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The Labor Aristocracy: 
The Material Basis for 
Opportunism in 
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Part III: The Polemic Within 

the Communist Movement 

by Max Elbaum and Robert Seltzer 

Introduction 

In addressing the problem of proletarian revolution in the con­
temporary era, Lenin continually stressed that "the fight against 
imperialism is a sham and a humbug unless it is inseparably bound up 
with the fight against opportunism." 
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Considering the extent of Lenin's 

polemic with Karl Kautsky and other conciliators of opportunism who 
claimed the mantle of Marxism, he might well have added: this struggle 
must necessarily begin with a polemic within the communist movement 
itself. 

The reason for this is not hard to discern. The fight against 
opportunism, so central to the transformation of the proletariat into a 
self-consciously revolutionary force, can never take firm root and gain 
momentum without the effective leadership of the conscious, communist 
element. Therefore the defeat of opportunism within the workers' 
movement requires, in the first place, the defeat of illusions about 
opportunism among the communists. 

It was just such illusions that, in Lenin's day, led Kautsky and so many 
other prominent figures from the Second International directly down the 
road to class collaboration with their "own" bourgeoisies during World 
War I. It was to expose and defeat these illusions that Lenin made his 
groundbreaking analysis of the problem of opportunism in the labor 
movement in the imperialist countries. In polemic with Kautsky and 
other centrists who viewed opportunism as a fleeting aberration with no 
substantial material base, Lenin brought to light "the most profound 
connection, the economic connection between the imperialist bour­
geoisie and the opportunism which has triumphed (for long?) in the labor 
movement." 
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