major
historical generalizations. This makes it all the easier to disclose his mis-
take.

Like many ultra-lefts, Bruno R. identifies in essence Stalinism with fascism.
On the one side the Soviet bureaucracy has adopted the political methods
of fascism; on the other side the fascist bureaucracy, which still confines
itself to ”partial” measures of state intervention, is heading toward and
will soon reach complete statification of economy. The first assertion is
absolutely correct. But Bruno’s assertion that fascist “anti-capitalism” is
capable of arriving at the expropriation of the bourgeoisie is completely
erroneous. “Partial” measures of state intervention and of nationalization
in reality differ from planned state economy just as reforms differ from
revolution. Mussolini and Hitler are only ”coordinating” the interests of
the property owners and “regulating” capitalist economy, and, moreover,
primarily for war purposes. The Kremlin oligarchy is something else again:
it has the opportunity of directing economy as a body only owing to the
fact that the working class of Russia accomplished the greatest overturn of
property relations in history. This difference must not be lost sight of.

But even if we grant that Stalinism and fascism from opposite poles will
some day arrive at one and the same type of exploitive society ("bureau-
cratic collectivism” according to Bruno R.’s terminology) this still will not
lead humanity out of the blind alley. The crisis of the capitalist system is
produced not only by the reactionary role of private property but also by
the no less reactionary role of the national state. Even if the various fascist
governments did succeed in establishing a system of planned economy at
home then, aside from the, in the long run, inevitable revolutionary move-



Leon Trotsky 11

ments of the proletariat unforeseen by any plan, the struggle between the
totalitarian states for world domination would be continued and even in-
tensified. Wars would devour the fruits of planned economy and destroy
the bases of civilization. Bertrand Russell thinks, it is true, that some victo-
rious state may, as a result of the war, unify the entire world in a totalitar-
ian vise. But even if such a hypothesis should be realized, which is highly
doubtful, military “unification” would have no greater stability than the
Versailles treaty. National uprisings and pacifications would culminate in
a new world war, which would be the grave of civilization. Not our sub-
jective wishes but the objective reality speaks for it, that the only way out
for humanity is the world socialist revolution. The alternative to it is the
relapse into barbarism.

The Proletariat and Its Leadership

We shall very soon devote a separate article to the question of the relation
between the class and its leadership. We shall confine ourselves here to
the most indispensable. Only vulgar “Marxists” who take it that politics
is a mere and direct “reflection” of economics, are capable of thinking that
leadership reflects the class directly and simply. In reality leadership, hav-
ing risen above the oppressed class, inevitably succumbs to the pressure of
the ruling class. The leadership of the American trade unions, for instance,
"reflects” not so much the proletariat, as the bourgeoisie. The selection and
education of a truly revolutionary leadership, capable of withstanding the
pressure of the bourgeoisie, is an extraordinarily difficult task. The dialec-
tics of the historic process expressed itself most brilliantly in the fact that
the proletariat of the most backward country, Russia, under certain historic
conditions, has put forward the most farsighted and courageous leader-
ship. On the contrary, the proletariat in the country of the oldest capitalist
culture, Great Britain, has even today the most dull-witted and servile lead-
ership.

The crisis of capitalist society which assumed an open character in July
1914, from the very first day of the war produced a sharp crisis in the pro-
letarian leadership. During the 25 years that have elapsed since that time,
the proletariat of the advanced capitalist countries has not yet created a
leadership that could rise to the level of the tasks of our epoch. The ex-
perience of Russia testifies, however, that such a leadership can be created.
(This does not mean, of course, that it will be immune to degeneration.) The
question consequently stands as follows: Will objective historical necessity
in the long run cut a path for itself in the consciousness of the vanguard
of the working class; that is, in the process of this war and those profound
shocks which it must engender, will a genuine revolutionary leadership be
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formed capable of leading the proletariat to the conquest of power?

The Fourth International has replied in the affirmative to this question, not
only through the text of its program, but also through the very fact of its
existence. All the various types of disillusioned and frightened representa-
tives of pseudo-Marxism proceed on the contrary from the assumption that
the bankruptcy of the leadership only “reflects” the incapacity of the pro-
letariat to fulfill its revolutionary mission. Not all our opponents express
this thought clearly, but all of them — ultra-lefts, centrists, anarchists, not
to mention Stalinists and social-democrats — shift the responsibility for the
defeats from themselves to the shoulders of the proletariat. None of them
indicate under precisely what conditions the proletariat will be capable of
accomplishing the socialist overturn.

If we grant as true that the cause of the defeats is rooted in the social quali-
ties of the proletariat itself then the position of modern society will have to
be acknowledged as hopeless. Under conditions of decaying capitalism the
proletariat grows neither numerically nor culturally. There are no grounds,
therefore, for expecting that it will sometime rise to the level of the revolu-
tionary tasks. Altogether differently does the case present itself to him who
has clarified in his mind the profound antagonism between the organic,
deep-going, insurmountable urge of the toiling masses to tear themselves
free from the bloody capitalist chaos, and the conservative, patriotic, ut-
terly bourgeois character of the outlived labor leadership. We must choose
one of these two irreconcilable conceptions.

Totalitarian Dictatorship — A Condition of Acute Crisis and Not a
Stable Regime

The October Revolution was not an accident. It was forecast long in ad-
vance. Events confirmed this forecast. The degeneration does not refute
the forecast, because Marxists never believed that an isolated workers’ state
in Russia could maintain itself indefinitely. True enough, we expected the
wrecking of the Soviet state, rather than its degeneration; to put it more
correctly, we did not sharply differentiate between those two possibilities.
But they do not at all contradict each other. Degeneration must inescapably
end at a certain stage in downfall.

A totalitarian regime, whether of Stalinist or fascist type, by its very essence
can be only a temporary transitional regime. Naked dictatorship in history
has generally been the product and the sympton of an especially severe
social crisis, and not at all of a stable regime. Severe crisis cannot be a per-
manent condition of society. A totalitarian state is capable of suppressing
social contradictions during a certain period, but it is incapable of perpet-
uating itself. The monstrous purges in the USSR are most convincing testi-
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mony of the fact that Soviet society organically tends toward ejection of the
bureaucracy.

It is an astonishing thing that Bruno R. sees precisely in the Stalinist purges
proof of the fact that the bureaucracy has become a ruling class, for in his
opinion only a ruling class is capable of measures on so large a scaleﬂ He
forgets however that Czarism, which was not a “class”, also permitted itself
rather large-scale measures in purges and moreover precisely in the period
when it was nearing its doom. Symptomatic of his oncoming death agony,
by the sweep and monstrous fraudulence of his purge, Stalin testifies to
nothing else but the incapacity of the bureaucracy to transform itself into
a stable ruling class. Might we not place ourselves in a ludicrous position
if we affixed to the Bonapartist oligarchy the nomenclature of a new ruling
class just a few years or even a few months prior to its inglorious downfall?
Posing this question clearly should alone in our opinion restrain the com-
rades from terminological experimentation and overhasty generalizations.

The Orientation Toward World Revolution and the Regeneration
of the USSR

A quarter of a century proved too brief a span for the revolutionary re-
arming of the world proletarian vanguard, and too long a period for pre-
serving the soviet system intact in an isolated backward country. Mankind
is now paying for this with a new imperialist war; but the basic task of our
epoch has not changed, for the simple reason that it has not been solved. A
colossal asset in the last quarter of a century and a priceless pledge for the
future is constituted by the fact that one of the detachments of the world
proletariat was able to demonstrate in action how the task must be solved.

The second imperialist war poses the unsolved task on a higher historical
stage. It tests anew not only the stability of the existing regimes but also
the ability of the proletariat to replace them. The results of this test will
undoubtedly have a decisive significance for our appraisal of the modern
epoch as the epoch of proletarian revolution. If contrary to all probabilities
the October Revolution fails during the course of the present war, or imme-

5True enough, in the last section of his book, which consists of fantastic contradictions,
Bruno R. quite consciously and articulately refutes his own theory of “bureaucratic collec-
tivism” unfolded in the first section of the book and declares that Stalinism, fascism and
nazism are transitory and parasitic formations, historic penalties for the impotence of the
proletariat. In other words, after having subjected the views of the Fourth International to
the sharpest kind of criticism, Bruno R. unexpectedly returns to those views, but only in
order to launch a new series of blind fumblings. We see no grounds for following in the
footsteps of a writer who has obviously lost his balance. We are interested in those of his
arguments by means of which he seeks to substantiate his views that the bureaucracy is a
class.
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diately thereafter, to find its continuation in any of the advanced countries;
and if, on the contrary, the proletariat is thrown back everywhere and on all
fronts — then we should doubtlessly have to pose the question of revising
our conception of the present epoch and its driving forces. In that case it
would be a question not of slapping a copybook label on the USSR or the
Stalinist gang but of re-evaluating the world historical perspective for the
next decades if not centuries: Have we entered the epoch of social revo-
lution and socialist society, or on the contrary the epoch of the declining
society of totalitarian bureaucracy?

The twofold error of schematists like Hugo Urbahns and Bruno R. consists,
first, in that they proclaim this latter regime as having been already finally
installed; secondly, in that they declare it a prolonged transitional state of
society between capitalism and socialism. Yet it is absolutely self-evident
that if the international proletariat, as a result of the experience of our entire
epoch and the current new war, proves incapable of becoming the master
of society, this would signify the foundering of all hope for a socialist rev-
olution, for it is impossible to expect any other more favorable conditions
for it; in any case no one foresees them now, or is able to characterize them.
Marxists do not have the slightest right (if disillusionment and fatigue are
not considered “rights”) to draw the conclusion that the proletariat has for-
feited its revolutionary possibilities and must renounce all aspirations to
hegemony in an era immediately ahead. Twenty-five years in the scales of
history, when it is a question of profoundest changes in economic and cul-
tural systems, weigh less than an hour in the life of man. What good is the
individual who, because of empirical failures in the course of an hour or a
day, renounces a goal that he set for himself on the basis of the experience
and analysis of his entire previous lifetime? In the years of darkest Russian
reaction (1907 to 1917) we took as our starting point those revolutionary
possibilities which were revealed by the Russian proletariat in 1905. In the
years of world reaction we must proceed from those possibilities which the
Russian proletariat revealed in 1917. The Fourth International did not by
accident call itself the world party of the socialist revolution. Our road is
not to be changed. We steer our course toward the world revolution and by
virtue of this very fact toward the regeneration of the USSR as a workers’
state.

Foreign Policy Is the Continuation of Domestic Policy

What do we defend in the USSR? Not that in which it resembles the cap-
italist countries but precisely that in which it differs from them. In Ger-
many also we advocate an uprising against the ruling bureaucracy, but
only in order immediately to overthrow capitalist property. In the USSR
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the overthrow of the bureaucracy is indispensable for the preservation of
state property. Only in this sense do we stand for the defense of the USSR.

There is not one among us who doubts that the Soviet workers should de-
fend the state property, not only against the parasitism of the bureaucracy,
but also against the tendencies toward private ownership, for example, on
the part of the kolkhoz aristocracy. But after all, foreign policy is the contin-
uation of policy at home. If in domestic policy we correlate defense of the
conquests of the October Revolution with irreconcilable struggle against
the bureaucracy, then we must do the same thing in foreign policy as well.
To be sure, Bruno R., proceeding from the fact that “bureaucratic collec-
tivism” has already been victorious all along the line, assures us that no
one threatens state property, because Hitler (and Chamberlain?) is as much
interested, you see, in preserving it as Stalin. Sad to say, Bruno R.’s assur-
ances are frivolous. In event of victory Hitler will in all probability begin
by demanding the return to German capitalists of all the property expro-
priated from them; then he will secure a similar restoration of property for
the English, the French and the Belgians so as to reach an agreement with
them at the expense of the USSR; finally, he will make Germany the con-
tractor of the most important state enterprises in the USSR in the interests
of the German military machine. Right now Hitler is the ally and friend of
Stalin; but should Hitler, with the aid of Stalin, come out victorious on the
Western Front, he would on the morrow turn his guns against the USSR.
Finally Chamberlain, too, in similar circumstances would act no differently
from Hitler.

The Defense of the USSR and the Class Struggle

Mistakes on the question of defense of the USSR most frequently flow from
an incorrect understanding of the methods of “defense”. Defense of the
USSR does not at all mean rapprochement with the Kremlin bureaucracy,
the acceptance of its politics, or a conciliation with the politics of her allies.
In this question, as in all others, we remain completely on the ground of
the international class struggle.

In the tiny French periodical, Que Faire, it was recently stated that inas-
much as the “Trotskyites” are defeatists in relation to France and England
they are therefore defeatists also in relation to the USSR. In other words: If
you want to defend the USSR you must stop being defeatists in relation to
her imperialist allies. Que Faire calculated that the “democracies” would
be the allies of the USSR. What these sages will say now we don’t know.
But that is hardly important, for their very method is rotten. To renounce
defeatism in relation to that imperialist camp to which the USSR adheres to-
day or might adhere tomorrow is to push the workers of the enemy camp



16 In Defense of Marxism

to the side of their government; it means to renounce defeatism in gen-
eral. The renunciation of defeatism under the conditions of imperialist war
which is tantamount to the rejection of the socialist revolution — rejection
of revolution in the name of ”“defense of the USSR” — would sentence the
USSR to final decomposition and doom.

"Defense of the USSR”, as interpreted by the Comintern, like yesterday’s
"struggle against fascism”, is based on renunciation of independent class
politics. The proletariat is transformed — for various reasons in varying
circumstances, but always and invariably — into an auxiliary force of one
bourgeois camp against another. In contradistinction to this, some of our
comrades say: Since we do not want to become tools of Stalin and his al-
lies we therefore renounce the defense of the USSR. But by this they only
demonstrate that their understanding of ”“defense” coincides essentially
with the understanding of the opportunists; they do not think in terms
of the independent politics of the proletariat. As a matter of fact, we de-
fend the USSR as we defend the colonies, as we solve all our problems,
not by supporting some imperialist governments against others, but by
the method of international class struggle in the colonies as well as in the
metropolitan centers.

We are not a government party; we are the party of irreconcilable oppo-
sition, not only in capitalist countries but also in the USSR. Our tasks,
among them the “defense of the USSR”, we realize not through the medium
of bourgeois governments and not even through the government of the
USSR, but exclusively through the education of the masses through agita-
tion, through explaining to the workers what they should defend and what
they should overthrow. Such a ”“defense” cannot give immediate miracu-
lous results. But we do not even pretend to be miracle workers. As things
stand, we are a revolutionary minority. Our work must be directed so that
the workers on whom we have influence should correctly appraise events,
not permit themselves to be caught unawares, and prepare the general sen-
timent of their own class for the revolutionary solution of the tasks con-
fronting us.

The defense of the USSR coincides for us with the preparation of world rev-
olution. Only those methods are permissible which do not conflict with the
interests of the revolution. The defense of the USSR is related to the world
socialist revolution as a tactical task is related to a strategic one. A tactic is
subordinated to a strategic goal and in no case can be in contradiction to
the latter.
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The Question of Occupied Territories

As I am writing these lines the question of the territories occupied by the
Red Army still remains obscure. The cable dispatches contradict each other,
since both sides lie a great deal; but the actual relationships on the scene
are no doubt still extremely unsettled. Most of the occupied territories will
doubtlessly become part of the USSR. In what form?

Let us for a moment conceive that in accordance with the treaty with Hitler,
the Moscow government leaves untouched the rights of private property
in the occupied areas and limits itself to “control” after the fascist pat-
tern. Such a concession would have a deep-going principled character and
might become a starting point for a new chapter in the history of the Soviet
regime; and consequently a starting point for a new appraisal on our part
of the nature of the Soviet state.

It is more likely, however, that in the territories scheduled to become a part
of the USSR, the Moscow government will carry through the expropria-
tion of the large land-owners and stratification of the means of produc-
tion. This variant is most probable not because the bureaucracy remains
true to the socialist program but because it is neither desirous nor capa-
ble of sharing the power, and the privileges the latter entails, with the old
ruling classes in the occupied territories. Here an analogy literally offers
itself. The first Bonaparte halted the revolution by means of a military dic-
tatorship. However, when the French troops invaded Poland, Napoleon
signed a decree: "Serfdom is abolished”. This measure was dictated not by
Napoleon’s sympathies for the peasants, nor by democratic principles, but
rather by the fact that the Bonapartist dictatorship based itself not on feu-
dal, but on bourgeois property relations. Inasmuch as Stalin’s Bonapartist
dictatorship bases itself not on private but on state property, the invasion
of Poland by the Red Army should, in the nature of the case, result in the
abolition of private capitalist property, so as thus to bring the regime of the
occupied territories into accord with the regime of the USSR.

This measure, revolutionary in character — ”“the expropriation of the ex-
propriators” — is in this case achieved in a military-bureaucratic fashion.
The appeal to independent activity on the part of the masses in the new
territories — and without such an appeal, even if worded with extreme
caution it is impossible to constitute a new regime — will on the morrow
undoubtedly be suppressed by ruthless police measures in order to assure
the preponderance of the bureaucracy over the awakened revolutionary
masses. This is one side of the matter. But there is another. In order to gain
the possibility of occupying Poland through a military alliance with Hitler,
the Kremlin for a long time deceived and continues to deceive the masses
in the USSR and in the whole world, and has thereby brought about the
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complete disorganization of the ranks of its own Communist International.
The primary political criterion for us is not the transformation of property
relations in this or another area, however important these may be in them-
selves, but rather the change in the consciousness and organization of the
world proletariat, the raising of their capacity for defending former con-
quests and accomplishing new ones. From this one, and the only decisive
standpoint, the politics of Moscow, taken as a whole, completely retains
its reactionary character and remains the chief obstacle on the road to the
world revolution.

Our general appraisal of the Kremlin and the Comintern does not, however,
alter the particular fact that the statification of property in the occupied ter-
ritories is in itself a progressive measure. We must recognize this openly.
Were Hitler on the morrow to throw his armies against the east to restore
”"law and order” in eastern Poland, the advanced workers would defend
against Hitler these new property forms established by the Bonapartist So-
viet bureaucracy.

We Do Not Change Our Course

The statification of the means of production is, as we said, a progressive
measure. But its progressiveness is relative; its specific weight depends
on the sum-total of all the other factors. Thus, we must first and foremost
establish that the extension of the territory dominated by bureaucratic au-
tocracy and parasitism, cloaked by ”socialist” measures, can augment the
prestige of the Kremlin, engender illusions concerning the possibility of re-
placing the proletarian revolution by bureaucratic maneuvers, and so on.
This evil by far outweighs the progressive content of Stalinist reforms in
Poland. In order that nationalized property in the occupied areas, as well
as in the USSR, become a basis for genuinely progressive, that is to say so-
cialist development, it is necessary to overthrow the Moscow bureaucracy.
Our program retains, consequently, all its validity. The events did not catch
us unawares. It is necessary only to interpret them correctly. It is necessary
to understand clearly that sharp contradictions are contained in the char-
acter of the USSR and in her international position. It is impossible to free
oneself from those contradictions with the help of terminological sleight-
of-hand ("workers’ state” — "not workers’ state”). We must take the facts
as they are. We must build our policy by taking as our starting point the
real relations and contradictions.

We do not entrust the Kremlin with any historic mission. We were and
remain against seizures of new territories by the Kremlin. We are for the
independence of Soviet Ukraine, and if the Byelo Russians themselves wish
— of Soviet Byelo Russia. At the same time in the sections of Poland occu-
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pied by the Red Army, partisans of the Fourth International must play the
most decisive part in expropriating the landlords and capitalists, in divid-
ing the land among the peasants, in creating soviets and workers” commit-
tees, etc. While so doing, they must preserve their political independence,
they must fight during elections to the soviets and factory committees for
the complete independence of the latter from the bureaucracy, and they
must conduct revolutionary propaganda in the spirit of distrust toward the
Kremlin and its local agencies.

But let us suppose that Hitler turns his weapons against the east and in-
vades territories occupied by the Red Army. Under these conditions, par-
tisans of the Fourth International, without changing in any way their at-
titude toward the Kremlin oligarchy, will advance to the forefront, as the
most urgent task of the hour, the military resistance against Hitler. The
workers will say: “We cannot cede to Hitler the overthrowing of Stalin;
that is our own task.” During the military struggle against Hitler, the rev-
olutionary workers will strive to enter into the closest possible comradely
relations with the rank-and-file fighters of the Red Army. While arms in
hand they deal blows to Hitler, the Bolshevik-Leninists will at the same
time conduct revolutionary propaganda against Stalin preparing his over-
throw at the next and perhaps very near stage.

This kind of “defense of the USSR” will naturally differ, as heaven does
from earth, from the official defense which is now being conducted under
the slogan: “For the Fatherland For Stalin!” Our defense of the USSR is
carried on under the slogan: “For Socialism! For the World Revolution!
Against Stalin!” In order that these two varieties of “defense of the USSR”
do not become confused in the consciousness of the masses it is necessary
to know clearly and precisely how to formulate slogans which correspond
to the concrete situation. But above all it is necessary to establish clearly
just what we are defending, just how we are defending it, against whom we
are defending it. Our slogans will create confusion among the masses only
if we ourselves do not have a clear conception of our tasks.

Conclusions

We have no reasons whatsoever at the present time for changing our prin-
cipled position in relation to the USSR.

War accelerates the various political processes. It may accelerate the pro-
cess of the revolutionary regeneration of the USSR. But it may also accel-
erate the process of its final degeneration. For this reason it is indispens-
able that we follow painstakingly and without prejudice these modifica-
tions which war introduces into the internal life of the USSR so that we
may give ourselves a timely accounting of them.
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Our tasks in the occupied territories remain basically the same as in the
USSR itself; but inasmuch as they are posed by events in an extremely sharp

form, they enable us all the better to clarify our general tasks in relation to
the USSR.

We must formulate our slogans in such a way that the workers see clearly
just what we are defending in the USSR (state property and planned econ-
omy), and against whom we are conducting a ruthless struggle (the para-
sitic bureaucracy and its Comintern). We must not lose sight for a single
moment of the fact that the question of overthrowing the Soviet bureau-
cracy is for us subordinate to the question of preserving state property in
the means of production in the USSR; that the question of preserving state
property in the means of production in the USSR is subordinate for us to
the question of the world proletarian revolution.

September 25, 1939.
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A Letter to Sherman Stanley

October 8, 1939.
Dear Comrade Stanley,

I received your letter to O’Brien in view of his departure. The letter pro-
duced upon me a strange impression, because in opposition to your very
good articles, it is full of contradictions.

I didn’t receive as yet any material about the plenum and don’t know ei-
ther the text of the majority resolution or that of M. Sﬂ but you affirm that
there is not an irreconcilable opposition between the two texts. At the same
time you affirm that a “disaster” approaches the party. Why? Even if there
have been two irreconcilable positions, it would signify not a ”disaster” but
a necessity to fight out the political struggle to the end. But if both mo-
tions represent only nuances of the same point of view expressed in the
program of the 4th International, how can arise from this unprincipled (in
your opinion) divergence, a catastrophe? That the majority preferred their
own nuance (if it is only a nuance) is natural. But what is absolutely un-
natural is that the minority proclaims: “because you, the majority, accept
your own nuance and not ours we foretell catastrophe.” From the side of
whom??? ... And you affirm that you “look objectively upon the different
groupings.” It is not my impression at all.

You write for example that from my article “one page for some reason or other
was missing.” You express in this way a very venomis suspicion towards
responsible comrades. The page was missing by a regrettable nonchalance
in our office here, and we sent already a new, complete text for translation.

Your argument about the degenerated "workers empire” seems to me not
a very happy invention. ”"Czarist expansion program” was objected to the
Bolsheviks almost from the first day of the October Revolution. Even a
sound workers state would tend toward expansion, and the geographical
lines would inevitably coincide with the general lines of the Czarist expan-
sion because revolutions don’t ordinarily change geographical conditions.
What we object to about the Kremlin gang is not the expansion and not
the geographical direction of the expansion but the bureaucratic, counter-
revolutionary methods of the expansion. But at the same time because we
as Marxists “look objectively” upon historic happenings we recognize that
neither the Czar, nor Hitler, nor Chamberlain had or have the custom of
abolishing, in the occupied countries, capitalist property, and this fact, a
very progressive one, depends upon another fact; namely, that the Octo-
ber Revolution is not definitely assassinated by the bureaucracy, and that

6 A reference to Max Shachtman
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the last is forced by its position to take measures which we must defend
in a given situation against imperialist enemies. These progressive mea-
sures are, of course, incomparably less important than the general counter-
revolutionary activity of the bureaucracy: it is why we find it necessary to
overthrow the bureaucracy...

The comrades are very indignant about the Stalin-Hitler pact. It is compre-
hensible. They wish to get revenge on Stalin. Very good. But today we
are weak, and we cannot immediately overthrow the Kremlin. Some com-
rades try then to find a purely verbalistic satisfaction: they strike out from
the USSR the title, workers state, as Stalin deprives a disgraced functionary
of the order of Lenin. I find it, my dear friend, a bit childish. Marxist soci-
ology and hysteria are absolutely irreconcilable.

With best comradely greetings,

CRUX [Leon Trotsky]
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Again and Once More Again on the Nature of the USSR

Psychoanalysis and Marxism

Certain comrades, or former comrades, such as Bruno R., having forgotten
the past discussions and decisions of the Fourth International, attempt to
explain my personal estimate of the Soviet state psychoanalytically. “Since
Trotsky participated in the Russian Revolution, it is difficult for him to lay
aside the idea of the workers’ state inasmuch as he would have to renounce
his whole life’s cause”, etc. I think that the old Freud, who was very per-
spicacious, would have cuffed the ears of psychoanalysts of this ilk a little.
Naturally I would never risk taking such action myself. Nevertheless I dare
assure my critics that subjectivity and sentimentality are not on my side but
on theirs.

Moscow’s conduct, which has passed all bounds of abjectness and cyni-
cism, calls forth an easy revolt within every proletarian revolutionary. Re-
volt engenders need for rejection. When the forces for immediate action are
absent, impatient revolutionaries are inclined to resort to artificial methods.
Thus arises, for example, the tactic of individual terror. More frequently re-
sort is taken to strong expressions, to insults, and to imprecation. In the
case which concerns us certain comrades are manifestly inclined to seek
compensation through “terminological” terror. However, even from this
point of view the mere fact of qualifying the bureaucracy as a class is worth-
less. If the Bonapartist riff-raff is a class this means that it is not an abortion
but a viable child of history. If its marauding parasitism is “exploitation” in
the scientific sense of the term, this means that the bureaucracy possesses
a historical future as the ruling class indispensable to the given system of
economy. Here we have the end to which impatient revolt leads when it
cuts itself loose from Marxist discipline!

When an emotional mechanic considers an automobile in which, let us say,
gangsters have escaped from police pursuit over a bad road, and finds the
frame bent, the wheels out of line, and the motor partially damaged, he
might quite justifiably say: ”It is not an automobile-devil knows what it
is!” Such an estimate would lack any technical and scientific value, but it
would express the legitimate reaction of the mechanic at the work of the
gangsters. Let us suppose, however, that this same mechanic must recon-
dition the object which he named ”devil-knows-what-it-is”. In this case
he will start with the recognition that it is a damaged automobile before
him. He will determine which parts are still good and which are beyond
repair in order to decide how to begin work. The class-conscious worker
will have a similar attitude toward the USSR. He has full right to say that
the gangsters of the bureaucracy have transformed the workers’ state into
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”devil-knows-what-it-is”. But when he passes from this explosive reaction
to the solution of the political problem, lie is forced to recognize that it is
a damaged workers’ state before him, in which the motor of economy is
damaged, but which still continues to rim and which can be completely re-
conditioned with the replacement of some pads. Of course this is only an
analogy. Nevertheless it is worth reflecting over.

”A Counter-Revolutionary Workers” State”

Some voices cry out: “If we continue to recognize the USSR as a workers’
state, we will have to establish a new category: the counter-revolutionary
workers’ state.” This argument attempts to shock our imagination by op-
posing a good programmatic norm to a miserable, mean, even repugnant
reality. But haven’t we observed from day to day since 1923 how the So-
viet state has played a more and more counter-revolutionary role on the
international arena? Have we forgotten the experience of the Chinese Rev-
olution, of the 1926 general strike in England and finally the very fresh
experience of the Spanish Revolution? There are two completely counter-
revolutionary workers’ internationals. These critics have apparently for-
gotten this “category”. The trade unions of France, Great Britain, the Uni-
ted States and other countries support completely the counterrevolutionary
politics of their bourgeoisie. This does not prevent us from labeling them
trade unions, from supporting their progressive steps and from defending
them against the bourgeoisie. Why is it impossible to employ the same
method with the counter-revolutionary workers’ state? In the last analysis
a workers’ state is a trade union which has conquered power. The differ-
ence in attitude in these two cases is explainable by the simple fact that the
trade unions have a long history and we have become accustomed to con-
sider them as realities and not simply as ”categories” in our program. But,
as regards the workers’ state there is being evinced an inability to learn to
approach it as a real historical fact which has not subordinated itself to our
program.

Imperialism?

Can the present expansion of the Kremlin be termed imperialism? First of
all we must establish what social content is included in this term. History
has known the “imperialism” of the Roman state based on slave labor, the
imperialism of feudal land-ownership, the imperialism of commercial and
industrial capital, the imperialism of the Czarist monarchy, etc. The driv-
ing force behind the Moscow bureaucracy is indubitably the tendency to
expand its power, its prestige, its revenues. This is the element of “imperial-
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ism” in the widest sense of the word which was a property in the past of all
monarchies, oligarchies, ruling castes, medieval estates and classes. How-
ever, in contemporary literature, at least Marxist literature, imperialism is
understood to mean the expansionist policy of finance capital which has a very
sharply defined economic content. To employ the term “imperialism” for
the foreign policy of the Kremlin — without elucidating exactly what this
signifies — means simply to identify the policy of the Bonapartist bureau-
cracy with the policy of monopolistic capitalism on the basis that both one
and the other utilize military force for expansion. Such an identification,
capable of sowing only confusion, is much more proper to petty-bourgeois
democrats than to Marxists.

Continuation of the Policy of Czarist Imperialism

The Kremlin participates in a new division of Poland, the Kremlin lays
hands upon the Baltic states, the Kremlin orients toward the Balkans, Per-
sia and Afghanistan; in other words, the Kremlin continues the policy of
Czarist imperialism. Do we not have the right in this case to label the pol-
icy of the Kremlin itself imperialist? This historical-geographical argument
is no more convincing than any of the others. The proletarian revolution,
which occurred on the territory of the Czarist empire, attempted from the
very beginning to conquer and for a time conquered the Baltic countries;
attempted to penetrate Rumania and Persia and at one time led its armies
up to Warsaw (1920). The lines of revolutionary expansion were the same
as those of Czarism, since revolution does not change geographical con-
ditions. That is precisely why the Mensheviks at that time already spoke
of Bolshevik imperialism as borrowed from the traditions of Czarist diplo-
macy. The petty-bourgeois democracy willingly resorts to this argument
even now. We have no reason, I repeat, for imitating them in this.

Agency of Imperialism?

However, aside from the manner in which to appraise the expansionist pol-
icy of the USSR itself, there remains the question of the help which Moscow
provides the imperialist policy of Berlin. Here first of all, it is necessary to
establish that under certain conditions — up to a certain degree and in a
certain form — the support of this or that imperialism would be inevitable
even for a completely healthy workers’ state-in virtue of the impossibil-
ity of breaking away from the chains of world imperialist relations. The
Brest-Litovsk peace without the least doubt temporarily reinforced Ger-
man imperialism against France and England. An isolated workers’ state
cannot fail to maneuver between the hostile imperialist camps. Maneuver-
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ing means temporarily supporting one of them against the other. To know
exactly which one of the two camps it is more advantageous or less dan-
gerous to support at a certain moment is not a question of principle but
of practical calculation and foresight. The inevitable disadvantage which
is engendered as a consequence of this constrained support for one bour-
geois state against another is more than covered by the fact that the isolated
workers’ state is thus given the possibility of continuing its existence.

But there is maneuvering and maneuvering. At Brest-Litovsk the Soviet
government sacrificed the national independence of the Ukraine in order
to salvage the workers’ state. Nobody could speak of treason toward the
Ukraine, since all the class-conscious workers understood the forced char-
acter of this sacrifice. It is completely different with Poland. The Kremlin
has never and at no place represented the question as if it had been con-
strained to sacrifice Poland. On the contrary, it boasts cynically of its combi-
nation, which affronts, rightfully, the most elementary democratic feelings
of the oppressed classes and peoples throughout the world and thus weak-
ens extremely the international situation of the Soviet Union. The economic
transformations in the occupied provinces do not compensate for this by
even a tenth part!

The entire foreign policy of the Kremlin in general is based upon a scoun-
drelly embellishment of the “friendly” imperialism and thus leads to the
sacrifice of the fundamental interests of the world workers” movement for
secondary and unstable advantages. After five years of duping the work-
ers with slogans for the “defense of the democracies” Moscow is now occu-
pied with covering up Hitler’s policy of pillage. This in itself still does not
change the USSR into an imperialist state. But Stalin and his Comintern are
now indubitably the most valuable agency of imperialism.

If we want to define the foreign policy of the Kremlin exactly, we must say
that it is the policy, of the Bonapartist bureaucracy of a degenerated workers’
state in imperialist encirclement. This definition is not as short or as sonorous
as "imperialist policy,” but in return it is more precise.

"The Lesser Evil”

The occupation of eastern Poland by the Red Army is to be sure a “lesser
evil” in comparison with the occupation of the same territory by Nazi
troops. But this lesser evil was obtained because Hitler was assured of
achieving a greater evil. If somebody sets, or helps to set a house on fire
and afterward saves five out of ten of the occupants of the house in order
to convert them into his own semi-slaves, that is to be sure a lesser evil
than to have burned the entire ten. But it is dubious that this firebug merits
a medal for the rescue. If nevertheless a medal were given to him he should
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be shot immediately after as in the case of the hero in one of Victor Hugo’s
novels.

” Armed Missionaries”

Robespierre once said that people do not like missionaries with bayonets.
By this he wished to say that it is impossible to impose revolutionary ideas
and institutions on other people through military violence. This correct
thought does not signify of course the inadmissibility of military interven-
tion in other countries in order to cooperate in a revolution. But such an
intervention, as part of a revolutionary international policy, must be under-
stood by the international proletariat, must correspond to the desires of the
toiling masses of the country on whose territory the revolutionary troops
enter. The theory of socialism in one country is not capable, naturally, of
creating this active international solidarity which alone can prepare and
justify armed intervention. The Kremlin poses and resolves the question of
military intervention, like all other questions of its policy, absolutely inde-
pendently of the ideas and feelings of the international working class. Be-
cause of this, the latest diplomatic “successes” of the Kremlin monstrously
compromise the USSR and introduce extreme confusion into the ranks of
the world proletariat.

Insurrection on Two Fronts

But if the question thus shapes itself — some comrades say — is it proper
to speak of the defense of the USSR and the occupied provinces? Is it not
more correct to call upon the workers and peasants in both parts of former
Poland to arise against Hitler as well as against Stalin? Naturally, this is
very attractive. If revolution surges up simultaneously in Germany and
in the USSR, including the newly occupied provinces, this would resolve
many questions at one blow. But our policy cannot be based upon only
the most favorable, the most happy combination of circumstances. The
question is posed thus: What to do if Hitler, before he is crushed by revo-
lution, attacks the Ukraine before revolution has smashed Stalin? Will the
partisans of the Fourth International in this case fight against the troops of
Hitler as they fought in Spain in the ranks of the Republican troops against
Franco? We are completely and whole-heartedly for an independent (of
Hitler as well as of Stalin) Soviet Ukraine. But what to do if, before hav-
ing obtained this independence, Hitler attempts to seize the Ukraine which
is under the domination of the Stalinist bureaucracy? The Fourth Inter-
national answers: Against Hitler we will defend this Ukraine enslaved by
Stalin.



28 In Defense of Marxism

"Unconditional Defense of the USSR”

What does “unconditional” defense of the USSR mean? It means that we do
not lay any conditions upon the bureaucracy. It means that independently
of the motive and causes of the war we defend the social basis of the USSR,
if it is menaced by danger on the part of imperialism.

Some comrades say: “And if the Red Army tomorrow invades India and
begins to put down a revolutionary movement there shall we in this case
support it?” Such a way of posing a question is not at all consistent. It is not
clear above all why India is implicated. Is it not simpler to ask: If the Red
Army menaces workers’ strikes or peasant protests against the bureaucracy
in the USSR shall we support it or not? Foreign policy is the continuation of
the internal. We have never promised to support all the actions of the Red
Army which is an instrument in the hands of the Bonapartist bureaucracy.
We have promised to defend only the USSR as a workers’ state and solely
those things within it which belong to a workers’ state.

An adroit casuist can say: If the Red Army, independently of the character
of the “work” fulfilled by it, is beaten by the insurgent masses in India, this
will weaken the USSR. To this we will answer: The crushing of a revolution-
ary movement in India, with the cooperation of the Red Army, would sig-
nify an incomparably greater danger to the social basis of the USSR than an
episodical defeat of counter-revolutionary detachments of the Red Army
in India. In every case the Fourth International will know how to distin-
guish where and when the Red Army is acting solely as an instrument of
the Bonapartist reaction and where it defends the social basis of the USSR.

A trade union led by reactionary fakers organizes a strike against the ad-
mission of Negro workers into a certain branch of industry. Shall we sup-
port such a shameful strike? Of course not. But let us imagine that the
bosses, utilizing the given strike, make an attempt to crush the trade union
and to make impossible in general the organized self-defense of the work-
ers. In this case we will defend the trade union as a matter of course in
spite of its reactionary leadership. Why is not this same policy applicable
to the USSR?

The Fundamental Rule

The Fourth International has established firmly that in all imperialist coun-
tries, independent of the fact as to whether they are in alliance with the
USSR or in a camp hostile to it, the proletarian parties during the war must
develop the class struggle with the purpose of seizing power. At the same
time the proletariat of the imperialist countries must not lose sight of the
interests of the USSR’s defense (or of that of colonial revolutions) and in
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case of real necessity must resort to the most decisive action, for instance,
strikes, acts of sabotage, etc. The groupings of the powers since the time the
Fourth International formulated this rule have changed radically. But the
rule itself retains all its validity. If England and France tomorrow menace
Leningrad or Moscow, the British and French workers should take the most
decisive measures in order to hinder the sending of soldiers and military
supplies. If Hitler finds himself constrained by the logic of the situation to
send Stalin military supplies, the German workers, on the contrary, would
have no reason for resorting in this concrete case to strikes or sabotage.
Nobody, I hope, will propose any other solution.

”Revision of Marxism”?

Some comrades evidently were surprised that I spoke in my article (“The
USSR in the War”) of the system of “bureaucratic collectivism” as a theoret-
ical possibility. They discovered in this even a complete revision of Marx-
ism. This is an apparent misunderstanding. The Marxist comprehension of
historical necessity has nothing in common with fatalism. Socialism is not
realizable “by itself”, but as a result of the struggle of living forces, classes
and their parties. The proletariat’s decisive advantage in this struggle re-
sides in the fact that it represents historical progress, while the bourgeoisie
incarnates reaction and decline. Precisely in this is the source of our con-
viction in victory. But we have full right to ask ourselves: What character
will society take if the forces of reaction conquer?

Marxists have formulated an incalculable number of times the alternative:
either socialism or return to barbarism. After the Italian “experience” we
repeated thousands of times: either communism or fascism. The real pas-
sage to socialism cannot fail to appear incomparably more complicated,
more heterogeneous, more contradictory than was foreseen in the general
historical scheme. Marx spoke about the dictatorship of the proletariat and
its future withering away but said nothing about bureaucratic degenera-
tion of the dictatorship. We have observed and analyzed for the first time
in experience such a degeneration. Is this revision of Marxism?

The march of events has succeeded in demonstrating that the delay of the
socialist revolution engenders the indubitable phenomena of barbarism-
chronic unemployment, pauperization of the petty bourgeoisie, fascism,
finally wars of extermination which do not open up any new road. What
social and political forms can the new “barbarism” take, if we admit the-
oretically that mankind should not be able to elevate itself to socialism?
We have the possibility of expressing ourselves on this subject more con-
cretely than Marx. Fascism on one hand, degeneration of the Soviet state
on the other outline the social and political forms of a neo-barbarism. An



30 In Defense of Marxism

alternative of this kind — socialism or totalitarian servitude — has not only
theoretical interest, but also enormous importance in agitation, because in
its light the necessity for socialist revolution appears most graphically.

If we are to speak of a revision of Marx, it is in reality the revision of
those comrades who project a new type of state, "nonbourgeois” and “non-
worker”. Because the alternative developed by me leads them to draw
their own thoughts up to their logical conclusion, some of these critics,
frightened by the conclusions of their own theory, accuse me ...of revis-
ing Marxism. I prefer to think that it is simply a friendly jest.

The Right of Revolutionary Optimism

I endeavored to demonstrate in my article “The USSR in the War” that
the perspective of a non-worker and non-bourgeois society of exploita-
tion, or “bureaucratic collectivism”, is the perspective of complete defeat
and the decline of the international proletariat, the perspective of the most
profound historical pessimism. Are there any genuine reasons for such a
perspective? It is not superfluous to inquire about this among our class
enemies.

In the weekly of the well-known newspaper Paris-Soir of August 31, 1939,
an extremely instructive conversation is reported between the French am-
bassador Coulondre and Hitler on August 25, at the time of their last inter-
view. (The source of the information is undoubtedly Coulondre himself.)
Hitler sputters, boasts of the pact which he concluded with Stalin (”a real-
istic pact”) and “regrets” that German and French blood will be spilled.

”But”, Coulondre objects, “Stalin displayed great double-dealing. The real
victor (in case of war) will be Trotsky. Have you thought this over?”

"I know,”— der Fiihrer responds, "but why did France and Britain give
Poland complete freedom of action ?” etc.

These gentlemen like to give a personal name to the specter of revolution.
But this of course is not the essence of this dramatic conversation at the very
moment when diplomatic relations were ruptured. “War will inevitably
provoke revolution”, the representative of imperialist democracy, himself
chilled to the marrow, frightens his adversary.

”I know”, Hitler responds, as if it were a question decided long ago. "1
know”. Astonishing dialogue.

Both of them, Coulondre and Hitler, represent the barbarism which ad-
vances over Europe. At the same time neither of them doubts that their
barbarism will be conquered by socialist revolution. Such is now the aware-
ness of the ruling classes of all the capitalist countries of the world. Their
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complete demoralization is one of the most important elements in the rela-
tion of class forces. The proletariat has a young and still weak revolution-
ary leadership. But the leadership of the bourgeoisie rots on its feet. At
the very outset of the war which they could not avert, these gentlemen are
convinced in advance of the collapse of their regime. This fact alone must
be for us the source of invincible revolutionary optimism!

October 18, 1939.
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The Referendum and Democratic Centralism

We demand a referendum on the war question because we want to paralyze
or weaken the centralism of the imperialist state. But can we recognize the
referendum as a normal method for deciding issues in our own party? It is
not possible to answer this question except in the negative.

Whoever is in favor of a referendum recognizes by this that a party deci-
sion is simply an arithmetical total of local decisions, every one of the locals
being inevitably restricted by its own forces and by its limited experience.
Whoever is in favor of a referendum must be in favor of imperative man-
dates; that is, in favor of such a procedure that every local has the right to
compel its representative at a party convention to vote in a definite manner.
Whoever recognizes imperative mandates automatically denies the signif-
icance of conventions as the highest organ of the party. Instead of a con-
vention it is sufficient to introduce a counting of local votes. The party as a
centralized whole disappears. By accepting a referendum the influence of
the most advanced locals and most experienced and far-sighted comrades
of the capital or industrial centers is substituted for the influence of the least
experienced, backward sections, etc.

Naturally we are in favor of an all-sided examination and of voting upon
every question by each party local, by each party cell. But at the same time
every delegate chosen by a local must have the right to weigh all the argu-
ments relating to the question in the convention and to vote as his political
judgment demands of him. If he votes in the convention against the major-
ity which delegated him, and if he is not able to convince his organization
of his correctness after the convention, then the organization can subse-
quently deprive him of its political confidence. Such cases are inevitable.
But they are incomparably a lesser evil than the system of referendums or
imperative mandates which completely kill the party as a whole.

Coyoacan, D. F., October 21, 1939.
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A Letter to Sherman Stanley

October 22, 1939.

Dear Comrade Stanley:

It is with some delay that I answer your letter of October 11.

)

)

©)

(4)

You say that “there can be no serious differences or disagreements” on
the Russian question. If this is so, why the terrible alarm in the party
against the National Committee, i.e., its majority? You should not sub-
stitute your own conceptions for that of the minority members of the
National Committee who considered the question serious and burning
enough to provoke a discussion just at the threshold of the war.

I cannot agree with you that my statement does not contradict that of
Comrade M. S. The contradiction concerns two fundamental points:

(a) the class nature of the U.S.S.R.
(b) the defense of the U.S.S.R.

On the first question, Comrade M. S. places a question mark, which
signifies that he denies the old decision and postpones making a new
decision. A revolutionary party cannot live between two decislons, one
annihilated, the other not presented. In the question of the defense of
the U.S.S.R. or the new occupied territories against Hitler’s (or Great
Britain’s) attack, Comrade M. S. proposes a revolution against Stalin
and Hitler. This abstract formula signifies negating the defense in a
concrete situation. I attempted to analyze this question in a new article
sent yesterday by airmail to the National Committee.

I agree with you completely that only a serious discussion can clarify
the matter, but I don’t believe that voting simultaneously for the state-
ment of the majority and that of Comrade M. S. could conribute to the
necessary clarification.

You state in your letter that the main issue is not the Russian question
but the “internal regime”. I have heard this accusation of ten since al-
most the very beginning of the existence of our movement in the United
States. The formulations varied a bit, the groupings too, but a num-
ber of comrades always remained in opposition to the “regime”. They
were, for example, against the entrance into the Socialist Party (not to
go further into the past). However it immediately occurred that not the
entrance was the “main issue” but the regime. Now the same formula
is repeated in connection with the Russian question.
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In Defense of Marxism

I for my part believe that the passage through the Socialist Party was
a salutary action for the whole development of our party and that the
"regime” (or the leadership) which assured this passage was correct
against the opposition which at that time represented the tendency of
stagnation.

Now at the beginning of the war a new sharp opposition arises on the
Russian question. It concerns the correctness of our program elabo-
rated through innumerable disputes, polemics, and discussions during
at least ten years. Our decisions are of course not eternal. If somebody
in a leading position has doubts and only doubts, it is his duty toward
the party to clarify himself by fresh studies or by discussions inside the
leading party bodies before throwing the question into the party — not
in the form of elaborated new decisions, but in the form of doubts. Of
course from the point of view of the statutes of the party, everybody,
even a member of the Political Committee, has the right to do so, but I
don’t believe that this right was used in a sound manner which could
contribute to the amelioration of the party regime.

Often in the past I have heard accusations from comrades against the
National Committee as a whole-its lack of initiative, and so on. I am
not the attorney of the National Committee and I am sure that many
things have been omitted which should have been done. But whenever
I insisted upon concretization of the accusations, I learned often that
the dissatisfaction with their own local activity, with their own lack
of initiative, was transformed into an accusation against the National
Committee which was supposed to be Omniscient, Omnipresent, Om-
nibenevolent.

In the present case the National Committee is accused of “conserva-
tism”. I believe that to defend the old programmatic decision until
it is replaced by a new one is the elementary duty of the National
Committee. I believe that such “conservatism” is dictated by the self-
preservation of the party itself.

Thus in two most important issues of the last period comrades dissatis-
fied with the “regime” have had in my opinion a false political attitude.
The regime must be an instrument for correct policy and not for false.
When the incorrectness of their policy becomes clear, then its protago-
nists are often tempted to say that not this special issue is decisive but
the general regime. During the development of the Left Opposition
and the Fourth International we opposed such substitutions hundreds
of times. When Vereecken or Sneevliet or even Molinier were beaten
on all their points of difference, they declared that the genuine trouble
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(10)

with the Fourth International is not this or that decision but the bad
regime.

I don’t wish to make the slightest analogy between the leaders of the
present opposition in our American party and the Vereeckens, Sneevli-
ets and so on; I know very well that the leaders of the opposition are
highly qualified comrades and I hope sincerely that we will continue
to work together in the most friendly manner. But I cannot help being
disquieted by the fact that some of them repeat the same error at every
new stage of the development of the party with the support of a group
of personal adherents. I believe that in the present discussion this kind
of procedure must be analyzed and severely condemned by the general
opinion of the party which now has tremendous tasks to fulfill.

With best comradely greetings,

CRUX [Leon Trotsky]

P.S.—In view of the fact that I speak in this letter about the majority and
the minority of the National Committee, especially of the comrades of the
M.S. resolution, I am sending a copy of this letter to Comrades Cannon and
Shachtman.
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A Letter to James P. Cannon

October 28, 1939.

Dear Jin/
Two things are clear to me from your letter of October 24 :

(1) that a very serious ideological fight has become inevitable and politi-
cally necessary;

(2) that it would be extremely prejudicial if not fatal to connect this ide-
ological fight with the perspective of a split, of a purge, or expulsion,
and so on and so forth.

I heard for example that Comrade Gould proclaimed in a membership
meeting : “You wish to expel us.” But I don’t know what reaction came
from the other side to this. I for my part would immediately protest with
the greatest vehemence such suspicions. I would propose the creation of
a special control commission in order to check such affirmations and ru-
mours. If it happens that someone of the majority launches such threats I
for my part would vote for a censure or severe warning.

You have many new members and uneducated youth. They need a serious
educational discussion in the light of the great events. If their thoughts at
the beginning are obsessed by the perspective of personal degradation, i.e.,
demotions, loss of prestige, disqualifications, eliminations from the Central
Committee, etc., and so on, the whole discussion would become enven-
omed and the authority of the leadership would be compromised.

If the leadership on the contrary opens a ruthless fight against petty-bour-
geois idealistic conceptions and organizational prejudices but at the same
time assures all the necessary guarantees for the discussion itself and for
the minority, the result would be not only an ideological victory but an
important growth in the authority of the leadership.

”A conciliation and compromise at the top” on the questions which form
the matter of divergences would of course be a crime. But I for my part
would propose to the minority at the top an agreement, if you wish, a com-
promise on the methods of discussion and parallely on the political col-
laboration. For example (a) both sides eliminate from the discussion any

"This letter was inadvertetly omitted from the volume In Defense of Marxism and was
printed for the first time in James P. Cannon’s The Struggle for a Proletarian Party, pp.
98-99. This letter comes from the New Park edition of In Defense of Marxism.
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threats, personal denigration, and so on; (b) both sides take the obligation
of loyal collaboration during the discussion; (c) every false move (threats,
or rumours of threats, or a rumour of alleged threats, resignations, and so
on) should be investigated by the National Committee or a special commis-
sion as a particular fact and not thrown into the discussion and so on.

If the minority accepts such an agreement you will have the possibility
of disciplining the discussion and also the advantage of having taken a
good initiative. If they reject it you can at every party membership meet-
ing present you written proposition to the minority as the best refutation
of their complaints and as a good example of “our regime”.

It seems to me that the last convention failed at a very bad moment (the
time was not ripe) and became a kind of abortion. The genuine discussion
comes some time after the convention. This signifies that you can’t avoid
a new convention at Christmas or so. The idea of a referendum is absurd.
It could only facilitate a split on local lines. But I believe that the majority
in the above-mentioned agreement can propose to the minority a new con-
vention on the basis of two platforms with all the organizational guarantees
for the minority.

The convention is expensive but I don’t see any other means of concluding
the present discussion and the party crisis it produces.

J. HANSEN [Leon Trotsky]

P.S.—Every serious and sharp discussion can of course lead to some deser-
tions, departures, or even expulsions, but the whole party should be con-
vinced from the logic of the facts that they are inevitable resulsts occured
in spite of the best will of the leadership, and not an objective or aim of the
leadership, and not the point of departure of the whole discussion. This is
in my mind the decisive point of the whole matter.
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A Letter to Max Shachtman

November 6, 1939.
Dear Comrade Shachtman:

I received the transcript of your speech of October 15 which you sent me,
and I read it, of course, with all the attention it deserves. I found a lot
of excellent ideas and formulations which seemed to me in full accordance
with our common position as it is expressed in the fundamental documents
of the Fourth International. But what I could not find was an explanation
for your attack upon our previous position as “insufficient, inadequate and
Outdated.”

You say that

"1t is the concreteness of the events which differ from our theo-
retical hypothesis and predictions that changes the situation.’ﬁ

But unfortunately you speak about the ”concreteness” of the events very
abstractly so that I cannot see in what respect they change the situation and
what are the consequences of these changes for our politics. You mention
some examples from the past. Hence, according to you, we ”"saw and fore-
saw” the degeneration of the Third Internationaﬂ but only after the Hitler
victory did we find it necessary to proclaim the Fourth International. This
example is not formulated exactly. We foresaw not only the degeneration
of the Third International but also the possibility of its regeneration. Only
the German experience of 1929-1933 convinced us that the Comintern was
doomed and nothing could regenerate it. But then we changed our policy
fundamentally: To the Third International we opposed the Fourth Interna-
tional.

But we did not draw the same conclusions concerning the Soviet state.
Why? The Third International was a party, a selection of people on the ba-
sis of ideas and methods. This selection became so fundamentally opposed
to Marxism that we were obliged to abandon all hope of regenerating it.
But the Soviet state is not only an ideological selection, it is a complex of
social institutions which continues to persist in spite of the fact that the
ideas of the bureaucracy are now almost the opposite of the ideas of the
October Revolution. That is why we did not renounce the possibility of
regenerating the Soviet state by political revolution. Do you believe now

$Page 17
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that we must change this attitude? If not, and I am sure that you don’t pro-
pose it, where is the fundamental change produced by the “concreteness”
of events?

In this connection you quote the slogan of the independent Soviet Ukraine
which, as I see with satisfaction, you accept. But you add:

”As I understand our basic position it always was to oppose
separatist tendencies in the Federated Soviet Republic."lﬁJ

In respect to this you see a fundamental “change in policy.” But:

1. The slogan of an independent Soviet Ukraine was proposed before
the Hitler-Stalin pact.

2. This slogan is only an application on the field of the national question
of our general slogan for the revolutionary overthrow of the bureau-
cracy.

You could with the same right say: ”As I understand our basic position it
was always to oppose any rebellious acts against the Soviet government.”
Of course, but we changed this basic position several years ago. I don’t
really see what new change you propose in this connection now.

You quote the march of the Red Army in 1920 into Poland and into Georgia
and you continue:

“Now, if there is nothing new in the situation, why does not
the majority propose to hail the advance of the Red Army into
Poland, into the Baltic countries, into Finland. .. ’

In this decisive part of your speech you establish that something is "new
in the situation” between 1920 and 1939. Of course! This newness in the
situation is the bankruptcy of the Third International, the degeneracy of
the Soviet state, the development of the Left Opposition, and the creation
of the Fourth International. This ”concreteness of events” occurred pre-
cisely between 1920 and 1939. And these events explain sufficiently why
we have radically changed our position toward the politics of the Kremlin,
including its military politics.

It seems that you forget somewhat that in 1920 we supported not only the
deeds of the Red Army but also the deeds of the GPU. From the point of
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view of our appreciation of the state there is no principled difference be-
tween the Red Army and the GPU. In their activities they are not only
closely connected but intermeshed. We can say that in 1918 and the fol-
lowing years we hailed the Cheka in their fight against Russian counter-
revolutionaries and imperialist spies but in 1927 when the GPU began to
arrest, to exile and to shoot the genuine Bolsheviks we changed our appre-
ciation of this institution. This concrete change occurred at least 11 years
before the Soviet-German pact. That is why I am rather astonished when
you speak sarcastically about “the refusal even (!) of the majority to take
the same position today that we all took in 1920..... ’ We began to change
this position in 1923. We proceeded by stages more or less in accordance
with the objective developments. The decisive point of this evolution was
for us 1933-34. If we fail to see just what the new fundamental changes are
which you propose in our policy, it doesn’t signify that we go back to 1920!

You insist especially on the necessity of abandoning the slogan for the un-
conditional defense of the USSR, whereupon you interpret this slogan in
the past as our unconditional support of every diplomatic and military ac-
tion of the Kremlin; i.e., of Stalin’s policy. No, my dear Shachtman, this
presentation doesn’t correspond to the “concreteness of events.” Already
in 1927 we proclaimed in the Central Committee: “For the socialist father-
land? Yes! For the Stalinist course? No!’ Then you seem to forget the
so-called “thesis on Clemenceau” which signified that in the interests of
the genuine defense of the USSR, the proletarian vanguard can be obliged
to eliminate the Stalin government and replace it with its own. This was
proclaimed in 1927! Five years later we explained to the workers that this
change of government can be effectuated only by political revolution. Thus
we separated fundamentally our defense of the USSR as a workers” state
from the bureaucracy’s defense of the USSR. Whereupon you interpret our
past policy as unconditional support of the diplomatic and military activ-
ities of Stalin! Permit me to say that this is a horrible deformation of our
whole position not only since the creation of the Fourth International but
since the very beginning of the Left Opposition.

Unconditional defense of the USSR signifies, namely, that our policy is not
determined by the deeds, maneuvers or crimes of the Kremlin bureaucracy
but only by our conception of the interests of the Soviet state and world
revolution.

At the end of your speech you quote Trotsky’s formula concerning the ne-
cessity of subordinating the defense of the nationalized property in the
USSR to the interests of the world revolution, and you continue:

2Page 20
3The Stalin School of Falsification, p. 177.
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”"Now my understanding of our position in the past was that
we vehemently deny any possible conflict between the two...I
never understood our position in the past to mean that we sub-
ordinate the one to the other. If I understand English, the term
implies either that there is a conflict between the two or the pos-
sibility of such a conﬂict.’

And from this you draw the impossibility of maintaining the slogan of un-
conditional defense of the Soviet Union.

This argument is based upon at least two misunderstandings. How and
why could the interests of maintaining the nationalized property be in
“conflict” with the interests of the world revolution? Tacitly you infer that
the Kremlin’s (not our) policy of defense can come into conflict with the in-
terests of the world revolution. Of course! At every step! In every respect!
However our policy of defense is not conditioned by the Kremlin’s policy.
This is the first misunderstanding. But, you ask, if there is not a conflict
why the necessity of subordination? Here is the second misunderstand-
ing. We must subordinate the defense of the USSR to the world revolution
insofar as we subordinate a part to a whole. In 1918 in the polemics with
Bukharin, who insisted upon a revolutionary war against Germany, Lenin
answered approximately:

"If there should be a revolution in Germany now, then it would
be our duty to go to war even at the risk of losing. Germany’s
revolution is more important than ours and we should if neces-
sary sacrifice the Soviet power in Russia (for a while) in order
to help establish it in Germany.”

A strike in Chicago at this time could be unreasonable in and of itself, but
if it is a matter of helping a general strike on the national scale, the Chicago
workers should subordinate their interests to the interests of their class and
call a strike. If the USSR is involved in the war on the side of Germany, the
German revolution could certainly menace the immediate interests of the
defense of the USSR. Would we advise the German workers not to act? The
Comintern would surely give them such advice, but not we. We will say:

”We must subordinate the interests of the defense of the Soviet
Union to the interests of the world revolution.”

Some of your arguments are, it seems to me, answered in Trotsky’s last
article, “Again and Once More Again on the Nature of the USSR,” which
was written before I received the transcript of your speech.
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You have hundreds and hundreds of new members who have not passed
through our common experience. I am fearful that your presentation can
lead them into the error of believing that we were unconditionally for the
support of the Kremlin, at least on the international field, that we didn’t
foresee such a possibility as the Stalin-Hitler collaboration, that we were
taken unawares by the events, and that we must fundamentally change our
position. That is not true! And independently from all the other questions
which are discussed or only touched upon in your speech (leadership, con-
servatism, party regime and so on) we must, in my opinion, again check
our position on the Russian question with all the necessary carefulness in
the interest of the American section as well as of the Fourth International
as a whole.

The real danger now is not the “unconditional” defense of that which is
worthy of defense, but direct or indirect help to the political current which
tries to identify the USSR with the fascist states for the benefit of the democ-
racies, or to the related current which tries to put all tendencies in the same
pot in order to compromise Bolshevism or Marxism with Stalinism. We are
the only party which really foresaw the events, not in their empirical con-
creteness, of course, but in their general tendency. Our strength consists in
the fact that we do not need to change our orienta