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Part One
What is Marxism?

As in private life one distinguishes between what a man thinks and
says of himself and what he really is and does, still more in historical
struggles must one distinguish the phrases and fancies of the parties
from their real organism and their real interests, their conception of
themselves from their reality. 
- Karl Marx, The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte

“All I know,” said Marx, “is that I’m not a Marxist.” What in the 1870s
was a neat dialectical joke has since been transformed into a major
political problem. The one hundred years since Marx’s death have
seen the emergence of innumerable divergent and conflicting
“Marxisms”. The centenary of that death seems an appropriate
moment to attempt to untangle this particular knot, to establish the
criteria for accepting claims to the title of Marxism and thus to
answer the question “What is the genuine Marxist tradition?” But first
let us be clear about the dimensions of the problem.

It is not just that people who call themselves Marxists hold
different views on certain questions (say “the tendency of the rate of
profit to fall” or the class nature of the Soviet Union): that is
something to be expected in any living democratic movement. The
real problem is that frequently the “Marxists” are to be found
imprisoning, killing, and making war on each other, and, more
fundamentally, that in all the great social conflicts of our age self-
proclaimed “Marxists” are to be found on opposing sides of the
revolutionary barricades. Think of Plekhanov and Lenin in 1917, of
Kautsky and Luxemburg in 1919, of the Communists and the POUM
in Barcelona in 1936, of Hungary in 1956 and of Poland in 1981. It is
this which compels us to pose the question of what defines Marxism.

There are, of course, some who would reject the question
altogether, denying that the search for a “true” Marxism has any
meaning and simply accepting as Marxist all those who claim the



label. On the one hand this is a convenient response for the
bourgeoisie and its cruder ideologists, in that it permits them to
condemn all Marxism and Marxists by association with Joe Stalin
and Pol Pot, the butcher of Cambodia. On the other hand it also suits
the academic Marxologists, enabling them to produce numerous
profitable “guides to the Marxists”, offering cribs to every school of
thought from the Austro-Marxists to the Althusserians.

Such an approach is essentially contemplative. Action, especially
political action, requires decisiveness in theory as well as practice.
Marxists who want to change the world, not just to make a living from
interpreting it, have no choice but to face the problem and to draw a
dividing line between the genuine and the false.

One way of trying to draw such a dividing line might be to identify
Marxism with the works of Marx and to measure the followers simply
by their faithfulness to the word of the master. Again this is a
scholastic, even religious, approach. It fails to take account of the
fact that if Marxism is, as Engels said, “not a dogma, but a guide to
action”, then it must be a living, developing theory, capable of
continuous growth, which has to analyse and respond to an ever
changing reality – a reality which has in fact changed enormously
since Marx’s day. Even if, for historical reasons, we name the theory
after the individual who did most to establish it, we cannot, at the
price of total impotence, reduce or confine it to what that individual
himself wrote. As Trotsky observed, “Marxism is above all a method
of analysis – not analysis of texts but analysis of social relations.” [1]

This quotation from Trotsky points in the direction of an
alternative solution to the problem – one adopted by Hungarian
Marxist George Lukacs. In History and Class Consciousness Lukacs
asked “What is Orthodox Marxism?” and answered as follows:

Orthodox Marxism … does not imply the uncritical acceptance
of the results of Marx’s investigations. It is not the “belief” in this
or that thesis, nor the exegesis of a “sacred” book. On the
contrary, orthodoxy refers exclusively to method. [2]



This is a much more serious proposal in that it takes account of the
need for development, and it contains an important element of truth
in that the dialectical method is without doubt central to Marxism.
Nonetheless it is inadequate as a solution to our problem. It is not
possible to establish such a rigid demarcation between Marx’s
method and his other analyses, nor to reduce the essential contents
of Marxism solely to method. [3] This is shown by the very example
Lukacs gives to illustrate his proposition.

Let us assume [writes Lukacs] for the sake of argument that
recent research had disproved once and for all every one of
Marx’s individual theses. Even if this were to be proved, every
serious “orthodox” Marxist would still be able to accept all such
modern findings without reservation and hence dismiss all of
Marx’s theses in toto – without having to renounce his orthodoxy
for a single moment. [4]

Quite the contrary is the case. If, for example, in defiance of Marx’s
whole analysis of the dynamic of capitalist development, capitalism
were to evolve into a new form of world bureaucratic society without
internal competition and contradictions, which precluded the
possibility of either socialism or barbarism, then Marxism would
clearly be refuted, and the proponents of such a perspective – Max
Weber, Bruno Rizzi and James Burnham – would be vindicated. As
Trotsky concluded when considering this hypothetical perspective,
“nothing else would remain except only to recognise that the socialist
programme, based on the internal contradictions of capitalist society,
ended as a Utopia.” [5]

What the foregoing argument might seem to suggest is that
Marxism should be defined as a method combined with certain
essential analyses and propositions. But this apparent solution in
reality only pushes the problem one stage back. By what criterion
can it be decided which analyses and propositions are fundamental
and which are secondary? Moreover such an approach bears with it
the danger of theoretical sectarianism, of defining Marxism as “the
correct line on everything”, and so arriving at the position that



Luxemburg was not a Marxist when she disagreed with Lenin about
the party, that Lenin was not a Marxist when he maintained the
bourgeois nature of the Russian Revolution, and so on.

How then can we break out of this circle? Not by first seeking to
extract from Marx’s work certain theses, but by using Marxist theory
to view Marxism as a totality.

1. The Class Basis of Marxism

For Marx “It is not social consciousness that determines social being,
but social being that determines social consciousness.” [6]
Consequently the understanding and definition of any philosophy,
theory, or ideology is first and foremost a matter of disclosing the
“social being” that constitutes its foundation.

Thus Marx treats religion in general as “the self-consciousness
and self-awareness of man who either has not yet attained to himself
or has already lost himself again.” [7] “This state, this society,” he
writes, “produces religion’s inverted attitude to the world, because
they are an inverted world themselves.” [8] He reveals the earthly
family as the secret of the Holy Family. [9] Similarly Engels analyses
early Christianity as “the religion of slaves and emancipated slaves
… of peoples subjugated or dispersed by Rome.” [10]

In the Communist Manifesto Marx defines the various existing
schools of “socialism” directly by reference to the class interests they
represent, giving us in turn feudal socialism, petty-bourgeois
socialism, bourgeois socialism and so on. And, at a later date,
Trotsky showed that the key to fascist ideology as well as the fascist
movement lay in the class position of the petty-bourgeois crushed
between capital and labour. These examples can be multiplied
indefinitely; the point is that the same method of analysis must be
applied to Marxism itself – and this of course was the procedure of
Marx and Engels themselves.

Engels begins Anti-Dühring with the assertion that “Modern
socialism is, in its content, primarily the product of the recognition, on
the one hand, of the class antagonisms prevailing in modern society



between proprietors and non-proprietors, between capitalists and
wage-workers, and on the other, of the anarchy ruling in production.”
[11] We can complete Engels’ formulation by adding that Marxism is
the recognition of these contradictions from the point of view of the
proletariat, the industrial working class. As Marx puts it in The
Poverty of Philosophy: “Just as the economists are the scientific
representatives of the bourgeois class, so the Socialists and
Communists are the theoreticians of the proletarian class.” [12] And
in the Communist Manifesto: “The theoretical conclusions of the
Communists are in no way based on ideas or principles that have
been invented, or discovered, by this or that would-be universal
reformer. They merely express, in general terms, actual relations
springing from an existing class struggle, from an historical
movement going on under our very eyes.” [13]

Also in the Communist Manifesto is the following immensely
important passage:

The Communists are distinguished from the other working-class
parties by this only: 1. In the national struggles of the
proletarians of the different countries, they point out and bring to
the front the common interests of the entire proletariat,
independently of all nationality. 2. In the various stages of the
development which the struggle of the working class against the
bourgeoisie has to pass through, they always and everywhere
represent the interests of the movement as a whole. [14]

This amplifies and clarifies the definition of Marxism as the theory of
the working class, establishing that what is involved is the
articulation of the interests not of this or that section of the class but
of the working class as a whole regardless of nationality – and today
we might add of race or of sex. It thereby serves as the starting point
for the identification and criticism of opportunism, at the root of which
lies the sacrifice of the overall interests of the class to the temporary
interests of particular national, local or craft groups within it.

What we have proposed is not only a social but also an historical
definition. Such a definition also explains why Marxism arose when it



did. Exploitation and oppression existed for thousands of years and
capitalism in its early forms for centuries, but Marxism could not
emerge until capitalism had developed the productive forces, and
therewith the proletariat, to the point where the latter’s potential to
overthrow capitalism could be perceived. We should note that Marx
arrived at Marxism only on the basis of his contact with revolutionary
workers’ circles in Paris in late 1843. It was then that Marx
discovered “the formation of a class with radical chains”, and first
declared his allegiance to the proletariat. When the proletariat
“proclaims the dissolution of the hitherto existing world order,” wrote
Marx at the time, “it merely declares the secret of its own existence,
since it is in fact the dissolution of this order.” [15]

This approach to the origins of Marxism differs markedly from
that offered by Kautsky and taken up by Lenin in What Is To Be
Done? as part of his argument that socialism must be introduced into
the working class “from without”. Kautsky wrote that “socialism and
the class struggle arise side by side and not one out of the other …
the vehicle of science is not the proletariat but the bourgeois
intelligentsia” [16] and Lenin argued that “in Russia, the theoretical
doctrine of social democracy arose altogether independently of the
spontaneous growth of the working class movement; it arose as a
natural and inevitable outcome of the development of thought among
the revolutionary socialist intelligentsia.” [17] I have attempted
elsewhere [18] to refute this position, to show its harmful
consequences, and to demonstrate that it was characteristic of
Lenin’s thought only up to his experience of the revolutionary
working class in 1905. Suffice it to say here that the Kautsky-Lenin
theory is an example of the contemplative materialism criticised by
Marx in the Theses on Feuerbach, and that, in the Communist
Manifesto, Marx offers his own explanation of the role of the socialist
intelligentsia. A section of the ruling class, “in particular a portion of
the bourgeois ideologists who have raised themselves to the level of
comprehending theoretically the historical movement as a whole”,
cuts itself adrift and “goes over to the proletariat” [19] Clearly one
cannot “go over” to a class which is not in existence and which has
not yet made its presence felt in the battle – as was the case with the



Russian working class at the time Kautsky and Lenin were
considering.

Finally, when considering the class basis of Marxism, it is
necessary to emphasise that Marxism is not just the theory of the
proletariat’s resistance to capitalism and its struggle against
capitalism; it is also, and above all, the theory of its victory. This point
was made by Marx himself when he disclaimed all credit for
discovering classes and class struggle:

Long before me bourgeois historians had described the
historical development of this class struggle and bourgeois
economists the economic anatomy of the classes. What I did
that was new was to prove: (1) that the existence of classes is
only bound up with particular historical phases in the
development, (2) that the class struggle necessarily leads to the
dictatorship of the proletariat, (3) that this dictatorship itself only
constitutes the transition to the abolition of all classes and to a
classless society. [20]

And the same point is made with even greater force by Lenin when,
in The State and Revolution, he insists that “A Marxist is solely
someone who extends the recognition of the class struggle to the
recognition of the dictatorship of the proletariat … This is the
touchstone on which the real understanding and recognition of
Marxism should be tested”. [21] Lenin’s assertion was directed
above all at Kautsky, who had spent decades presenting himself as
the last word in Marxist orthodoxy yet turned his back on the actual
workers’ revolution in Russia. However, it retains all its relevance
today when there is no shortage of intellectuals “interested in”, or
even adhering to, Marxism as a method of interpreting society but
who show no interest at all in the theory, still less the practice, of the
struggle for workers’ power.

Thus far, analysis of Marxism as the theory of the proletariat has
shown that this conception contains three elements; Marxism as the
theory of the common interests of the entire class internationally;
Marxism as the product of the birth of the modern proletariat and the



developments of its struggle against capitalism; Marxism as the
theory of the victory of that class. The definition that most succinctly
summarises these elements is that Marxism is the theory of the
international proletarian revolution.

2. The Scientific Status of Marxism

To many people the definition of Marxism as the theory of a
particular social class is incompatible with its claims to be scientific.
The argument runs both ways. On the one hand there are those who
recognise Marxism to be based on a definite social group and
consequently deny its status as science. The foremost
representative of this position is the sociologist Karl Mannheim. [22]
On the other hand there are those who proclaim Marxism as science
and therefore deny that it derives from the standpoint of the
proletariat. The most important contemporary proponent of this view
is Althusser, for whom such a definition reduces Marxism to “the
level of ideology”. These objections are the product of a double
confusion: first as to the nature of natural science, second as to the
relationship between natural science and social science.

Natural science is seen as providing exact, “objective” and non-
socially determined knowledge, and therefore is held to be the model
for “objective” social science. But this view of natural science is itself
a social product. In the last analysis it derives from the alliance
between science and the bourgeoisie which was necessary for the
battle against feudalism and for the development of modern
manufacturing. Just as the bourgeoisie depicted the laws of
capitalism as natural and eternal so it depicted the achievements of
science as absolute truth. The history of science, however, shows it
to consist of a series of provisional relative truths which are
produced under the stimulus of developing practical human needs,
and which in turn demonstrate their truth in practice, by making
possible the performance of definite tasks. [23] Natural science is
therefore not absolute but historical and changing.



All social science, including Marxism, is, of course, subject to
these same limitations, but there is also a fundamental difference
between natural and social science. Natural science possesses an
objectivity [24] which is not available to social science. There are two
main reasons for this.

Firstly, knowledge is always a relationship between knower and
known, between subject and object. In natural science the object of
knowledge, nature, exists outside of human beings. Society however
is human beings, the ensemble of human relations. [25] Nature and
the laws of nature are not the creation of humanity. Society and
social laws are. The world of nature can be altered by men and
women but only on the basis of natural laws which cannot be altered.
Social laws however can be changed.

The consequence of these differences is that all human beings
stand in roughly the same relationship to the laws of nature but in
markedly different relationships to the laws of society. Thus, as a
result of the law of gravity, a worker and a capitalist dropped from the
Leaning Tower of Pisa will strike the ground at the same speed and
with the same consequences. The law of value however does not
have the same consequences for the worker and the capitalist – it
produces poverty for one and riches for the other. Which is why the
idea of “proletarian” as opposed to “bourgeois” natural science is a
piece of Stalinist nonsense. [26] But “to expect [social] science to be
impartial in a society of wage-slavery is as silly and naive as to
expect impartiality from employers on the question of whether the
worker’s wages should be increased by decreasing the profits of
capital”. [27]

Secondly, the purpose of knowledge is to assist in changing
reality. This is equally true of natural and social science. The
bourgeoisie has an interest in changing, indeed is continually
compelled to change, the natural world in order to accumulate
capital. It therefore needs natural science. In relation to society,
however, the predominant interest of the bourgeoisie is not to
change it but to preserve it as it is. Consequently the basic need of
the bourgeoisie is not for social knowledge but for social apologetics,
for ideology. [28]



Thus much of what passes for bourgeois social science is not
science of any description. It is not practical or operational even for
the bourgeoisie – but simply justification and mystification. Good
examples are the marginal utility theory of value in economics and
the pluralist theory of power in politics. Of course the bourgeoisie
does need to change society within certain limits, the limits of the
capitalist mode of production, and so bourgeois social science does
yield a certain limited amount of real knowledge – knowledge which
can also be used against capitalism. But this knowledge is always
set within, and cramped and distorted by, a theoretical framework
which obstructs real understanding of society as a whole. The only
class which is both interested in, and capable of, arriving at an
understanding of society as a totality, is the class that is interested in
and capable of changing it as a totality – namely the proletariat. As
Marx put it, “The existence of revolutionary ideas in a particular
period presupposes the existence of a revolutionary class.” [29]

Thus the class basis of Marxism, far from compromising its
standing as science, is precisely what makes its scientific character
possible.

A further argument against this view, really an extension of the
argument considered above, is that it wrongly narrows down and
limits the applicability of Marxism. This argument has been advanced
by the older Lukacs. In his 1924 study of Lenin Lukacs began with
the statement that “Historical materialism is the theory of proletarian
revolution”, [30] but in his 1967 Postscript he dismisses this
proposition as a product of “the prejudices of the time” and protests
at such an attempt “to reduce to a single dimension and to cramp the
real and methodological wealth – the social universality – of
historical materialism, by such a definition.” [31]

This objection is false because the definition of Marxism as a
class theory in no way restricts it to the analysis of just the
proletarian struggle or even just capitalist society (though that is of
course its central task). It is perfectly possible to analyse the whole
of human history up to the present from the standpoint of the
proletariat. Witness, for example, Engels’ article on “The Part Played
by Labour in the Transition from Ape to Man”. The central idea of this



article is that labour “is the prime basic condition of all human
existence and … that, in a sense … labour created man himself”.
[32] This could be arrived at only on the basis of an understanding of
the labour of the modern working class [33], and indeed was so
derived for it is present in embryo in the 1844 Manuscripts and The
German Ideology [34], before Marx and Engels had conducted any
anthropological researches and before Darwin.

Moreover, in this same article Engels does not fail to point out the
political conclusion that follows from his proposition – the necessity
of “a complete revolution in our hitherto existing mode of production”.
[35] The “social universality” demanded by Lukacs is possessed by
Marxism precisely because it is based on the interests of the
proletariat, the universal class – universal in the sense that it is the
bearer of the future and liberation of all humanity, and in the sense
that, needing neither a class above it to rule it nor a class below it to
exploit, it can become all humanity. Lukacs’ objection signifies not
his broadened or deepened conception of Marxism but simply his
own abandonment of a revolutionary class position through his
absorption by Stalinism.

3. From Practice to Theory

To complete the argument that the essence of Marxism is that it is
the theoretical expression of the proletarian revolution, it is
necessary to demonstrate the connections leading from the
conditions of existence of the proletariat and the tasks confronting it
in the struggle (the social practice that is the proletariat) to the main
propositions of Marxist theory. To do this comprehensively and
rigorously is beyond the reach of this small book, all we can do is to
trace the outline of some of the most important of these connections.

Let us begin with those aspects of Marxism that might be called
its political principles and programme. Firstly, internationalism. There
can be no doubt as to the central role played by internationalism in
the thought of Marx, but Marxist internationalism owes nothing to an
abstract moral (in reality bourgeois liberal) commitment to “the



international brotherhood of peoples”. [36] Rather it is grounded in
the existence of the proletariat as an international class, created by
the capitalist world market, and engaged in an international struggle
against that system.

The statement in the Communist Manifesto that “The working
men have no country”, and that “national differences and
antagonisms between people are daily more and more vanishing,
owing to the development of the bourgeoisie, to freedom of
commerce, to the world market, to uniformity in the modes of
production and to the conditions of life corresponding thereto”, has
often been criticised as an exaggeration or an outright error, in the
light of the continuing hold of nationalist ideology over the proletariat.
Nonetheless it remains true at two levels. First as a statement of
tendency rather than accomplished fact. Secondly as a statement
about the proletariat relative to other social classes. The modes of
production (and the cultures) of Japan, Brazil and Britain have
infinitely more in common today than they did a century ago. In
relation to the peasantry it was not even possible to speak seriously
of international consciousness or organisation. The internationalism
of the bourgeoisie, despite its creation of the world economy and its
plethora of international organisations, remains qualitatively inferior
to the international potential of the proletariat. The highest level it
can rise to is the international bloc or alliance set against rival
international blocs and even these are continually disrupted by
national antagonisms.

The basic characteristic of Marxist internationalism is, as we have
noted, the priority of the whole (the interests of the world working
class) over the part. To make this more concrete: a revolutionary
worker who has never left his home town, speaks only his native
language, and yet opposes his “own” government in time of war is
far more of an internationalist than the learned professor who has
travelled the world, speaks half a dozen languages, is steeped in the
knowledge of different cultures, and yet in time of war supports his
own government. Again, because of the priority of the whole, Marxist
internationalism is perfectly compatible with recognition of the right to



national self-determination and support for national liberation
struggles, if the interests of the international class demand it. [37]

Secondly, take the principle of state ownership of the means of
production. To many (especially the bourgeoisie, but also many
would-be Marxists) this has been seen as the fundamental principle
of Marxism and of socialism in general. Usually, when those who
take this view are socialists, they reason as follows. Capitalism,
which equals private ownership, is irrational and unjust, it causes
economic crises, poverty, war etc. If production were state-owned
and there was state planning of the economy, it would be an
altogether better, more rational, arrangement and these evils would
be ended. The struggle of the proletariat is then seen as a means by
which this end can be achieved. Should an alternative means to this
end present itself, say peasant guerrilla war or parliamentary
legislation, then that makes no real difference.

Marxist reasoning is quite different. The proletariat is locked in
class struggle against the bourgeoisie which exploits and oppresses
it. The only way it can win that battle and emancipate itself is to
defeat the bourgeoisie politically and take possession of the means
of production. This it can do only by creating its own state. This is
how the question is presented in the Communist Manifesto:

We have seen above, that the first step in the revolution by the
working class is to raise the proletariat to the position of ruling
class, to win the battle of democracy. The proletariat will use its
political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from the
bourgeoisie, to centralise all instruments of production in the
hands of the State, i.e. of the proletariat organised as the ruling
class; and to increase the total of productive forces as rapidly as
possible.

For the state socialists state ownership is the end, the working class
the means. For Marxism the emancipation of the class is the end,
state ownership the means. This difference – the “two souls of
socialism” as Hal Draper has called it – has been of immense



significance in the past hundred years and we shall return to it
repeatedly.

The ultimate aim of Marxism – the classless society –has of
course been an age-old human aspiration. What distinguishes
Marxism is that it derives the classless society, as a realistic
possibility, from the development of the proletariat, “a class which
owing to its whole position in society, can only free itself by
abolishing altogether all class rule, all servitude and all exploitation.”
[38] To cite the Communist Manifesto again:

All preceding classes that got the upper hand, sought to fortify
their already acquired status by subjecting society at large to
their conditions of appropriation. The proletarians cannot
become masters of the productive forces of society except by
abolishing their own previous mode of appropriation and thereby
also every other previous mode of appropriation. They have
nothing of their own to secure and to fortify; their mission is to
destroy all previous securities for, and insurances of, individual
property.

In terms of theory the transition from capitalism to communism – the
dictatorship of the proletariat – was considered to be (as we have
noted) merely (!) the extension of the proletarian class struggle to the
point of victory. However, the specific form of this dictatorship was
discovered neither by Marx nor any other Marxist theorist, but by
revolutionary workers themselves. First by the Parisian workers in
the Commune of 1871, who showed that rather than taking over the
existing state machine it was necessary to smash it, and whose
actions indicated the first principles of workers’ democracy –
payment of all officials at workers’ wages, election and recall of all
delegates, replacement of the standing army by the armed workers,
etc. Second by the workers of Petrograd (and then all Russia) who
created the organisational form uniquely suited to the expression of
workers’ power – the soviet or workers’ council. The great merit of
the soviet, it should be noted, is that it is based not on the worker as
individual citizen in a geographical area, but on the worker as part of



a collective in the workplace, the unit of production, and that it arises
within capitalism as a natural development of the workers’ struggle
against capitalism – its historical point of departure was an enlarged
strike committee. It should also be noted that Marxist theory on this
question (Marx’s The Civil War in France, Lenin’s The State and
Revolution, Gramsci’s articles in Ordine Nuovo) is a direct
generalisation of the most advanced experience of the class.

Now we must turn from the programme of Marxism to its
theoretical foundations: the materialist conception of history and the
critical analysis of capitalism.

What is the basis of historical materialism? This question can be
approached analytically (by considering the concepts and
propositions of this theory) or historically (by tracing its genesis and
development in the works of Marx). Of these the analytic approach is
more important as the historical genesis of a theory might include all
sorts of accidental factors and detours.

Let us begin with the question of materialism versus idealism.
Idealism – belief in the priority of mind (”spirit”, “ideals”, “God”,

etc.) over matter – and the idealist conception of history (history as
determined by the development of ideas, consciousness, etc.) has,
itself, a material basis. It lies in the division between mental and
manual labour and the emergence of a ruling class freed from
manual labour, in other words living off the labour of others.

Division of labour only becomes truly such from the moment
when a division of material and mental labour appears. (The first
form of ideologists, priests, is concurrent.) From this moment
onwards consciousness can really flatter itself that it is
something other than consciousness of existing practice, that it
really represents something without representing something
real; from now on consciousness is in a position to emancipate
itself from the world and to proceed in the formation of “pure”
theory, theology, philosophy, ethics, etc. [39]

By contrast materialism is the “natural” theory of a producing class
struggling for its emancipation. [40] But of course we cannot simply



identify historical materialism with materialism. Materialism preceded
Marxism by more than two thousand years and in the eighteenth
century materialism was the standpoint of the rising bourgeoisie.
What distinguishes Marxist materialism from this bourgeois
materialism? Marx expressed it thus:

The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism (that of
Feuerbach included) is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is
conceived only in the form of the object of contemplation, but
not as sensuous human activity, practice, not subjectively. [41]

In other words bourgeois materialism is mechanical. It treats human
beings as passive, as mere products or effects of material
circumstances – as objects. In doing so it reflects the actual position
of men and women in capitalist society – the worker as an
appendage of the machine, labour as a “factor” of production
equivalent to other factors (land, machines, etc.), living labour as
subordinate to and a “part” of dead labour. Mechanical materialism,
however, is incapable of complete consistency; in consistent form it
would be a total determinism and fatalism and it is impossible to act
in the world on this basis. Therefore it always contains a more or
less hidden exemption clause for itself whereby idealism re-enters
through the back door, as the “knowledge”, “science”, or sometimes
“will” of the elite:

The materialist doctrine concerning the changing of
circumstances and upbringing forgets that circumstances are
changed by men and that it is essential to educate the educator
himself. This doctrine must, therefore, divide society into two
parts, one of which is superior to society. [42]

Marx overcame this antinomy through the concept of practice. “The
coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity
or self-changing can be conceived and rationally understood only as
revolutionary practice.” [43] The model for this concept of practice
was human labour, the means whereby humanity shapes and



changes nature, and creates itself. Hegel’s outstanding
achievement, Marx writes:

… is, first, that Hegel grasps the self-creation of man as a
process … and that he therefore grasps the nature of labour,
and conceives objective man (true because real man) as the
result of his own labour. [44]

But, Marx goes on, “Labour as Hegel understands and recognises it
is abstract mental labour.” [45] Marx was able to go beyond Hegel, to
stand him on his feet and recognise labour as concrete practical
activity as the basis of man and history (”this simple fact hitherto
concealed by an overgrowth of ideology” [46]) because, and only
because, he had before him in the proletariat the first class of
immediate producers able to transform society and become its
master. It is this conception of the role of labour, of production, that
constitutes the methodological and empirical point of departure of
the Marxist theory of history. From it are developed the key concepts
of “forces of production”, “relations of production” and “mode of
production” which in turn culminate in the theory of the social
revolution:

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite
relations that are indispensable and independent of their will,
relations of production which correspond to a definite stage of
development of their material productive forces. The sum total of
these relations of production constitutes the economic structure
of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal and
political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms
of social consciousness … At a certain stage of their
development, the material productive forces of society come in
conflict with the existing relations of production, or –what is but a
legal expression for the same thing – with the property relations
within which they have been at work hitherto. From forms of
development of the productive forces these relations turn into
their fetters. Then begins an epoch of social revolution. [47]



At this point one important confusion must be cleared up. Historical
materialism has frequently been subject to a mechanical materialist
distortion in which the dialectic of forces and relations of production
is interpreted simply as an antagonism between the technical
instruments of production (”forces”) and the system of property
ownership (”relations”) which operates independently of human
activity, thus arriving at a theory of technological determinism. In this
interpretation both Marx’s key concepts undergo a reduction in their
meaning. For Marx the forces of production signify not only the
instruments in the sense of tools, machines etc., but the total
productive capacity of society including the productive activity of the
working class. “Of all the instruments of production, the greatest
productive power is the revolutionary class itself.” [48] Property
ownership, on the other hand, is “but a legal expression of relations
of production.” Thus the contradiction between the forces and
relations of production is not separate from the class struggle but is
the very ground on which the latter arises.

This theoretical demonstration that historical materialism is
history viewed from the standpoint of the proletariat is, as we have
noted, more important than the question of how Marx happened to
develop the theory but, in fact, its historical genesis parallels the
theoretical logic almost exactly. The first comprehensive statement of
historical materialism was The German Ideology of 1845. This work
was immediately preceded by two major texts, The Economic and
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, and the Introduction to a Critique
of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. The 1844 Manuscripts begin not with
“philosophy” or with “alienation” but with the class struggle. The
opening sentence reads: “Wages are determined by the bitter
struggle between capitalist and worker.” [49] The economic analysis
that follows is, by Marx’s later standards, primitive but it is carried out
explicitly from the point of view of the worker. It aims to show “from
political economy itself, in its own words” that:

the worker sinks to the level of a commodity, and to a most
miserable commodity; that the misery of the worker increases
with the power and volume of his production; that the necessary



result of competition is the accumulation of capital in a few
hands, and thus a restoration of monopoly in a more terrible
form; and finally that the distinction between capitalist and
landlord, and between agricultural labourer and industrial
worker, must disappear, and the whole of society divide into the
two classes of property owners and the propertyless workers.
[50]

In seeking to explain this state of affairs Marx is led to an analysis of
the nature of workers’ labour. Workers produce the wealth of the
capitalists and their own misery because their labour is alienated.
Thus Marx arrives at the conception of the dual role of labour: labour
as the means by which people create their life and their world, and
alienated labour as the means by which they vitiate their life and
create a world which stands over and against them – a dual role
which implies the potential for human liberation with the abolition of
alienated labour, and which thus anticipates both the starting point
and conclusion of the materialist conception of history.

However, if we move back one stage further to the Introduction to
the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (early 1844) we find
already present what later appears as the result of the analysis of
alienated labour and the result of historical materialism, namely the
revolutionary role of the proletariat. “When the proletariat announces
the dissolution of existing social order, it only declares the secret of
its own existence, for it is the effective dissolution of this order.” [51]
And, as we have already seen, Marx’s recognition of this role was
itself the product of his own experience of revolutionary workers’
circles in Paris. Thus both theoretically and biographically Marx’s
general conception of history and society can be traced back to its
material basis – the proletarian struggle.

The Marxist analysis of capitalism (usually referred to as “Marxist
economics” though really it is a “critique of political economy”) was
designed to provide a firm scientific foundation for the workers’
movement by revealing the law of motion of the capitalist mode of
production. That the entire analysis is conducted from the standpoint
of the revolutionary working class should be obvious, after all its



major themes include: an explanation of how workers are exploited;
a demonstration that the whole system is founded on that
exploitation; a prediction that because it is founded on exploitation
this system must inevitably break down. [52] Since however this
aspect of Marxism has, more than any other, been presented as
“objective”, “value-free”, “class-free”, a few observations on the
genesis and logic of Marx’s critique of political economy seem
justified.

Marx’s critique is, of course, an application of the theory of
historical materialism to the capitalist mode of production, and like
historical materialism itself, is rooted in an analysis of labour [53] –
an analysis of labour as alienated. It cannot be emphasised too
strongly that basically Marx’s theory of alienation is not a theory of
how the worker “feels” about work, or of the general state of human
consciousness, but a theory of alienated labour – in other words of
that labour which the worker is compelled to make over to another, to
sell. Alienated labour is wage labour, not just a state of mind but “an
economic fact”. [54] However, it is also an economic fact that can
only be perceived by looking at labour from the point of view of the
worker. Indeed Marx was the first “philosopher” and the first
“economist” in the history of the world to analyse the labour process
from the standpoint of the worker. Just how central the theory of
alienated labour is to the Marxist analysis of capitalism can be seen
from two of Marx’s propositions. First that “although private property
appears to be the basis and cause of alienated labour, it is rather a
consequence of the latter”. [55] Second that the differentia specifica
of capitalism is that under it labour power becomes a commodity.

A long theoretical road lies between the 1844 Manuscripts and
Capital, between alienated labour and the theory of surplus value. It
is a road on which the early generic critique of capitalism is
painstakingly transformed into a precise analytic tool with which to
lay bare all the workings of the capitalist economy. But in the process
the original concept is neither “forgotten” nor “rejected”. It remains at
the heart of the analysis. Consider the following passages:



1) All these consequences follow from the fact that the worker is
related to the product of his labour as to an alien object. For it is
clear on this presupposition that the more the worker expends
himself in work the more powerful becomes the world of objects
which he creates in face of himself, the poorer he becomes in
his inner life, and the less he belongs to himself. It is just the
same as in religion. The more of himself man attributes to God,
the less he has left in himself. [56]

2) It cannot be otherwise in a mode of production in which the
labourer exists to satisfy the needs of self-expansion of existing
values, instead of, on the contrary, material wealth existing to
satisfy the needs of development on the part of the labourer. As
in religion man is governed by the products of his own brain, so
in capitalistic production, he is governed by the products of his
own hand. [57]

3) The alienation of the worker in his object is expressed as
follows in the laws of political economy: the more the worker
produces the less he has to consume, the more value he
creates the more worthless he becomes; the more refined his
product, the more crude and misshapen the worker; the more
civilized the product the more barbarous the worker; the more
powerful the work the more feeble the worker; the more the
work manifests intelligence, the more the worker declines in
intelligence and becomes a slave of nature. [58]

4) … within the capitalist system all methods for raising the
social productiveness of labour are brought about at the cost of
the individual labourer; all means for the development of
production transform themselves into means of domination over,
and exploitation of, the producers; they mutilate the labourer into
a fragment of a man, degrade him to the level of an appendage
of a machine, destroy every remnant of charm in his work and
turn it into a hated toil; they estrange from him the intellectual
potentialities of the labour-process in the same proportion as



science is incorporated in it as one independent power; they
distort the conditions under which he works, subject him during
the labour-process to a despotism the more hateful for its
meanness; they transform life-time into working time, and drag
his wife and child beneath the wheels of the Juggernaut of
capital. [59]

Passages 1) and 3) are from the 1844 Manuscripts and 2) and 4) are
from Capital; twenty-three years later the same basic idea, at times
almost the same language. And these are only a few of numerous
passages that could be quoted from all Marx’s major theoretical
works from The German Ideology to Theories of Surplus Value. [60]

Finally some observations on the Marxist theory of crisis, in
particular its most important component, the declining rate of profit.
The tendency of the rate of profit to decline is not an individual
thesis, a separate proposition, which can be abstracted from the rest
of Marx’s thought, rather it is a point of convergence of all his major
theories. It derives directly from the theory of surplus value,
according to which the source of profit is the unpaid labour time of
the workers, and from the proposition that under capitalism living
labour falls progressively under the domination of accumulated dead
labour (a theme already present in 1844). At the same time the
tendency of the rate of profit to decline is the concrete economic
expression of the conflict between the forces and relations of
production – the proof that capitalist relations of production have
become a fetter on the forces of production, that “the real barrier of
capitalist production is capital itself”. [61] Moreover, and this brings
us back to our starting point, it was a theory which could only be
formulated from the standpoint of the proletariat. The classical
bourgeois economists observed the phenomenon of the declining
rate of profit but were unable to theorise it for to do so would have
been to recognise the historically limited, transitory, nature of
capitalism. [62]

To some “Marxists” it has seemed that Marx’s analysis of the
contradictions of capitalism is separate from his commitment to
proletarian revolution. A recent proponent of this view is Lucio



Colletti [63], but the idea dates back to the Second International.
Thus Rudolph Hilferding wrote that: “It is one thing to recognise a
necessity, but quite another to place oneself at the service of that
necessity,” [64] with the conclusion that to get from the “is” of
capitalist breakdown to the “ought” of socialism required a
supplementary ethical commitment (usually from the “eternal” ethical
principles of Kant). Hilferding however has reversed the real logic of
Marxism. It was the commitment to the proletariat that made possible
the disclosure of capitalism’s contradictions, and the “ought to” of
this commitment itself derived from the prior external existence of the
proletariat which had already begun its struggle for self-
emancipation.

To sum up the whole argument: in theory the proletarian
revolution appears as the consequence of the theories of historical
materialism, and surplus value etc., but in reality it is also their
foundation. The empirical confirmation of this proposition is found in
the fact that as a rule workers’ revolutions begin spontaneously –
Paris 1848 and 1871, Petrograd 1905 and 1917, Germany 1918,
Spain 1936, Hungary 1956, France 1968, and so on. The role of
Marxism is not to create or launch the revolution but to guide it to
victory.

We are now in a position to grasp both the essential unity of
Marxism and its developing nature – on the basis of the proletarian
struggle against capital. These two great social forces, locked in
battle, are continually changing and developing, as is the balance of
forces between them and their interaction with other classes.
Marxism must therefore change and develop too, but it must do so
without departing from the standpoint of proletarian revolution. If it
does so depart then it ceases to be Marxism. Lenin once described
Marxism as “a block of steel”. The metaphor is of strictly limited
validity, but it is greatly preferable to the widespread view that
Marxism consists of a series of detachable parts which can be
discarded and replaced at will. More accurate is Lenin’s contention
that Marx “laid the cornerstones of the science which socialists must
advance in all directions, if they do not want to lag behind events”.
[65] It is the nature of revisionism that it attempts to displace these



cornerstones (which are not arbitrary but theoretical expressions of
the social being of the proletariat) and in so doing departs from the
standpoint of the proletariat to that of a different class.





Part Two
The Transformations of Marxism

It should already be clear that, by the criteria already established,
many of the ideologists and theoretical systems that have claimed
the title of Marxism in the past hundred years are not Marxist at all.
Before proceeding to demonstrate this in relation to specific
examples it is necessary to make some preliminary observations on
the social position and consciousness of the proletariat under
capitalism.

In potential the proletariat transcends capitalism, but so long as
capitalism exists it remains an oppressed and exploited class. In
normal times therefore the consciousness of the majority of workers
is dominated by bourgeois ideology (”The ruling ideas are the ideas
of the ruling class”). Yet at the same time workers are impelled by
their economic position to resist the attacks of capital and to fight for
improvements in their lot, even when they are not ready to challenge
the system as a whole. Corresponding to this contradiction there
have emerged hybrid ideologies which combine elements of
bourgeois and elements of socialist ideology – the most obvious
example to hand is British Labourism.

However, these hybrid ideologies also have their own distinct
material base in the class whose social position is itself part
bourgeois and part proletarian, namely the intermediate stratum
known usually in Marxism as the petty bourgeoisie. The category of
petty bourgeois has a general validity, but it must not be allowed to
obscure the fact that in the modern world it covers a number of
social layers whose conditions of existence are markedly different.
The most important of these are: the “old” petty bourgeoisie of small
shopkeepers and other small employers; the “new” middle class of
salaried employees in positions of authority over the working class;
the trade union and labour movement bureaucracy; and in most
countries, the peasantry. Taken together these groups “surround” the
proletariat (they are in much closer daily contact with it than is the



bourgeoisie) and exert an influence on its consciousness. Each of
the groups, however, tends to generate its own version of petty
bourgeois ideology and to exert its own kind of pressure on the
workers. The consciousness of the proletariat, and with it Marxist
theory, exists therefore in a permanent state of siege and the history
of Marxism has been a history of battles with the hybrid ideologies of
the petty bourgeoisie: hence Marx’s polemics against Proudhon and
Bakunin, Engels’ against Duhring, Plekhanov and Lenin against the
Narodniks, and so on.

The problem which concerns this article however is conflicts
within “Marxism”, or rather between theoretical and political
tendencies that claim to be Marxist. The question that must be posed
is whether the most important of these conflicts are also struggles
between the standpoint of the proletariat and that of the petty
bourgeoisie or other alien classes. If this is a phenomenon that can
be established it also needs to be explained. Lenin suggested that
“The dialectics of history is such that the theoretical victory of
Marxism forces its enemies to disguise themselves as Marxists.” [66]
But although this explanation contains an important kernel of truth it
is somewhat over-conspiratorial. It is more historically accurate to
suggest that the process usually runs on these lines: leaders or
movements arrive at a perspective of proletarian revolution and
adopt Marxism, then for a variety of reasons (in the last analysis the
pressure of capitalism) they move away from this perspective but
retain the label and language of Marxism – either through self-
deception or a desire to preserve their radical credentials or both –
while transforming its real content. Once this process has occurred
this “transformed” Marxism can be passed on to other leaders and
movements that have never had anything to do with proletarian
revolution. [67] But this is to anticipate results that have first to be
demonstrated by historical analysis.

The history of Marxism since Marx has been dominated, in terms
of material power and numbers of adherents, by three tendencies:
firstly, the social democracy of the Second International; secondly
Stalinism; and thirdly, Third World nationalism. Clearly it is out of the
question to present, within the confines of this small book, a



comprehensive analysis of any one, let alone all three, of these
tendencies. I shall therefore approach each in terms of the most
important features of its most important representatives.

1. Kautskyism

The leading party of the Second International was German Social
Democracy, the SPD. Founded in 1875 at the Gotha Conference,
which united Marx’s German supporters with the followers of
Lassalle, [68] the party developed through a period of semi-legality
(Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws) into a position, by the turn of the
century, of considerable strength within the German state. This was
a period of general advance for German capitalism within which it
was possible for the developing working-class movement to win
concessions and improvements in its lot. Of course these gains were
the result of struggle –capitalism never gives anything without some
fight – but they required no overall confrontation, no life or death
class battle. (In fact the level of strikes in Germany was very low.
[69]) As a whole it was a time of relative social peace and the
German working class took advantage of this to build the largest,
best organised socialist party in the world – a party with hundreds of
thousands of members, thousands of party organisations, and over
eighty daily papers, as well as a multitude of social and cultural
organisations.

From the late 1890s this party was divided into an “orthodox
Marxist” majority and a (growing) “revisionist” minority. The latter, led
by Eduard Bernstein, maintained that capitalism, contrary to Marxist
theory, was gradually overcoming its contradictions and that
therefore the SPD could and should be no more than a party of
democratic social reform. Since the revisionists were more or less
openly anti-Marxist they are not essentially relevant to this article: it
is the “orthodox” wing that concerns us here.

The SPD officially committed itself to Marxism at its congress at
Erfurt in 1891 when it adopted the Erfurt Programme drafted by the
“Pope of Marxism”, Karl Kautsky. This programme, together with the



commentary on it, also by Kautsky [70], remained the basic
statement of the movement’s world outlook, just as Kautsky
remained its leading theorist, until the First World War. Without doubt
the Erfurt Programme was intended, and generally accepted, as a
statement of completely orthodox Marxism. Its first section is “an
analysis of present day society and its development”, [71] and
consists of a condensed and simplified exposition of the theory of
capitalist development outlined by Marx in The Communist Manifesto
culminating in the proposition that “private ownership of the means of
production has become irreconcilable with their effective use and
complete development”. [72] Its second section calls for the
resolution of this contradiction by “the conversion of private
ownership into social ownership and conversion of commodity
production into socialist production carried on for and by society”.
[73] The third section deals with “the means which are to lead to the
realisation of these objects” [74], namely the class struggle of the
proletariat. With regard to the nature of this struggle the programme
tells us:

The struggle of the working class against capitalist exploitation
is necessarily a political struggle. The working class cannot
develop its economic organisation and wage its economic
battles without political rights. It cannot accomplish the transfer
of the means of production to the community as a whole without
first having come into possession of political power. [75]

We are here still on the grounds of orthodoxy. Time and again Marx
insisted that “the struggle of class against class is a political
struggle”, that “to conquer power had therefore become the great
duty of the working classes”. [76] But what was to be the content of
this “political struggle”, this “conquest of political power”? For Marx,
as we have seen, it was above all the destruction of the bourgeois
state and the establishment of the dictatorship of the proletariat – the
concrete example of which was the Paris Commune. What it was for
Kautsky and the SPD is shown clearly in Kautsky’s commentary on
the programme – namely an exclusively parliamentaty struggle. To



demonstrate just how exclusively parliamentarist the SPD strategy
was, a lengthy quotation is unfortunately necessary:

Like every other class, the working class must strive to influence
the state authorities, to bend them to its purposes.

Great capitalists can influence rulers and legislators directly, but
the workers can do so only through parliamentaiy activity [my
emphasis throughout] … By electing representatives to
parliament therefore the working class can exercise an influence
over the governmental powers.

The struggle of all the classes which depend upon legislative
action for political influence is directed, in the modern state, on
the one hand toward an increase in the power of the parliament
(or congress), and on the other toward an increase in their own
influence within the parliament. The power of parliament
depends on the energy and courage of the classes behind it and
on the energy and courage of the classes on which its will is to
be imposed. The influence of a class within a parliament
depends, in the first place, on the nature of the electoral law in
force. It is dependent further on the influence of the class in
question among the voters, and, lastly, upon its aptitude for
parliamentary work …

The proletariat is, however … favourably situated in regard to
parliamentary activity … Their unions are to them an excellent
parliamentary school; they afford opportunities in training in
parliamentary law and publicspeaking … Moreover it finds in its
own ranks an increasing number of persons well fitted to
represent it in legislative halls.

Whenever the proletariat engages in parliamentary activity as a
self-conscious class, parliamentarism begins to change its
character. It ceases to be a mere tool in the hands of the
bourgeoisie. This very participation of the proletariat proves to



be the most effective means of shaking up the hitherto
indifferent divisions of the proletariat and giving them hope and
confidence. It is the most powerful level that can be utilised to
raise the proletariat out of its economic, social and moral
degradation.

The proletariat has, therefore, no reason to distrust
parliamentaty action. [77]

This parliamentary perspective was adopted in response to the
dramatic electoral gains of the SPD – its vote rose from 550,000 (9.7
per cent) in 1884 to 1,427,000 (19.7 per cent) in 1890 – and it
constituted a definite shift to the right from earlier positions. In 1881
Kautsky had written that, “Social Democracy harbours no illusions
that it can directly achieve its goal through elections, through the
parliamentary road” and that “the first step of the coming revolution”
would be to “demolish the bourgeois state”. [78] But from the 1890s
onwards the parliamentary road remained the dominant strategy of
both Kautsky and the SPD. Thus, when in the controversies with the
revisionists within his own party, Kautsky appears as the defender of
“revolution” it is a conception of “parliamentary revolution” that he is
defending: in other words that the workers’ party will remain in
opposition, refusing all coalitions or participation in bourgeois
governments until such time as it has won an overall majority in
parliament and forms the government, whereupon it will use its
position to legislate the introduction to socialism. [79] That this
strategy involved taking over, not smashing, the capitalist state was
emphasised by Kautsky himself in his 1912 polemic against
Pannekoek:

The objective of our political struggle remains what it has been
up to now: the conquest of state power through the conquest of
a majority in parliament and the elevation of parliament to a
commanding position within the state. Certainly not the
destruction of state power. [80]



Underpinning the parliamentary strategy was a view of the transition
to socialism as the more or less inevitable outcome of economic
development. The growth of capitalism would mean the growth of the
proletariat. As the proletariat grew so its consciousness would rise
and that would mean more votes for Social Democracy, until such
time as there would be an overwhelming majority for socialism.
“Economic development”, wrote Kautsky, “will lead naturally to the
accomplishment of this purpose.” [81] The whole process would go
ahead smoothly, inevitably, and without any life or death struggles,
provided only that the party leadership did not fall into adventurism
and provoke premature battle. The only actual activity required was
organisation and education:

Building up the organisation, winning all positions of power,
which we are able to win and hold securely by our own strength,
studying the state and society and educating the masses: other
aims we cannot consciously and systematically set either to
ourselves or to our organisations. [82]

The question we must now pose, following the methodology adopted
in the first part of this article, is: what was the social basis of this
ideology of passive expectancy? In one sense, clearly, the social
base was the period of detente between the proletariat and the
bourgeoisie which accompanied the prosperity and advance of
German capital at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the
twentieth century. At the same time, however, within this general
situation this ideology expressed the interests, not of the working
class, but of the social layer whose very existence was a product of
this social truce: namely the vast Social Democratic and trade union
bureaucracy, the army of privileged officials, who had arisen to
administer their beloved organisations.

Nothing illustrates this better than the attitude of these trade
union and party leaders to that fundamental question of the class
struggle, the mass strike – a question that became urgent in
Germany as a result of the role of the mass strike in the Russian
Revolution of 1905. [83] The trade union leaders were implacably



opposed to the mass strike and, at the Cologne Congress of the
trade unions in May 1905, adopted a resolution condemning it. The
party, however, at Jena in September 1905, passed a resolution
“accepting” the mass strike in principle without specifying what
should be done about it. Then the outbreak of a mass movement in
Saxony for the widening of the franchise demanded the resolution of
this contradiction in practice:

On 1 February 1906 a secret conference of executives of the
party and the unions was held. This gathering promptly revealed
the real balance of forces between the two organisations. The
party capitulated to the unions, committing itself to trying to
prevent a mass strike with all its might. [84]

This was followed by a compromise at the Mannheim Party
Congress in September 1906, where the unions and the party
reached agreement on the basis of “common theoretical acceptance
of the possibility of recourse to the mass strike in the indeterminate
future”, and then only with “the adherence of the leaders and the
members of the unions.” [85] Kautsky’s role in this process was that
of a “left” critic of the union leaders. He complained of their narrow
economistic outlook and called for the supremacy of the Social
Democratic spirit in the unions, but he refused to break with them
and simultaneously attacked the real advocates of the mass strike
(such as Rosa Luxemburg) as “fabricators of revolution”. [86] When
faced with a choice Kautsky sacrificed the demands of the class
struggle to the unity of the party and trade union organisations.

The labour movement bureaucracy is part of the petty
bourgeoisie. It stands between labour and capital and its objective
role is that of mediator between the classes. In relation to the mass
of workers it is privileged in terms of income, job security, working
conditions and life style. However its position, and consequently its
political behaviour, is different from that of the traditional petty-
bourgeoisie of small businessmen, shopkeepers, self-employed, and
so on. The latter, as owners of private property, are in normal times
more or less completely under the hegemony of the big bourgeoisie.



In times of crisis, when they are squeezed between labour and
capital, they can be pulled behind the working class by a powerful
revolutionary movement that shows its determination and capacity to
resolve the crisis of capitalism. In the absence of such a movement
they can swing far to the right and form the mass base of fascism.

By contrast the labour bureaucracy is organisationally bound to
the working class and therefore, as a social layer, cannot swing so
far to the right (which is why the theory of “social fascism” is such
nonsense). At the same time however it has a much closer
relationship to the ruling class than does the small employer. Its role
as “representative” (parliamentary or union) brings it into daily
contact with the bosses and their state, and it depends for its mass
support on the concessions it can obtain from them. Threatened
equally by fascism, which would destroy its “organisations”, and
revolution, which would destroy its negotiating role, it is profoundly
conservative. It fears, above all, mass actions that might “get out of
hand”, disrupt the organisations, provoke a ruling class offensive,
and undermine its delicate balancing act between the classes. Its
political need is for an ideology that combines socialism in words
with passivity and compromise in deeds. It needs the working class
to sustain the organisations that pay its salaries, and as a stage
army that can be wheeled into battle to gain concessions which in
turn retain support for the organisations, but it needs the working
class in its place and under control. The ideology of German Social
Democracy fitted these needs like a glove. Kautsky’s “Marxism” was
a theoretical system that in all crucial questions adapted itself to the
needs of the bureaucracy.

This was true even at the level of philosophy. For mechanical
materialism, the philosophical outlook characteristic of Kautsky and
the Second International as a whole, is, as we have shown, a
bourgeois position at bottom. It treats the working class as a merely
passive product of material circumstances, and therefore excludes
the active revolutionary role of the workers, and particularly of the
party. [87]

Once this social basis of Second International Marxism has been
grasped (and what was true for Kautsky and the SPD was even



more true for most of the other socialist parties), the capitulation to
chauvinism in the First World War presents no particular problems of
analysis. On the one hand the various bureaucracies had developed
a vested interest in the prosperity and imperial power of their
respective national capitals – the greater that prosperity the more
easily they could negotiate concessions. On the other hand they
could not risk an unpopular stand that would jeopardise their legality,
their organisations, and their support. Thus on 4 August 1914, the
SPD’s vote for war credits was a betrayal – of all the fine anti-war
and internationalist rhetoric of the previous years – but it was also
the continuation and culmination of well-established political practice.
[88]

In conclusion, to describe Kautskyism as a variant of Marxism, or
as one aspect of the Marxist tradition, is to mistake form for content.
In content it was the theory of a different class. In content the anti-
Marxist Bernstein and the “orthodox” Marxist Kautsky stood much
closer to each other than either did to the revolutionary theory of
Marx. They differed not on what political practice should be but on
how it should be described. We will leave the last word to Kautsky
himself. In his 1932 obituary of Bernstein he wrote that their
polemics at the turn of the century were “only an episode”, that they
had come together “during the World War” and that subsequently on
all questions, of war, of revolution, of the evolution of Germany and
of the world, “we have always adopted the same point of view.” [89]

2. Stalinism

Stalinism’s point of departure was very different from that of
Kautskyism. Stalinism emerged within the Bolshevik Party in the
years following the Civil War and rose to dominance in the Soviet
Union through a series of bitter inner party struggles in the 1920s,
finally achieving absolute control in 1928–29. Theoretically,
therefore, it evolved out of Leninism, the development of Marxism
which expressed and guided to victory the workers’ revolution of
October 1917. Leninism’s principal characteristics were its



revolutionary intransigence, its fierce internationalism, its analysis of
and opposition to imperialism, its insistence on the destruction of the
bourgeois state by workers’ power based on soviets, and its
conception of the party as an interventionist vanguard organisation.

However, the material situation in which Stalinism was born was
almost the opposite of that expressed in its theoretical starting point.
The Russian working class, which in 1917 had reached the highest
level of consciousness and revolutionary struggle yet seen anywhere
in the world, had, by 1921, virtually ceased to exist. In the course of
the Civil War the vast majority of the most militant and politically
conscious workers had either been killed in battle or raised to the
position of state officials. Under the combined impact of the Civil
War, the Revolution itself, and the World War that preceded it the
Russian economy had collapsed utterly. Gross industrial production
fell to 31 per cent of its 1913 level, large scale industrial production
to 21 per cent, production of steel to 4.7 per cent, the transport
system was in ruins, epidemics and famine raged. The total of
industrial workers fell from about three million in 1917 to one and a
quarter million in 1921, and those that remained were politically
exhausted. As Lenin put it in 1921:

[The] industrial proletariat … in our country, owing to the war
and to the desperate poverty and ruin has become declassed,
i.e. dislodged from its class groove and has ceased to exist as a
proletariat. [90]

The Bolshevik party found itself suspended in a vacuum. To
administer the country it had to take over and use a vast army of
Tsarist officials and against all its intentions it itself became
bureaucratised. Bureaucracy is essentially a hierarchy of officials not
subject to popular control from below. In Russia the social force that
Marxists (above all Lenin) counted on to prevent the development of
bureaucracy, an active revolutionary working class, had been cut
from under the feet of the party. In this situation it was impossible to
implement the Marxist programme in pure form. For a period it was
possible to mount a holding operation, relying on the hardened



socialist commitment of the Bolshevik old guard, to cling to the basic
revolutionary aspirations while making the necessary practical
compromises (for example the New Economic Policy or NEP) and
waiting for help from the international revolution. This in essence
was the course taken by Lenin. But failing the international revolution
(and it did fail) a stark choice had eventually to be made. Either
remain loyal to the theory and goal of international proletarian
revolution, with the possibility of losing state power in Russia, or
cling to power and abandon the theory and goal. The situation was
extremely complex and the participants did not see it in these clear
terms, but, essentially, Trotskyism was the product of the first choice
and Stalinism of the second. [91]

But of course Stalinism did not ditch Leninism or Marxism openly.
In order to retain the aura and prestige of Leninism, Stalinism had to
perform two interconnected operations.

First the transformation of Marxism-Leninism from a developing
practice-oriented doctrine into a fixed dogma, the equivalent of a
state religion, was necessary. Stalin’s aspiration in this direction
appears clearly in his “Oath to Lenin” delivered shortly after Lenin’s
death:

In leaving us, Comrade Lenin ordained us to hold high and keep
pure the great title of member of the party. We vow to thee,
Comrade Lenin, that we shall honourably fulfil this thy
commandment … In leaving us, Comrade Lenin ordained us to
guard the unity of our party like the apple of our eye. We vow to
thee Comrade Lenin that we shall fulfil honourably this thy
commandment, too … In leaving us, Comrade Lenin ordained
us to guard and strengthen the dictatorship of the proletariat.
We vow to thee Comrade Lenin, that without sparing our
strength we shall honourably fulfil this thy commandment too …
[92]

Also expressions of this tendency were Stalin’s Foundations of
Leninism – a rigid schematic codification of Lenin’s principles – and
the vast mass of self-styled Marxist texts and formal Soviet



academic commentaries that continue to pour from the party’s
publishing houses to this day. In this form Stalinist Marxism was
completely severed from the practice of the working class and thus
became completely lifeless. (It is anything but an accident that,
oppositionists apart, not a single Marxist thinker of any stature has
emerged from Stalinist or post-Stalinist Russia.) No longer
concerned with changing reality, its function was to mask it. Stalinist
Marxism became ideology in the fullest sense of the word.

If for this purpose Stalin would have liked to preserve Leninism
untouched, embalmed like Lenin’s body in the mausoleum, he was
nonetheless unable to. The gap between theory and reality became
so wide that “certain amendments” to the theory were unavoidable if
even the appearance of their correspondence was to be maintained.
[93] Thus a second operation – the revision of Leninism and
Marxism to bring it into line with actual Stalinist practice – arose as a
necessary consequence of the first. It is by focussing on this process
that we can gain the clearest insight into the real structure of Stalinist
Marxism and the interests it represented.

By far the most important such amendment was the theory of
socialism in one country, first promulgated by Stalin in autumn 1924.
The introduction of this theory needs to be considered from a
number of angles: how it was done, why it was done, the social
interests it served, and its consequences.

First Stalin’s method. “Socialism in one country” marked a
dramatic break with the internationalist position formulated by Marx
and Engels as early as 1845 and 1847 [94] and tirelessly repeated
by Lenin in relation to the Russian Revolution. [95] It also
contradicted what Stalin himself had written in The Foundation of
Leninism as late as April 1924:

The main task of socialism – the organisation of socialist
production – still remains ahead. Can this task be accomplished,
can the final victory of socialism in one country be attained
without the joint efforts of the proletariat of several advanced
countries? No, this is impossible. [96]



Stalin “solved” this contradiction by rewriting this passage to read the
opposite (”After consolidating its power and leading the peasantry in
its wake the proletariat of the victorious country can and must build a
socialist society” [97]) and having the first edition withdrawn from
circulation. There was no new analysis, simply the assertion of a
new orthodoxy (retrospectively grafted on to Lenin). Indeed, apart
from this one passage the rest of the text was left unchanged,
including passages which clearly reflected the earlier perspective.
[98] Only later were “analyses” concocted to justify the new line.

This procedure was not an isolated example, rather it was typical.
When Social Democracy (according to Stalin) changed from an ally
(1925–27) to “the main enemy” (1928–33) and then back to an ally
again (1934–39), the change of line was not based on any new
analysis of Social Democracy. It was simply a fiat to which analysis
had to accommodate itself afterwards. The “secret” of this method is
not that Stalin had no analysis but that the analysis he had could not
be spoken publicly, because its real criteria, and real purposes, had
ceased to be those of the theory whose language it retained.

What then was Stalin’s reason for introducing socialism in one
country in 1924? Clearly it was a response (a defeatist response) to
the failure of the German Revolution in 1923 and the relative
stabilisation of capitalism that followed. Stalin had never been much
interested in world revolution (he was by far the most insular of the
leading Bolsheviks) and now he wrote it off entirely, but this alone
does not explain why he didn’t simply continue to pay lip service to
the old internationalism. The answer is that socialism in one country
fitted exactly the needs and aspirations of the bureaucrats now
dominating the country. They longed for business as usual,
uncomplicated by international revolutionary adventures. At the
same time, they needed a banner around which to group
themselves, a slogan defining their goal. As Trotsky put it, socialism
in one country “expressed unmistakeably the mood of the
bureaucracy. When speaking of the victory of socialism, they meant
their own victory.” [99] It was to the bureaucracy what “All power to
the soviets” was to the working class in 1917.



As we have seen, Stalin introduced his new theory with the
minimum of fuss (precisely to disguise its newness) yet in reality it
marked a decisive shift in orientation which had the most far-
reaching consequences. The Soviet Union was isolated in the face
of a hostile capitalist world – a world which had already
demonstrated its eagerness to strangle the Revolution by its
intervention in the Civil War, and which, as Lenin emphasised,
remained economically and militarily stronger than the young
workers’ state. The strategy of the early years of the Revolution – the
strategy of Lenin and Trotsky – included, of course, the most
determined military defence but ultimately it relied on stimulating
international revolution to overthrow capitalism from within. The
policy of socialism in one country changed this emphasis. It replaced
reliance on the international class struggle with reliance on the
power of the Soviet Union as a nation state, and this decision had its
own implacable logic.

The defence of the Soviet state demanded armed forces equal to
those of its enemies and in the modern world that meant an
equivalent industry and an equivalent surplus. Engels had already
grasped this crucial fact of 20th century economics and politics in
1892:

From the moment warfare became part of the grande industrie
(iron clad ships, rifled artillery, quickfiring and repeating
cannons, repeating rifles, steel covered bullets, smokeless
powder etc.) la grande industrie, without which all these things
cannot be made, became a political necessity. All these things
cannot be had without a highly developed metal manufacture.
And that manufacture cannot be had without a corresponding
development in all other branches of manufacture, especially
textiles. [100]

Stalin’s grasp on this reality was no less firm:

No comrades … the pace must not be slackened! On the
contrary, we must quicken it as much as is within our powers



and possibilities.

To slacken the pace would mean to lag behind; and those who
lag behind are beaten. We do not want to be beaten. No, we
don’t want to. The history of old … Russia … she was
ceaselessly beaten for her backwardness … For military
backwardness, for cultural backwardness, for political
backwardness, for industrial backwardness, for agricultural
backwardness …

We are fifty or a hundred years behind the advanced countries.
We must make good this lag in ten years. Either we do it or they
crush us. [101]

But Russia was poor, compared with its rivals desperately so, and its
productivity of labour was low. To industrialise it required massive
investment and without international aid there was only one possible
source for this investment, the labour of its workers and peasants. A
massive surplus had to be extracted and ploughed back into
industrial growth. But with the majority of the population living not
much above subsistence level there was no way such a surplus
could be extracted and set aside voluntarily by collective decision of
the associated producers. It could be done only through forcible
exploitation and that in turn required an agency to apply this force –
a social class freed from the burdens, but reaping the benefits, of the
process of capital accumulation – a class playing the same historical
role as the bourgeoisie had done in western Europe. Thus the
consequence, in practice, of socialism in one country was its direct
opposite, state capitalism in one country.

Socialism in one country also had theoretical consequences. It
could not be confined, much as Stalin may have wished it, to a minor
amendment to the orthodoxy. In Russia the overwhelming majority of
the population were not workers but peasants. Marx and Lenin,
although they recognised the possibility of a revolutionary alliance
between workers and peasants to overthrow the capitalists and
landlords, always insisted that the peasantry was not a socialist



class. “The peasant movement … is not a struggle against the
foundations of capitalism but a struggle to cleanse them of all
survivals of serfdom.” [102] But if Russia, by itself, was to
accomplish the transition to socialism, then this attitude to the
peasantry had to be revised. So for a period Stalin (and his ally
Bukharmn) advanced the notion of the peasantry “growing into”
socialism. In practice of course the peasantry was crushed by the
forced collectivisation of 1929–33, for it constituted an obstacle not
only to socialism but also to state capitalism, but not before the
blurring of the distinction between the working class and the
peasantry had passed into Stalinist ideology.

Another casualty was the theory of imperialism. This had been
developed by Luxemburg, Bukharin and Lenin as an analysis of the
latest stage of world capitalism and it asserted, above all, the
primacy of the world economy over all its constituent national parts.
Socialism in one country necessarily denied this. Indeed, in seeking
to defend his theory against the objections of the Left Opposition,
who pointed out that Marx and Engels had explicitly rejected
“national” socialism, Stalin was led to argue that while socialism in
one country was impossible under the industrial capitalism of Marx’s
day, it was possible under imperialism which was characterised by
the “law of uneven development”. [103] In this way Stalinism
deprived the Leninist theory of imperialism of its real analytical
content and reduced it to mere anti-colonialism, not at all a
distinctively Marxist position.

Finally the logic of socialism in one country played havoc with the
Marxist theory of the state. By 1934 Stalin was claiming that
socialism had been established in Russia. This was on the basis that
with the transformation of the peasantry into state employees,
classes no longer existed – the bureaucracy of course was not a
class for Stalin. According to Marxism, the state, as an instrument of
class rule, was destined to wither away under socialism, but Stalin’s
state had not the slightest intention of withering away, and this was a
fact that no amount of propaganda could hide.

Stalin fielded this particular contradiction by asserting that Marx
and Engels had expected the state to wither away because they



viewed socialism as an international phenomenon, whereas when
socialism existed only in one country the state had to be
strengthened. [104] It was the kind of circular argument that works
well when anyone who points out the circularity is a candidate for the
firing squad.

But if this argument justified the existence of the state it still left
unsolved the problem of the class nature of this state. It could not be
a specifically workers’ state if Russia was a classless society – and
precisely this was involved in the claim that Russia was socialist.
The only solution was the notion that the Soviet state had become a
state of “the whole people”, a thoroughly bourgeois view of the state
vigorously attacked by Marx in his Critique of the Gotha Programme
and by Lenin in The State and Revolution. Moreover it was a view of
the state adopted by the Stalinist bureaucracy for exactly the same
reason that the bourgeoisie has always viewed their state as a state
of the whole people, namely its refusal to acknowledge its own
existence as a ruling class.

It is useful at this point to note the ideological similarities and
differences between Stalinism and Kautskyism. Both involved a
systematic separation of theory and practice, in contrast to the
Marxist aim of the unity of theory and practice. Both evinced a strong
attachment to the state in contrast to the sharp hostility of Marx and
Lenin. Both collapsed from internationalism to nationalism. Yet the
differences are equally striking. Kautskyism blunted Marxism in
theory and then further blunted it in practice; it spoke of social
revolution (through parliament) and practised conciliation with the
bourgeoisie. Stalinism retained a more revolutionary rhetoric and
practised the complete opposite: it spoke of insurrection and the
dictatorship of the proletariat and practised the outright suppression
of the working class. Kautskyism was awed and attracted by the
power of the state and therefore unwilling to contemplate its
destruction. Stalinism developed a positive cult of state worship.
Whereas for Marx and Lenin the dictatorship of the proletariat was
already a “semi-state” or “no longer a state in the proper sense of the
word” [105], for Stalinism the road to socialism (and even
communism) lay through strengthening the state ad infinitum.



Kautskyism capitulated to nationalism in 1914 shamefacedly and
under the cover of “peace” slogans. Stalinism, having formally
inserted nationalism into Marxism with “socialism in one country”,
degenerated into the crudest possible Great Russian chauvinism,
even exalting Russia’s Tsarist imperialist past. [106]

These similarities and differences reflected similarities and
differences in the social bases of the two ideologies. Both were
ideologies of bureaucracies that had risen from the working class
movement, but in the case of Kautskyism the bureaucracy stood
midway between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, whereas the
Stalinist bureaucracy, with the old bourgeoisie annihilated and
effectively declassed, actually found itself in power. Kautskyism
consequently appeared as a moderate, cautious “Marxism” which
pushed to the fore the elements of Marxism “acceptable to the
bourgeoisie”. [107] Whereas Stalinism appeared as an arrogant,
ruthless “Marxism” with little or no regard for the feelings of the
bourgeoisie but which transformed the content of this theory into its
extreme opposite. However, just as Kautskyism had more in
common with its opponent Bernstein than it did with Marxism, so, at
bottom, Stalinism, for all its verbal denunciations, stood far closer to
Kautskyism than it did to the revolutionary theory of Marx and Lenin.

The parallels with Social Democracy become even clearer once
we examine Stalinism as an international phenomenon. So far the
focus of our attention has been on Stalinism within Russia but it also
had a major impact beyond Russia’s borders, first and foremost
through the parties of the Communist International (the Comintern),
all of which rapidly absorbed the Stalinist world outlook. This impact
itself needs a note of explanation.

From the outset the Comintern was dominated by its Russian
section; as was only to be expected given that they were its founders
and had the authority of the successful Revolution behind them. But
in the early years there was full and free debate and western
Communist leaders felt able to challenge the Russians even if the
latter’s point of view generally prevailed. However, the defeat of the
European revolutionary wave between 1919 and 1923 undermined
the confidence of the western parties and emphasised their sense of



inferiority to the seemingly victorious Russians. This, combined with
the in-creased use of bureaucratic pressure and material aid,
confirmed and intensified Russian domination of the Comintern to
the point where it could be used to divert the International
fundamentally from its original purpose of world proletarian
revolution.

The ideological medium through which this shift was effected was
again the theory of socialism in one country. If the main task, the
establishment of socialism, could be achieved in one country, then
the international revolution became a kind of optional extra or bonus,
a distant goal to be rcndered occasional homage, rather than an
immediate necessity guiding practical activity. One consequence of
this was the establishment of a tendency to reduce the role of the
Communist Parties to “frontier patrols” for the Soviet state. Their first
duty was to hinder any possibility of military intervention against
Russia and to this end they were induced to act as reformist
pressure groups on their respective bourgeoisies, downplaying
revolutionary politics for fear of alienating potential friends and allies.

The first fruits of this orientation were the subordination of the
Chinese Communist Party to the “progressive” bourgeois nationalist
Kuomintang, which resulted in the smashing of the Chinese
Revolution of 1925–27 by that same Kuomintang; and the
subordination of the British Communist Party to the “left” leaders of
the TUC General Council, who were simultaneously posing as
“friends of the Soviet Union” in the Anglo-Soviet Trade Union
Committee and betraying the General Strike of 1926. Later fruits
included the Popular Fronts of the mid1930s, with their sacrifice of
the Spanish Revolution (and therefore the Spanish Republic) to
Franco, for the sake of a potential Soviet alliance with bourgeois
democratic Britain and France, and, eventually, the dissolution of the
Comintern itself in 1943, as a gesture of good will to the Allies in the
Second World War.

However, if the parties of the Comintern were to be manipulated
in this way they had to be transformed organisationally as well as
ideologically. The mass of members of the Communist Parties were,
undoubtedly, sincere workers who had joined their parties in order to



overthrow capitalism. If they accepted the theory of socialism in one
country it was precisely because they did not understand its
implications. Moreover, their class position would continually impel
them to act in ways that transcended the role of Soviet frontier
patrols. Consequently to impose this role on them, the parties of the
Comintern had to be removed from the control of their members –
they had to be bureaucratised, staffed by a hierarchy of officials who
could be relied upon to subordinate the interests of the working class
(and of their own worker members) to the interests of the ruling
bureaucracy in Russia. With the power, prestige and funds available
to it Stalinism did not find this a difficult task. By the end of the 1920s
the Comintern and its parties were entirely in the hands of thoroughly
“reliable” Stalinist apparatchiks.

Yet it must also be understood that there was an inherent limit to
this process. If the Comintern parties were to be effective frontier
patrols, more effective than the Soviet diplomatic corps, then they
had to dispose of certain forces, they had to have mass support, and
for historical reasons that support would be predominantly working
class. To gain and retain that support they would have to be, to a
certain extent, responsive to the needs of that class. Thus, just as
the Social Democratic bureaucracy mediates between the proletariat
and the bourgeoisie to the advantage of the latter, so the
bureaucracies of the Communist Parties mediated between the
interests of their local proletariat and the interests of Russian state
capitalism, also to the advantage of the latter.

At the same time, however, socialism in one country generated a
second, and contradictory, tendency within international communism.
Since it was a nationalist theory as applied to Russia, it opened the
doors to nationalism within every Communist Party. As Trotsky put it
at the time:

If it is at all possible to realise socialism in one country, then one
can believe in that theory not only after but before the conquest
of power. If socialism can be realised within the national
boundaries of backward Russia, then there is all the more
reason to believe that it can be realised in advanced Germany



… It will be the beginning of the disintegration of the Comintern
along the lines of social-patriotism. [108]

At first this nationalist tendency lay dormant, overshadowed by
loyalty to Russia. But the very process of working as Soviet frontier
patrols, of building bridges to the nationalist bourgeoisie in the
backward countries (China) or the reformist trade union leaders
(Britain) or the “democratic” bourgeoisie (the Popular Fronts in Spain
and France) itself fostered the nationalist infection. That the
nationalist tendency remained subordinate to the frontier patrol
tendency up until the Second World War was shown by the general
Comintern acceptance of the Soviet line that the war was an
imperialist war (a line dictated by Stalin’s temporary alliance with
Hitler). The nationalist tendency then received a massive boost from
the Soviet switch in 1941 (induced by the German invasion of
Russia) to the line that the war was now an anti-fascist people’s war,
which demanded the complete cessation of independent working-
class struggle and required Communists to act as super-patriots.

After the war the nationalist tendency grew apace. In those
countries where Communist Parties came to power by their own
efforts (China, Yugoslavia, Albania) it triumphed completely and led
to open breaks with Moscow. It remained weakest in those parties
installed in power by the Red Army (Poland, Hungary, East Germany
among others) and in parties that were small, persecuted or exiled
and thus dependent on Soviet patronage (for example the Greek and
the Portuguese). It became dominant in parties with a mass working-
class base which aspired to a role in government (most notably the
Italian). [109] The phenomenon of Eurocommunism was the
ideological reflection of this process.

Set aside for the moment the question of Stalinism in the under-
developed countries and consider the elements we have traced in
the evolution of western Stalinism: reformist pressure group politics,
dependence on trade union leaders, alliances with the “left” of the
bourgeoisie, nationalism and bureaucratic organisations. What is this
but a carbon copy of the elements that made up Social Democracy?
Small wonder then that the ideological positions of western Stalinism



– national parliamentary roads to socialism, explicit rejection of the
dictatorship of the proletariat, and so on – have become increasingly
indistinguishable from those of Social Democracy. The parallel
extends even to the division of Left and Right Eurocommunism. Left
Eurocommunism is more or less a return to Kautskyism in that it
envisages a more or less rapid parliamentary transition to socialism,
backed by mass pressure of course. [110] Right Euro-communism is
more or less equivalent to Bernsteinism in that it envisages nothing
more radical than coalitions (the Italian “historic compromise”) and
thus is to the right of traditional Social Democracy’s left wing.
(Compare the current positions of the “Marxist” Eric Hobsbawm and
the “non-Marxist” Tony Benn in Britain).

To conclude: Stalinist “Marxism” has taken two forms. The first, in
Russia, was the ideology of the counter-revolutionary bureaucracy
which established itself, in the name of socialism, as a state
capitalist ruling class. The second, principally in Europe, has evolved
from being the ideology of bureaucratic agents of the first into the
ideology of a section of the labour movement bureaucracy in its own
right. These two forms are different and cannot simply be equated –
but on the fundamental question, the international workers’
revolution, the self-emancipation of the world working class, they are
united in their opposition. Neither is in any sense part of the genuine
Marxist tradition.

In the Third World, Stalinist “Marxism” has evolved somewhat
differently.

3. Third World Nationalism

The first Marxist to recognise the significance of Third World national
liberation movements was Lenin. His analysis of imperialism
demonstrated the “colonial and financial enslavement of the vast
majority of the world’s population by an insignificant minority of the
richest and advanced capitalist countries” [111] and showed that this
enslavement would inevitably provoke a wave of revolts and wars of
liberation. What Lenin envisaged was a world alliance between the



proletarian revolution, principally in the west, and the national
liberation movements, principally in the east, to crush imperialism in
a pincer movement. He insisted therefore that it was of the utmost
importance for Communists to support these nationalist movements,
especially in struggles against their “own” imperialism.

At the same time Lenin realised that this strategy carried with it
the danger of blurring the Marxist distinction “between the interests
of the oppressed classes, of working and exploited people and the
general concept of national interests as a whole, which implies the
interests of the ruling class”. [112] Lenin’s theses on this question at
the Second Congress of the Comintern, therefore, stressed the
following:

… the need for a determined struggle against attempts to give a
communist colouring to bourgeois-democratic liberation trends
in the backward countries … The Communist International must
enter into a temporary alliance with bourgeois democracy in the
colonial and backward countries, but should not merge with it,
and should under all circumstances uphold the independence of
the proletarian movement even if it is in its most embryonic
form. [113]

Lenin also warned against “the deception systematically practised by
the imperialist powers” of setting up states which were formally
politically independent, but economically and militarily wholly
dependent. His conclusion was that:

Under present-day international conditions there is no salvation
for dependent and weak nations except in a union of Soviet
republics … Complete victory over capitalism cannot be won
unless the proletariat, and following it, the mass of working
people in all countries and nations throughout the world
voluntarily strive for alliance and unity. [114]

Under Stalin, however, the policy of the Comintern, dictated by the
need to win friends for the Soviet Union, proceeded in precisely the



direction warned against by Lenin. The classic case, of course, was
China, where the Chinese Communist Party not only entered the
bourgeois nationalist Kuomintang party, but also accepted a
prohibition on criticising the principles of Sun Yat-sen, its founder,
and handed its own membership list over to the Kuomintang
leadership. Chiang Kai-shek was made an honorary member of the
Communist International.

The process of giving bourgeois nationalist movements a
“communist colouring” and merging Communism with bourgeois
nationalism received a further intensification after the Second World
War, when selective support for national liberation movements in the
opposing camp became an important element in the Soviet Union’s
global power struggle with the United States. [115] By the 1950s and
1960s a situation had been reached where, on the one hand, almost
every nationalist regime and movement in the Third World called
itself “socialist” and many claimed to be “Marxist”, while on the other
hand large sections of the left in the advanced countries, including
the non-Stalinist left and including some of Trotskyist lineage, had
come to regard the national liberation movements and the socialist
revolution as practically synonymous.

Precisely because they are nationalist these liberation
movements are so diverse in their practice and theory that no one of
them can serve for the purposes of analysis as “representative” of
the rest (as the SPD could for the Second International). At the same
time an account of all, or even a number of the ideological systems
arising from these movements is ruled out on grounds of space.
What is proposed, therefore, is to examine Third World nationalist
“Marxism” in terms of what has been a central theme for almost all
its incarnations – guerrilla war for national independence – and to do
so with special reference to China and Cuba, the two “purest” cases
of this type of revolution. They have the added interest that Maoism
began within Stalinism proper, developed its own independent
strategy and then broke with Russia after it had achieved power,
whereas Castroism began as non-Communist and non-Marxist, only
moving into the Soviet camp and adopting a “Marxist” ideology after
it had achieved power. This procedure, inadequate as it is, should



nonetheless be sufficient to reveal the essence of this kind of
“Marxism”, its class basis.

Guerrilla warfare involves, in the first place, a relocation of the
centre of the revolutionary struggle from the town to the countryside.
The first “Marxist” to take this step was Mao and he did it in response
to the crushing of the Chinese working class by the Kuomintang in
1927. The motive was to save the remnants of the Chinese
Communist Party from Chiang Kai-Shek’s reign of terror in the cities
[116] and this led Mao first to Kiangsi, and then, when this was
attacked in force, on the incredible Long March to Yenan in the north
west, one of the most backward and remote parts of China. This
practical consideration, the greater difficulty experienced by the army
and police in tracking down revolutionaries in the countryside, has
remained of prime importance for advocates of guerrilla war. Thus
Che Guevara, after commenting that “illegal workers’ movements
face enormous dangers”, writes: “The situation in the open country is
not so difficult. There, in places beyond the reach of the repressive
forces, the inhabitants can be supported by armed guerrillas.” [117]

However, guerrilla warfare involves not only a shift in the location
of the struggle but also a shift in its social content. The worker
cannot become a guerrilla without ceasing to be a worker, and for
the working class as a whole or even a substantial proportion of it
rural guerrilla warfare is an evident impossibility. Which social class,
then, is to replace the working class as the agent of revolution? The
principal answer of the theorists of guerrilla war is: the peasantry.
[118]

More than enough has already been said in the first part of this
book to show that such a substitution of the peasantry for the
proletariat is incompatible with Marxism, but it is worthwhile stressing
that in no way is this just a matter of contradicting Marx’s (and
Lenin’s) specific judgements on the revolutionary capacities of the
peasants. For Marxism, as we have shown, the proletariat is
fundamental. The working class is not the instrument of the
revolution; on the contrary the revolution is the instrument of the
working class, for the working class alone is linked to and embodies



the forces and relations of production which can carry humanity
forward to a higher, classless, stage of society.

Thus, just as it was impossible to insert socialism in one country
into Marxism without necessitating a whole series of subsequent
revisions, so the theory of peasant socialist revolution demolishes
the entire structure of historical materialism. The peasant is the
product not of capitalist but of pine-capitalist relations of production.
If the peasantry is the socialist class then socialist revolution should
have been possible at any time in the past thousand years.
Capitalism and the industrial revolution would be unnecessary
stages in human history and the determining role played by the
development of the forces of production would be done away with
completely. All that is needed is will power and correct ideas.

Precisely this notion manifests itself in the arguments of the
Maoists, and their intellectual fellow travellers such as Charles
Bettelheim, that socialism can be constructed in China or elsewhere
however backward and impoverished the economic starting point,
provided the political leadership is correct. [119] It appears also in
the Castro-Guevara-Debray position that it is not necessary to wait
for the objective conditions of revolution to mature, because the
revolutionaries (guerrillas) can, themselves, create them. [120] The
result is not Marxist materialism but rampant idealism.

One attempt to get round this problem, essayed by those such as
Mao who felt some ideological loyalty to the Marxist tradition
(refracted through Stalinism), was to speak always of “proletarian
leadership” of the peasantry. [121] But since the proletariat played no
role at all in the Chinese Revolution (”it is hoped”, wrote Mao in
1949, “that workers and employees in all trades will continue to work
and that business will operate as usual” [122]) this could only mean
leadership by the “proletarian” party. And since the Chinese
Communist Party had practically no working class-members [123],
this in turn could only mean leadership by “proletarian” ideology.
Once again we are back to idealism. Ideology, detached from its
social base, is transferred onto another social class and supposedly
remoulds it.



In fact extreme idealism and its vulgar version, the “great man”
theory, permeates Maoism. Examples range from the notion that the
Soviet Union changed from the dictatorship of the proletariat to the
dictatorship of the bourgeoisie with the change of leadership from
Stalin to Krushchev, to the use of the terminology of class
(bourgeois, landowner, and so on) as moral labels, [124] to the
absurd cult of “Mao Tse-tung thought” and the cult of Mao himself,
“the great helmsman”, “the sun that never sets”. [125]

It is important to note that whereas the cult of Stalin arose only
after he was in power, the cult of Mao dates from before the
conquest of power. This is because the revolutionary working class
will tolerate no mystical leader cult and so Stalin had to smash the
working class before he could impose his rule upon it, whereas
peasant-based revolts typically view their leaders as semi-divine.
Indeed one has only to think of the cults of Kim Ii Sung, Ho Chi Minh,
Fidel Castro, Che Guevara and others to see that this crude idealism
is not only a common feature of national liberation “Marxisms” but
also a characteristic they share with openly non-Marxist nationalist
movements (witness Gandhi, and the cult of Sun Yat-sen in the
Kuomintang).

Marx is here stood on his head. It is not social being that
determines social consciousness, but social consciousness
(leadership) that determines social being. If the theorists of peasant
guerrilla war were consistent, they would renounce Marxism
altogether. Indeed if the central claims of these theorists – that
guerrilla war is the road to socialism – are true, then Marxism is
refuted in its most basic propositions. However, setting aside for the
moment the idea that China, Cuba, Vietnam and so on are socialist,
the idealist character of guerrilla-ist theories suggests immediately
that the relationship between the guerrilla army and the peasantry is
not at all what is claimed: for idealism itself has social roots – the
existence of classes or strata who, living off the labour of others,
come to believe it is their ideas that are the key to society.

To elucidate this problem it is necessary to return to Marx’s
analysis of the French peasantry in The Eighteenth Brumaire of
Louis Bonaparte:



The small-holding peasants form a vast mass, the members of
which live in similar conditions but without entering into main-
fold relations with one another. Their mode of production
isolates them from one another instead of bringing them into
mutual intercourse … In so far as millions of families live under
economic conditions of existence that separate their modes of
life, their interests, and their culture from those of the other
classes, and put them in hostile opposition to the latter, they
form a class. In so far as there is merely a local interconnection
among these small-holding peasants, and the identity of their
interests begets no community, no national bond and no political
organisation among them they do not form a class. They are
consequently incapable of enforcing their class interests in their
own name … They cannot represent themselves, they must be
represented. Their representative must at the same time appear
as their master, as an authority over them, as an unlimited
governmental power that protects them against the other
classes and sends them rain and sunshine from above. [126]

Marx has here put his finger on the fundamental characteristic of the
peasantry, determined by the social conditions of its existence – its
incapacity for self-emancipation. The peasantry can fight, and does
so with extraordinary ferocity, but it cannot become the ruling class
of society. The village can defeat the city in any number of battles,
but it cannot win the war, for the village cannot run the city and that
is where the productive forces are located. This was true of Wat
Tyler in 1381, of Emiliano Zapata in Mexico, and of the countless
peasant revolts that recur throughout Chinese history. [127] To
cohere into a national political force the peasantry requires the
leadership of an external urban-formed class, or section of a class.
For Lenin, Marx and Trotsky this leadership was to be the working
class, not by “going to the countryside” but by fighting to overthrow
the state in the cities. For Mao, Castro, Guevara and others, it was
the cadres and command of the guerrilla army, who were drawn (and
could only be drawn) almost exclusively from the urban intelligentsia.



What is the relationship between the leadership and the
peasantry in the guerrilla war? First of all the rank and file of the
guerrilla army will be overwhelmingly peasant in composition but
only a tiny minority of the peasantry will participate in this way (in
Cuba Castro’s armed forces were a few thousand at most; in China
the numbers were huge – 300,000 at the beginning of the Long
March, 20,000 at its end, several million at the high point of the war –
but still only a tiny fraction of China’s 500 million peasants). The fact
that the essence of guerrilla warfare is mobility and hit-and-run
tactics makes this unavoidable.

And these same tactics ensure that the peasant guerrilla ceases
to be a peasant and becomes a professional soldier, his actions and
ideology detached from their class origin and remoulded under
military discipline by the middle class army command. The
relationship is thus quite different from that between workers and
intellectuals in a Leninist party, where the worker members remain
workers and where the participation of intellectuals, necessary as it
is, is conditional on their acceptance of the standpoint and discipline
of the proletarian struggle. [128]

The relation of the guerrilla army to the peasantry as a whole is
also quite different from the relationship between the Leninist party
and the working class. The latter is concerned to lead the working
class as a whole in a struggle to realise working class interests. The
former is concerned to act on behalf of the mass of the peasantry.
The guerrilla army needs the support of the peasantry certainly, and
in return offers assistance, protection, and the bait of land reform.
Guevara, unwittingly, gave a pure expression to the idealist elitism
inherent in the strategy of guerrilla war:

We have already described the guerrilla fighter as one who
shares the longing of the people for liberation and who, once
peaceful means are exhausted, initiates the fight and converts
himself into an armed vanguard of the people. From the very
beginning of the struggle he has the intention of destroying an
unjust order and therefore an intention, more or less hidden, to
replace the old with something new. We have also said already



that in … almost all countries with deficient economic
development it is the countryside that offers ideal conditions for
the fight. Therefore the foundation of the social structure that the
guerrilla fighter will build begins with changes in the ownership
of agrarian property. [129]

First comes the guerrilla fighter with his ideals of a just social order,
“a true priest of reform” as Guevara calls him; second the choice of
terrain on military grounds; third the programme of agrarian reform.
Guevara continues:

The peasant must always be helped technically, economically,
morally and culturally. The guerrilla fighter will be a sort of
guiding angel who has fallen into the zone, helping the poor
always and bothering the rich as little as possible in the first
phases of the war. [130]

Similarly Mao’s Red Army was under strict instructions in its dealing
with the peasantry to: Be courteous and help out when you can.
Return all borrowed articles. Replace all damaged articles … Pay for
all articles purchased etc.” [131] What has to be grasped here is the
power relationship between peasant and guerrilla that makes these
moral injunctions necessary because in reality it is a continual
temptation to behave otherwise. Imagine any workers’ organisation,
when sending its members to the factory gates, giving the orders:
“No mugging of the workers. No forcing them to buy our paper!”

The real basis of this elitism is not just the superior culture of the
guerrilla command, nor even its possession of arms, but a
divergence in class aims. The fundamental class aim of the
peasantry is possession of the land. The fundamental aim of the
revolutionary intelligentsia who form the guerrilla leadership is the
capture of state power to achieve national liberation. The latter uses
the former to propel itself, and not the peasantry, into power. That
this applied to the army and party of Mao is shown by the way in
which the Chinese Communist Party continually held back the



spontaneous peasant struggle for land in order to maintain the
national coalition in the war against Japan. [132]

The struggle of an oppressed nation for liberation, whether it is
against formal colonial status as in Algeria or against a regime that is
a client for imperialism as in Cuba, is progressive and must be
supported, but it remains essentially a bourgeois democratic task.
The nation state is the product of capitalism, and the mission of the
proletariat is to overcome the division of the world into states.
Consequently Marxist support for national liberation differs in
motivation and method from bourgeois and petty bourgeois support.
For the latter national liberation is a struggle to establish its territory,
its own corner of the globe to rule, and is therefore regarded as an
overriding end in itself, around which all “national” classes should
unite. For Marxists national liberation is only a means, a struggle to
clear away national oppression since this constitutes an obstacle to
the voluntary unification of the international working class in an
eventual “union of workers’ republics”. It is therefore a struggle in
which the proletariat must retain its class independence in order to
carry the revolution beyond the social and national resting place with
which the bourgeoisie and petty bourgeoisie will be content, in a
process of permanent revolution.

From what we have seen it is clear that the strategy of guerrilla
war (except as an ancillary to the workers’ revolution) is incompatible
with this proletarian internationalist perspective, and it is equally
clear from their theory and their practice that none of the Third World
nationalist “Marxists” have succeeded in transcending the nationalist
position. This, apart from all other arguments, indicates that the class
basis of their “Marxism” is not the proletariat but the petty
bourgeoisie. [133]

One further aspect of the problem remains to be considered.
Once achieved, national liberation (if it is not transcended in
international revolution) must be consolidated and maintained in the
arena of fiercely competitive world capitalism. The petty bourgeois
guerrilla elite propelled to power by peasant war thus finds itself in
essentially the same position as the Bolshevik elite after the
destruction of the working class in the Civil War, with the difference



that it is not organically linked to the world working class through an
international revolutionary party. [134] Therefore it has no choice but
the Stalinist option, the struggle for economic growth through the
accumulation of capital, based on the exploitation of the workers and
peasants, which in turn means it must consolidate itself as a new
ruling class. [135]

In this situation two things happen. Firstly the cult of the noble
guerrilla sacrificing himself for his people becomes transformed into
an ideology of working class (and peasant) self-sacrifice for the
nation. Socialism becomes a doctrine of asceticism (dignified in the
west by Bettelheim and others, as a critique of economism).
Secondly, the seemingly radical, fluid structures of the nationalist
revolution settle into the Stalinist mould of the bureaucratic one-party
state. The parallelism of Third World nationalism and Soviet
Stalinism is thus more than a matter of shared ideological and
organisational origins (present in China but not in Cuba), or
necessary dependence on Russian aid (the case in Cuba but not in
China since the early l960s), it comes from a common class situation
and common economic tasks.

To conclude. Third World nationalist “Marxism”, like Kautskyism
and Stalinism, is in its origins an ideology not of proletarian
revolution but of a section of the petty bourgeoisie which stands
between labour and capital. In the case of Kautskyism and Stalinism
it was the labour movement bureaucracy which had raised itself
above its working-class base. In Third World nationalism it is the
middle class intelligentsia oppressed by imperialism. Unlike
Kautskyism and Stalinism it has a certain “revolutionary” content
where the task of national liberation remains to be achieved. Like
Stalinism in Russia and East Europe (but not Kautskyism or
Stalinism in the west) it is able under certain conditions [136] to
transform itself into the ruling class. As an ideology it is, in formal
terms, much further from Marxism than either Kautskyism or
Stalinism, and could only be accepted as a Marxism, or a version of
Marxism because of the prior work of Stalinism in burying the
genuine tradition under a mountain of distortion, and because of the
extreme weakness of proletarian Marxism in the 1950s and 1960s.



Thus, for all their differences, Kautskyism, Stalinism and Third
World nationalism have much in common – above all a commitment
to the national state (nationalism and state ownership) and rejection
of the self-emancipation of the working class. These are features,
arrived at by a different historical route, which Engels as far back as
Anti-Duhring analysed as key characteristics of the ultimate stage of
capitalist development:

The modern state, no matter what its form, is essentially a
capitalist machine, the state of the capitalists, the ideal
personification of the total national capital. The more it proceeds
to the taking over of the productive forces, the more does it
actually become the national capitalist, the more citizens does it
exploit. The workers remain wage workers – proletarians. The
capitalist relation is not done away with. It is rather brought to a
head. [137]

What has happened, therefore, to these “Marxisms” is that in
abandoning the class positions of the proletariat they have ended up
supporting the next stage of capitalism.

We have now completed our survey of the principal [138]
transformations of Marxism since Marx’s death, and can return to our
starting point – the authentic Marxist tradition.

4. The Authentic Marxist Tradition

The authentic Marxist tradition is not difficult to identify. It runs, from
Marx and Engels, through the revolutionary left wing of the Second
International (especially in Russia and Germany), reaches its height
with the Russian Revolution and the early years of the Comintern,
and is continued, in the most difficult circumstances possible, by the
Left Opposition and the Trotskyist movement in the 1930s. The
history and theory of this tradition has been so copiously analysed,
defended and, where necessary, criticised by members of our own
political tendency, [139] that only a few general observations are
required here.



It is a tradition whose leading representatives, after its founders,
are clearly Lenin, Luxemburg and Trotsky, but they are surrounded
by many figures of only slightly lesser stature – Mehring, Zetkin, the
early Bukharin, James Connolly, John McLean, Victor Serge, Alfred
Rosmer, and so on, as well as hundreds of thousands of working
class fighters.

It is a tradition which has sought always to unite theory and
practice and therefore has never rested content with received
wisdom or fixed dogma but has sought to apply Marxism to a
changing world. Its most important contributions include theories of
the party (Lenin), the mass strike (Luxemburg), permanent revolution
(Trotsky), imperialism and the world economy (Luxemburg, Bukharin,
Lenin and Trotsky), the counter-revolutionary role of Stalinism
(Trotsky), fascism (Trotsky) and the restoration of the activist,
dialectical element in Marxist philosophy (Lenin, Gramsci and
Lukacs).

It has been for most of its existence, with the exception of the
revolutionary years of 1917–23, the tradition of a tiny minority. This is
unfortunate but unavoidable. The ruling ideas are the ideas of the
ruling class and the mass of workers reach revolutionary
consciousness only in revolutionary struggle. The permanent co-
existence of a mass Marxist movement with capitalism is therefore
impossible. Its very presence constitutes a threat to the capitalist
order which, if it is not realised, will be removed. It is therefore a
tradition whose advances and retreats reflect, in the last analysis,
the advances and retreats of the working class.

It is not a monolithic tradition, but is characterised by vigorous
debate (think of Luxemburg and Lenin on the party and the national
question, or Lenin and Trotsky on the nature of the Russian
Revolution, or the internal debates of the Bolshevik Party before and
after 1917). Nor is it a tradition free from error (witness Trotsky’s
workers’ state analysis of Russia). But it is united by the class basis
on which it stands, the world working class [140], and therefore has
been in an important sense cumulative, with each Marxist generation
building on the achievements of its forebears.



It is also our tradition. The traditions which the Socialist Workers
Party in Britain and its international affiliates have sought to continue
and develop over more than thirty years. Historical circumstances
have not yet confronted us with the flames of war, revolution and
counter-revolution. These are the conditions which put movements
and theories to the test, revealing their inadequacies but also
allowing them to achieve their full stature. Consequently, our
achievements, theoretical and practical, appear small beer
compared with those of our predecessors. Nonetheless, our major
theoretical contributions and distinctive political positions – the state
capitalist analysis of Stalinist states, the theory of deflected
permanent revolution in the Third World, the analysis of the arms
economy boom and the new economic crisis, the critique of the trade
union bureaucracy – have two things in common: they have been
developed as responses to real problems faced by the workers’
movement in the struggle to change the world, and they have taken
as their starting point and emphasise as their conclusion the
fundamental principle of Marxism – the self-emancipation of the
working class. In Left Wing Communism Lenin wrote that “correct
revolutionary theory … assumes final shape only in close connection
with the practical activity of a truly mass and truly revolutionary
movement”, and the achievement of that unity is, of course, the
major task that faces us in the future.
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