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Introduction 

It remains rather surprising that some seventy years after its 
appearance the Left Communist movement, in Stephen 
Cohen's view perhaps 'the largest and most powerful Bolshe
vik opposition in the history of Soviet Russia', 1 should have 
suffered from such relative neglect. In the West, admittedly, 
historians often have discussed the conflict within the party 
in the first half of 19 18 between Lenin and his faction on the 
one hand and the Left Communists on the other, but 
invariably in the context of more �eneral studies, of the 
revolution, the party, or its leaders. In consequence, our 
understanding of the Left Communist movement continues 
to be partial, lacking the breadth and depth of treatment that 
its importance seemingly warrants. For example, almost all 
that has been written about it has been confined to examin
ing the conflict at the centre, within the leading echelons of 
the party. The nature of the movement at the regional and 
local levels has not been examined in any systematic way, 
although general allegations that the Moscow region, the 
Urals and Ukraine were bastions of Left Communism have 
received widespread currency.3 Moreover, there has been an 
over-emphasis on the Left Communists' clash with Lenin on 
the questions of separate peace with Germany, and, subse
quently, of the organisation of industry. This has occurred at 
the expense, certainly, of any sustained discussion of their 
bitter disagreements over agrarian policy (a remarkable 
omission given the significance of this issue in what was still a 
predominantly peasant society) and, to a lesser extent, their 
conflict concerning the structure of the revolutionary state. 

Despite the absence of an adequate study of the Left 
Communist movement itself, Western historiography has 
witnessed several bold attempts to provide a theoretical 
framework in which to situate not just Left Communism, but 
the various other factions which emerged in the Bolshevik 
party, before the iron heel of Stalinism descended upon it. In 
his pioneering work on Communist opposition Robert 
Daniels argued that by 19 17 two distinct currents existed 
within the party, the 'Leninists' and the 'Leftists', the former 
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2 The Bolshevik Party in Conflict 

emphasising 'power' and 'revolutionary pragmatism', the 
latter 'principle' and 'revolutionary idealism'. He continued, 
however, that it was rather misleading to attempt to diffe
rentiate them solely by reference to traditional distinctions 
between the political right and left on 'a simple unilinear 
scale'. Both factions after all were clearly on the left of such a 
scale, inasmuch as they both aspired to radical, nay revolu
tionary, political, social and economic change.4 To under
stand the distinctions between them he suggested that it was 
necessary to refer to another scale, measuring degrees of 
hardness and softness. The 'Leninists', he contends were 
'hard', in the sense of being 'the most aggressively power 
conscious and tough-minded people'. The 'Leftists', on the 
other hand, were located on the soft side of the scale, albeit 
divided into two groups: the 'Ultra-Left', such as the Work
ers' Opposition, and even the Democratic Centralists, the 
'more utopian and emotionally democratic' of them; and the 
'moderate Left', Leon Trotsky and his supporters, 'less 
carried away by enthusiasm and more prepared to resort to 
force'. He appears to be uncertain on which side of this scale 
to locate the Left Communist movement itself, assigning it to 
the mid-point of his hard-soft axis.5 

While recognising Daniels' 'important contribution to the 
understanding of early Bolshevik thought', more recently 
J ames McClelland has argued that his model has tended to 
obscure the fact 'that there were two Bolshevik positions 
which were equally leftist, idealistic and bold, but which were 
diametrically opposed to each other in the content of their 
programs as well as their methods'.6 He submits that both 
leftist currents envisaged radical socio-economic transforma
tion, leading to similar 'anticipated utopias', yet differed 
fundamentally 'in the routes they proposed to travel in order 
to reach them'. One current, the utopian, 'argued for im
mediate and drastic changes in the existing culture and social 
structure on the premise that socialism could be built only 
after the masses, through widespread autonomy and crash 
educational and cultural programs, had acquired a truly 
proletarian class-consciousness'. The other, 'revolutionary 
heroic', current 'maintained that ... a massive build-up of 
the economy, rather than the psychological transformation 
of the masses, was the most urgent prerequisite for the 
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construction of socialism'. 7 In other words, the utopian Left 
gave priority to 'proletarian cultural revolution' as the essen
tial prerequisite for the construction of socialism, while the 
'revolutionary heroic' Left emphasised the prime necessity of 
industrialisation per se.8 

McClelland does not attempt to apply his model to the Left 
Communist movement itself, alleging that the distinction 
between these two leftist currents only crystallised fully 
during the civil war. 9 His conclusion seems to be confirmed 
by Thomas Remington, whose own analysis of the phe
nomenon of Leftism within the Bolshevik party echoes that 
of McClelland. Remington also divides the Left into two 
currents: the 'technocratic', which stressed the need for the 
'scientifically planned transformation of society', even at the 
expense of workers' democracy, if socialism was to be built; 
and the 'democratic', which continued to defend the 'popular 
participation' of the workers in government and economic 
administration as the most vital precondition of socialist 
construction. to The Left Communists, he contends, 'ad
vanced both themes' in the first half of 1918. Subsequently, 
the Left split into distinct factions, with the Democratic 
Centralists, the Military Opposition and the Workers' 
Opposition continuing to defend 'democratic values' against 
'the progressive centralisation of power' championed by the 
technocrats. II 

The strength of these interpretations lies in their recogni
tion that the Left in the Bolshevik party was not a monolithic 
tendency. Certainly, the leading protagonists of the Left 
Communist movement found themselves at odds in the years 
after 1918, occupying divergent and often shifting positions. 
During the civil war, for example, Nikolai Bukharin, while 
not abandoning his commitment to cultural revolution, gave 
staunch support to Trotsky, the symbolic leader of the 
'revolutionary heroic' tradition, 'in defending the need for 
the mobilisation of labor and the "statification" of trade 
unions'. Thereafter, he 'decisively part[ed] company with the 
principles of revolutionary heroism' and moved to the Right 
of the party where he became the principal advocate of 
'much more pragmatic, cautions and moderate policies .. . 
which found their fullest embodiment in the NEP'. 12 He now 
found himself in opposition to his old Moscow comrades and 
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former fellow thinkers, Valerian Osinskii and Vladimir Smir
nov. With Timofei Sapronov, they were the founders of the 
Democratic Centralist movement which took up the anti
bureaucratic mantle of the Left Communists. Thereafter, 
this troika itself split. After participating in the group of the 
'Forty-Six' in 1923 Osinskii abandoned the Left, only to 
appear on the Right of the party at the end of the 1920s.1 3 
Sapronov and Smirnov, 'the two irreconcileables' according 
to Victor Serge, apparently remained committed to the 
democratic Left, bitterly opposed to what they saw as the 
continued growth of 'a bureaucratic police regime

,
.14 Few, 

however, joined the Workers' Opposition which defended 
'proletarian consciousness . .. as the driving force in the 
establishment of the economic foundations of communism'. 
The most prominent exception was Alexandra Kollontai, 
though rather ironically her then partner and co-leader was 
Aleksandr Shliapnikov, himself a critic of untramelled work
ers' democracy in 19 18Y Evgenii Preobrazhenskii subse
quently followed a somewhat ambivalent path. While con
tinuing to defend 'freedom of party criticism and conciliation 
of opposition' during the civil war, he did gravitate to the 
'revolutionary heroic' or technocratic wing of the Left 
Opposition. Continuing for much of the 1920s to argue for 
greater intra-party democracy, at the same time he elabo
rated the concept, first proposed in a more rudimentary 
form by Smirnov in 19 18, of 'primitive socialist accumula
tion', the theoretical foundation for the rapid industrialisa
tion of Soviet Russia advocated by the Left Opposition in the 
1920s. Indeed, he forsook the opposition in 1928 when 
Stalin effectively abandoned the gradualism of the NEP in 
favour of a 'revolutionary heroic' campaign for the rapid 
industrialisation of the country. 16 

However, what still remains unexplained are the reasons 
for this fracture within the Left, the reasons why some 
former Left Communists continued to stress democratic 
principles while others embraced the 'revolutionary heroic' 
or technocratic solution - and some, such as Emelian Iaros
lavskii and Valerian Kuibyshev, deserted the Left entirely, to 
become 'pillars of ort.hodoxy' within the party. 17 There is no 
obvious answer to these questions. It is tempting to seek the 
inspiration for the democratic Left in the work of Aleksandr 
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Bogdanov, '[t]he most profound theorist of proletarian cul
ture', and in the Vpered I.roup which embraced 'the concept 
of proletarian culture'. I Tempting or not, given the present 
state of knowledge such a conclusion could well be mislead
ing. As Zenovia Sochor has cautioned regarding the in
fluence of Proletkult, the spiritual heir of Bogdanov and the 
Vpered group, 'direct ties between, or even a common intent 
of, Proletkult and the Workers' Opposition are difficult to 
substantiate'. 19  

The same caution seems broadly applicable in the demo
cratic Left as a whole. Some prominent Vperedists, such as 
Ivan Skvortsov-Stepanov and Mikhail Pokrovskii, did join 
the Left Communist movement, yet played no role in future 
oppositions. Bukharin, admittedly, seems to have been sup
portive of concepts of proletarian culture, yet he himself had 
not been a Vperedist, nor was he simply 'Bogdanov's 
disciple'.20 Osinskii, Sapronov and Smirnov had no obvious 
connections with Bogdanov or Vpered, and in fact Osinskii, 
while agreeing with Bogdanov and the Otzovists in deman
ding the recall of the Bolshevik deputies from the State 
Duma, denied that he had ever been a Bogdanovist. Kollontai 
herself had lectured at the party school in Bologna set up by 
the Vpered group, and, according to one of her recent 
biographers, Barbara Clements, her ideas on proletarian 
ideology were informed by those of Bogdanov.21  Yet Aleksei 
Gastev, for a time in the vanguard of the Proletkult move
ment, became a champion of the 'technocratic' Left.22 Only a 
detailed and exhaustive study of the Left Oppositions after 
19 18, perhaps a prosoprographic analysis, may allow us to 
arrive at a fuller understanding of why the Left fractured. 
Such a task, however, lies beyond the scope of this particular 
work. 

Soviet historiography, unsurprisingly, has endowed us 
with a considerably less subtle analysis of the various intra
party oppositions. Yet with respect to the Left Communist 
movement itself it has done somewhat better, providing two 
useful monographs and a number of more limited studies 
which still manage to throw much light on the support that it 
enjoyed at the regional and local levels. The first major 
Soviet study, that of Vladimir Sorin, a former Left Commun
ist himself, appeared in 1925. Not itself a product of 'the 
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Stalin school of falsification', nevertheless it must be seen in 
the context of the intra-party struggle of the mid- 1920s. As 
Sorin confessed in his preface, his primary objective was not 
to provide an exhaustive history of the movement per se. 
Rather, he had an overt political purpose in mind, to 
demonstrate the links, ideological and personal, between the 
Left Opposition of the mid-20s and the Left Communist 
'deviation' of 1 9 1 8.23 Whilst self-professedly Leninist in 
spirit,24 Sorin's interpretation, compared to subsequent 
accounts, was remarkably free of vilification. 

Conceding that the Left Communists were genuine Marx
ist revolutionaries, he explains their opposition on two main 
grounds. First, their analysis, a mistaken analysis according 
to Sorin, of imperialism led them to exaggerate the prospects 
for immediate socialist revolution across Europe and, in 
turn, this conditioned their rejection of separate peace with 
Germany as unnecessary. Second, they were allegedly in
fluenced by the aspirations of the petty-bourgeoisie, that is, 
the peasants and the Left Social Revolutionaries (Left SRs), 
their intellectual leaders. Their influence is said to have 
driven the Left Communists in the direction, on the one 
hand, of patriotism, viz., their opposition to peace on Ger
man terms, and, on the other, of a typical petty-bourgeois 
form of 'ultra-revolutionism' which prevented them realising 
the necessity of retreat, both at home and abroad, in the first 
half of 1 9 1 8, when radically changed circumstances no 
longer favoured the advance of the revolution.25 Paradox
ically, elsewhere they were condemned for their failure to 
understand the peasants and their aspirations!26 Sorin's 
study is also noteworthy for the distinction that it continued 
to draw between the Left Communists and Trotsky and his 
followers. Both, of course, adopted incorrect, non-Leninist 
positions. Yet Sorin was less scathing in his treatment of the 
Left Communists, understandably perhaps as an erstwhile 
member of the movement himself and more certainly in the 
context of the mid-1920s when Trotsky was the main target 
of the party leadership. For Sorin, the Left Communists at 
least consistently defended a clear-cut policy in favour of 
revolutionary war. Trotsky, on the other hand, while correct 
in dragging out the negotiations at Brest-Litovsk as a prop
aganda device to mobilise the European proletariat, had 
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wrought great harm by advocating the ultimately groundless 
policy of 'no war, no peace'. This attempt to find a third way, 
between peace or revolutionary war, simply confused and 
prolonged the debate within the party and allowed the 
Germans to impose more Draconian terms on Soviet 
Russia.27 

The wilful falsification of the history of the Left Commun
ist movement that followed in the 1930s is quite familiar, 
having been ably charted by Daniels and Leonard 
Schapiro.28 The distinction between the Left Communists 
and Trotsky that Sorin had emphasised became elided in the 
history of the party written in 193 1  by another former Left 
Communist, Andrei Bubnov.29 In the 1933 edition of his 
work on party history, Iaroslavskii distorted the picture even 
more wildly, alleging that Left Communism was nothing but 
a petty-bourgeois phenomenon, encompassing the unlikely 
combination of anarchist, Menshevik, Trotskyist and anar
cho-syndicalist ideas which had typified all subsequent 'anti
party groups,.30 What also emerged in the early 1 930s was 
the charge that the Left Communists had entered into some 
compact with the Left SRs to overthrow Lenin's 
government.31 This accusation re-emerged in the show trials 
of the later thirties and in the culmination of Stalinist 
rewriting, the infamous Short Course. The Left Communists, 
quite grotesquely, were now depicted as the witting accom
plices of Stalin's bite-noire, Trotsky, who together had con
spired to oust Lenin, even to assassinate him, and to form a 
new government with the help of the Left SRS.32 Sufficient 
has been written already to refute this outrageous slander. 
That some discussion of a coalition to oppose peace, perhaps 
even to set up a new government, took place between the 
Left Communists and the Left SRs is well-established. But 
the Left Communists, ultimately, baulked at the prospect, 
not simply because they suffered a failure of nerve. As we 
shall see, their antipathy to the peasants, as well as their 
understanding of what proletarian politics meant, made the 
prospect of any lasting alliance with the Left SRs highly 
improbable - and indeed, in July, when the latter launched 
their abortive coup in Moscow the Left Communists showed 
no qualms about the measures taken to suppress them.33 

This crudely distorted picture of Left Communism re-
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mained dominant within Soviet historiography for twenty 
years, until the Soviet historical profession was freed in part 
from its Stalinist straitjacket in the era of reform introduced 
by Nikita Khrushchev. In turn, some advances in our know
ledge were made. The most significant of them was the 
admission that for a time Left Communism in fact was a 
popular, broadly-based movement with considerable support 
at lower levels within the party. A number of detailed studies 
have cast much light on the sources of Left Communist 
strength.34 The extent of this rank-and-file support is ex
plained by reference to a combination of the anger at the 
crippling peace terms proposed by the Germans; of euphoria 
produced by the swift and relatively bloodless triumphs in 
October and over subsequent feeble counter-revolutionary 
assaults; and of faith in the imminence of revolution in 
Europe. Once set right by the efforts of Lenin and the party 
centre, however, many of those who had been seduced by the 
appeal of Left Communism, including a considerable num
ber of its leaders, worked hard and honourably to carry out 
party policy. 35 

The weakness of these studies, however, is that they offer 
no convincing explanation for the persistence of grass-roots 
sympathy for Left Communism in the spring of 1918. 
Equally, the fiction of a Left CommunistfTrotskyistiLeft 
SRianti-socialist conspiracy became muted, although many 
prominent Left Communists, as other eminent opposition
ists, did not yet receive full and public rehabilitation.36 
Finally, the last year of the Khrushchev era saw the publica
tion of one purportedly comprehensive study of Left Com
munism, that of K. I. Varlamov and N. A. Slamikhin. As well 
as re-examining the conflict over the Brest peace and provid
ing a partial survey of the areas of Left Communist strength, 
it also, as the authors stress, seeks to analyse the debates on 
socialist economic construction in Russia in the first half of 
1918 in a detail hitherto lacking.37 Whatever virtues this 
work possesses (for example, it does address the much 
neglected clash over agrarian policy), it is weakened by 
rather glib and sweeping assertions that purport to explain 
Left Communism by reference either to an alleged affinity 
with Trotsky on the issue of 'permanent revolution' and the 
impossibility of socialism in one country; or to a 'petty-
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bourgeois fanaticism' which precluded them from respond
ing in a creative Marxist manner to changing circumstances 
and new tasks; or to anarchist or anarcho-syndicalist 
influences.38 

Little of import was contributed in the Brezhnev years 
which, according to Lewis Siegelbaum, witnessed the re
establishment of 'an historical orthodoxy that had been 
breached during the Khrushchev years'. Now, however, the 
penetration of glasnost' into the realm of the historical 
profession promises some hope of renewed advances. For 
instance, leading Left Communists such as Bukharin, lurii 
Piatakov and Karl Radek have been legally exonerated of all 
criminal charges laid against them. Moreover, a new study of 
Bukharin, by I. E. Gorelov, has been recently published, with 
the aim of redressing the falsifications of the last fifty years 
concerning his life and work, and at a round-table of 
historians which met in May 1 989, Professor A. A. Cherno
baev called for a new, dispassionate treatment of the Left 
Communists' opposition to the peace of Brest-Litovsk.39 The 
portents are encouraging, and one hopes that in the near 
future Soviet historians will be able to offer more honest and 
empirically-grounded accounts of the Left Communist 
movement. But, as Siegelbaum has also reminded us, it is 
unrealistic to anticipate that the le�acy of decades of con
formity can be overcome overnight. 0 

In the meantime, many lacunae and misconceptions con
cerning the Left Communists continue to prevail. This study 
will attempt to rectify them, at the risk of being overtaken in 
the foreseeable future by new research emanating from the 
Soviet Union itself. No doubt any work of history faces such a 
prospect, but the hope remains that whatever new evidence 
may be forthcoming will not refute substantially the conclu
sions drawn in this book. They will, I fear, be contentious, 
which itself is inescapable when dealing with such a politically 
emotive subject. As an apostate myself, one who once be
lieved that the Left Communists offered a democratic social
ist model for revolutionary Russia that was never im
plemented, perhaps my treatment of them on occasion may 
seem to be over-critical, even harsh. Yet I have sought to 
present their ideas as fully and accurately as possible, so that 
the reader may arrive at his or her own judgement of them. 



10 The Bolshevik Party in Conflict 

The study will proceed in a number of discrete, yet linked 
stages. The first step will be to demonstrate that the Left 
Communists did operate within a common theoretical 
framework, not necessarily of shared commitment to demo
cratic principles, but one based fundamentally, as Sorin, 
Varlamov and Slamikhin, among others, have suggested, on 
an essentially common analysis of imperialism. Their conclu
sions regarding the prospects for socialism within and with
out Russia appear to have been derived from this analysis. In 
turn, it also helps to explain to some degree their opposition 
to Lenin on the question of a separate peace with Germany. 
A detailed treatment of this issue, which precipitated the 
formation of the Left Communist movement, will form the 
next stage. Moreover, it also helped shape their own prog
ramme for the transformation of agriculture, industry and 
the state on socialist principles. A re-examination of this 
programme, which demands a much more systematic and 
critical exposition than it has received thus far, will comprise 
the further stage in the study. Finally, it will conclude with a 
detailed investigation of the support which the Left Com
munists in fact were able to muster in their alleged strong
holds, the Moscow region, the Urals and the Ukraine. 
Clearly, they did win much sympathy there, as elsewhere, for 
their advocacy of revolutionary war, at least until the re
newed advance of the Germans demonstrated that such a 
policy simply was not feasible. The majority of Russians 
ultimately would not fight! Thereafter, their support rapidly 
dwindled. Even the Moscow region, supposed to have been a 
bastion of Leftism, on closer examination proves to have 
been no such thing. In their other alleged strongholds, the 
Urals and the Ukraine, support survived in varying degrees 
even after the peace was signed. What remains at issue here 
are the reasons why this was the case. However, before 
embarking on this complex (but let us hope not convoluted) 
path of inquiry into the nature of Left Communism it will be 
prudent, first of all, to review how the movement emerged, 
rose and, rather quickly, fell. The next chapter will be 
devoted to preparing the ground for the reconstruction 
which follows. 



1 The Rise and Fall of the 
Left Communist 
Movement 

The first portents that the question of peace or war would 
prove to be a source of bitter controversy within the Bolshe
vik party emerged in November, 1917. The failure of the 
Decree on Peace of 26 October, which called for a general 
democratic peace, to evoke any response impelled the Soviet 
government to initiate negotiations for an armistice with 
Germany on 14 November. In response, an influential group 
in the powerful Petersburg Committee, led by by G. E. 
Evdokimov, Ia. G. Fenigshtein (Dolecki), V. N. Narchuk and 
Karl Radek, opposed the idea of peace treaties with any of 
the imperialist states, calling instead for an international civil 
war against world capitalism. I 

A week after the armistice came into force, negotiations 
with the Germans for peace began at Brest-Litovsk on 3 
December, with Adolf Ioffe leading the Soviet delegation. 
Suspended on 15 December, apparently on the Bolsheviks' 
suggestion, to allow time for the Allied powers to enter into 
them and so conclude a general peace, they were renewed on 
27 December. Leon Trotsky now headed the Soviet mission, 
with the task of dragging out the talks in the belief that world 
revolution would soon intervene and render the need for a 
separate peace redundant. It was at this point that the Left 
Communists coalesced as a distinct faction, previously having 
only made separate statements condemning the Soviet gov
ernment's conduct of foreign policy. On 28 December Niko
lai Osinskii (V. V. Obolenskii), A. Lomov (G. 1. Oppokov) 
and Innokentii Stukov issued a resolution, adopted the same 
day by a plenary session of the Moscow Regional (Ohlast') 
Bureau, the organisational centre of Left Communism 
according to Z. L. Serebriakova. It demanded an end to 
negotiations with Imperial Germany, and the rupture of all 
relations with the other imperialist 'robber' states. Instead 
Soviet Russia must declare revolutionary war against world 

11 
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imperialism. Previously, even Lenin had concurred with this 
policy, Osinskii claimed, insisting that he was doing no more 
than defending 'Lenin's old position'. On the same day, so 
F. N. Dingel'shtedt recalled, the Petersburg Committee, 
goaded by Fenigshtein, S. N. Ravich and V. Volodarskii 
(M. M. Goldstein) and others, came out in support of this 
policy, the so-called 'Moscow point of view'. 2 

Soon many leading Bolsheviks, including the cream of the 
party intelligentsia, rallied in support of revolutionary war 
(see appendix A). Yet the Left Communist movement was 
not just one of disgruntled intellectuals, isolated from and 
unrepresentative of the views of the rank and file throughout 
the country, as Lenin's polemic on occasion implied.3 On the 
contrary, throughout January and February widespread 
opposition to peace existed in the lower reaches of the party, 
and beyond. A majority of local party organisations, and 
local soviets too, in which the Mensheviks and SRs added 
their voices to those of the dissenting Bolsheviks, opposed 
separate peace with Imperial Germany. 'Most town commit
tees and nearly all regional committees', Robert Service has 
argued, 'were sternly declaring that revolutionary war was 
the only possible option for the party if the truce should 
break down . .  .'.4 Moscow and Petrograd were cases in point. 
The leading party organisations in Moscow - the Regional 
Bureau, the District (Okrug) Committee and the City Com
mittee - consistently opposed the continuation of negotia
tions for peace with the Germans.5 The Petersburg Commit
tee adopted the same position, endorsed by the majority of 
party activists at a meeting on 18 January.6 The renewed 
German offensive on 18 February, eight days after the 
negotiations at Brest had broken down when Trotsky de
clared that Russia would neither continue the war nor sign 
peace on German terms, certainly raised doubts in the minds 
of many in the capital about the feasibility of waging revolu
tionary war. On 2 1  February the majority Bolshevik fraction 
of the Petrograd Soviet, with apparently only four dissenting 
voices, changed tack, to support the decision of the Council 
of People's Commissars (Sovnarkom) to accept peace on 
German terms.7 

However, at the grass roots across the city militancy, it 
would seem, continued to prevail. In face of the dire threat 
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posed by the German advance, many district (raion) soviets, 
as well as individual factories and plants, passed resolutions 
in favour of revolutionary war. They echoed the despairing 
plea of the Okhta district soviet which proclaimed that it was 
preferable to die fighting for international socialism than to 
wait to be crushed by the forces of international 
imperialism.8 At this time words appear to have been match
ed by deeds, as many Bolsheviks and ordinary workers 
mobilised to defend the capital - 500 from the Vulcan and 
600 from the Sestroretsk works, all those under the age of 
fifty from the Baltic shipyard, 2000 from the Second City 
district, and 3000 from Vyborg. In all, David Mandel con
cludes that in the final days of February 10 000 volunteered 
for the Red Army, others joined the Red Guards, while 
additional workers' detachments were set Up.9 The Fourth 
City Conference of the party, which reconvened on 1 March 
after adjourning in face of the emergency precipitated by the 
German advance, reflected these sentiments. Delegates from 
the districts - with the exception of Vyborg which was split 
on the issue - were reported to have opposed any fresh 
overtures to the Germans.1O Other major towns in north 
Russia, such as Archangel, Murmansk, Novgorod and Volog
da, followed the lead given by the two capitals, as did the 
naval base of Kronshtadt, where, according to Israel Getzler, 
it was the Left SRs who were chiefly instrumental in raising 
opposition to a separate peace. II 

A similar pattern was to be found in the Volga region. 
Urged on in particular by V. P. Antonov-Saratovskii, I. Var
din-Mgeladze and M. V. Vasil'ev, chairman of the Bolshevik 
city committee, both the leading party organisations and the 
Bolshevik-dominated city and provincial Soviets in Saratov 
repeatedly rejected separate peace with Germany. Meetings 
of the party rank and file and other workers' organisations -
but not the peasants - from January until late February and 
early March consistently endorsed this position, lending 
credence to the claim of Vardin-Mgeladze, the delegate from 
Saratov at the Seventh Extraordinary Party Congress, that 
the majority of workers remained opposed to peace. 12 Coun
ter to the decision of this Congress, on 9 March, the 
executive committee of the Saratov Soviet mandated its 
delegates to the forthcoming Fourth All-Russian Congress of 
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Soviets to resist ratification of the Brest peace.13 A compara
ble correlation of forces existed in Samara. Leading party 
organs and much of the rank and file supported the Left 
Communists. The executive committees of the city and 
provincial Soviets, then dominated by the Left Communists, 
also mandated their delegates to the Fourth Congress of 
Soviets - Kuz'min and Kazakov from the provincial Soviet 
and Valerian Kuibyshev and I. Krainiukov from the city - to 
reject ratification of the peace. 14 This situation was mirrored 
elsewhere in the region. In fact, in February all the provincial 
Soviets in the region had adopted a Left Communist posi
tion, although at the uezd and volost' level, so V. I. Tkachev 
has recently claimed, support for revolutionary war appears 
to have been much less certain. In the first half of March 
hostility to peace remained widespread both in the party and 
the Soviets in Astrakhan, Penza, Simbirsk and Tsaritsyn.15 

Further east, in the Urals and beyond, the Left Commun
ists also gained considerable support. Siberia was a case in 
point. The West Siberian Regional congress of Soviets on 1 9  
January; the Second Congress o f  Soviets of Siberia which 
met in Irkutsk in the last week of February; the first Siberian 
peasants' congress on 1 March; the Krasnoiarsk party which, 
in the opinion of Russell Snow, was the strongest bastion of 
Left Communism in the region; and the Soviets in Eniseisk, 
Khabarovsk, Omsk and Vladivostok all opposed negotiations 
with Germany in the belief that only the struggle for interna
tional revolution could secure a lasting peace. Moreover, Left 
Communist sympathisers who dominated the Far Eastern 
Regional Bureau of the party, so Paul Dotsenko has alleged, 
appear to have been prepared to split Siberia from the 
Russian Republic should the latter consent to peace.16 On 22 
March, after the Fourth Congress of Soviets had voted to 
ratify the peace, the executive committee of the Siberian 
Soviet continued to refuse to countenance this course of 
action, while 'the Siberian Council of People's Commissars 
even declared itself still at war with the Central Powers'. 17 
Finally, Left Communist strength was also pronounced in the 
Urals itself in the winter of 1 9 1 8, as it was in the south of the 
country, in Kursk and especially in the Ukraine and the 
Donbass. 18 

Only in the west of the country, in provinces such as 
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Vitebsk and Smolensk, most immediately threatened by the 
renewed German offensive, and within the Western Region
al Committee, did support for peace at virtually any price 
rapidly swell in the last third of February. Even here, 
however, instances of grass-roots militancy in face of German 
depredations were reported, but they appear to have been 
largely ineffectual in checking the advance. 19 

Local soviet responses to the Central Executive Commit
tee's (CEC) circular of 26 February seeking to determine 
their position on the Brest peace appeared to confirm the 
extent of opposition to peace. Lenin himself conceded that of 
the 200 replies received in the first ten days of March a small 
majority - 105 to 95 - favoured revolutionary war. The Left 
Communists gleefully exploited these results for their own 
factional ends. In the first issue of Kommunist, the daily 
newspaper issued by the Left-dominated Petersburg Com
mittee and Petersburg District Committee to mobilise popu
lar support for revolutionary war, Lomov argued that the 
responses to date confirmed the Left's contention that the 
major proletarian centres of the country remained opposed 
to separate peace on German terms. With the partial excep
tions of Petrograd and Sevastopol, he continued, pressure 
for peace had come mainly from peasant-dominated volosl' 
and uezd soviets, so bearing out the Left's repeated assertion 
that Lenin and his faction had abandoned revolutionary war 
in response to reactionary peasant aspirations.20 

Evidently the renewed German offensive had not pro
duced a complete collapse of the will to resist. In fact, the 
German ultimatum of 23 February containing even harsher 
terms for peace than previously - in addition to Poland, 
Lithuania, western Latvia and the Moon Sound Islands, 
Russia was now to surrender eastern Latvia, Finland and the 
Ukraine - provok.ed, for a time, a stiffening of resolve across 
Russia to fight. As even Lenin admitted, 'from everywhere [it 
generated] a readiness to rise in defence of Soviet power and 
to fight to the last man'.21 Yet enthusiasm itself, he hastened 
to add, without an organised and equipped army, was totally 
incapable of halting the German juggernaut. Convinced of 
Soviet Russia's military exhaustion, of its inability to defend 
itself effectively, Lenin uncompromisingly resisted all press
ures to continue the war, however widespread they seemed 
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to be. His intransigence threatened to split the party, at least 
at its highest levels. At the session of the Central Committee 
(CC) held on 23 February, when the revised German peace 
terms were communicated to its members, Lenin threatened 
to resign if 'the policy of revolutionary phrase-making', as he 
derisively termed it, did not cease at once. The Left Com
munist die-hards on the CC, Andrei Bubnov, Bukharin, 
Lomov and Moisei Uritskii, were equally unyielding in their 
opposition to acceptance of peace, with Lomov sanguinely 
predicting that further resistance was 'certain [to cause] 
demoralisation among the German troops' and so halt their 
advance.22 Yet the real state of affairs - the continuing 
absence of revolution within Germany and the rapid disin
tegration of Russian forces at the front - undermined their 
position and produced a realignment within the CC. Trotsky 
now abandoned his obdurate opposition to peace, arguing 
that the deep divisions in the party precluded the possibility 
of successfully waging revolutionary war in any shape or 
form. Yet, still unable to steel himself to vote for peace, he 
abstained, as did Feliks Dzerzhinskii, Ioffe and Nikolai 
Krestinskii who shared his point of view. Their abstentions, 
however, enabled Lenin, with the support of Ivan Smilga, 
Grigorii Sokol'nikov, Joseph Stalin, Elena Stasova, Iakov 
Sverdlov and Grigorii Zinoviev, to gain a majority in favour 
of peace when the question was put to the vote. This decision 
in turn provoked the resignation of Bukharin and his 
co-thinkers from all positions of responsibility in the party 
and government, with the added threat that they would 
campaign openly against peace.23 After an all-night session 
on 23-4 February the CEC was won round to accept the now 
more punitive peace terms offered by the Germans.24 

In early March, despite an intense grass-roots campaign of 
opposition to Lenin's policy, the tide clearly turned against 
the Left Communists. At lower levels within the party and 
soviets, sympathy for revolutionary war rapidly began to 
erode. This was soon apparent in the capitals. In Moscow, 
the Soviet, closely followed by a City Conference of the party, 
overwhelmingly adopted resolutions in favour of peace on 3 
and 4 March. In Petrograd too, the groundswell of militancy 
evident across the city in the last week of February began to 
disintegrate in early March. The Left Communists them-
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selves grudgingly conceded the erosion of their support 
amongst the rank-and-file, alleging, however, that it was in 
large part the product of the demoralising impact of the 
government's peace policy itself, as well as of the mobilisation 
of the more politically-conscious and militant workers to the 
front. On 5 March the Petro grad Soviet reaffirmed that 
peace was inevitable, given the unwelcome delay in the 
outbreak of revolution in Europe and Russia's own military 
and economic weakness.25 Bolshevik organisations in the 
First and Second City, the Moscow, Vyborg and Vasil'evskii 
districts soon followed suit, as did the Petersburg District 
Committee. Aware of these realignments, the Left
dominated Petersburg Committee convened an Extraordin
ary City Conference of the party, to ascertain precisely what 
the attitudes of the rank-and-file in the city were. When it 
met on 20 March, the answer was clear. The Left Commun
ists lost their majority on the Petersburg Committee, with 
only the Narva district continuing to support them. Moreov
er, Kommunist was condemned for its splitting tactics and 
closed down.26 Even more tellingly, at the session of the 
Seventh Party Congress held on 7 March Radek candidly 
admitted that 'now we [Left Communists] are the minority'. 
By mid-March, when delegates to the Fourth All-Russian 
Congress of Soviets gathered in Moscow, his assessment of 
the situation was apparently confirmed. At the Bolshevik 
caucus preceding the Congress they could only muster 
thirty-eight votes in support of revolutionary war, against 
453 in favour of accepting the Brest peace.27 At the Congress 
itself, of the 8 14 Bolshevik delegates present, only sixty-five 
refused to sanction ratification of the peace but, rather than 
split the party by voting against it, they abstained (see 
appendix B). 

Arguably, these figures exaggerate the decline of the Left 
Communist movement. The reports of delegates to the 
Fourth Congress of Soviets suggest that in some regions 
support for peace was still far from assured. In the Volga 
region, particularly in Saratov, many doubted if the Brest 
peace would in fact provide Russia with any respite in which 
to recover, and then to proceed with the construction of 
socialism. Substantial Left Communist enclaves also con
tinued to exist in Simbirsk and Samara, within both the party 
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and the soviets.28 In the Urals, too, especially in Perm' 
province, support for revolutionary partisan war remained 
strong. but it was from the south most of all that voices in 
favour of continued resistance were to be heard most 
vociferously, from the provinces of Poltava and Taurida, 
from the city of Sevastopol, where there appears to have 
been a dramatic change of mood, and from the Donbass. 
There, where there had been no lull in the war, the con
tinuing advance of the Germans threatened all the gains that 
the workers and peasants had made during the revolution. 
Even the Don Cossacks, fearful of German intentions, were 
reportedly ready to wage a partisan war.29 For their part, the 
Left Communists in the south tried to capitalise on this 
sympathy for their position by attempting to unite these 
disparate forces into a single military organisation which 
would be better able to resist the Germans. In late March and 
early April S. I. Syrtsov and his fellow-thinkers in the Don 
Soviet Republic won considerable support for the idea of a 
military union with what remained of Soviet power in the 
Ukraine. This plan, however, came to naught. At the Con
gress of Soviets of the Don Republic which convened in 
Rostov on 9 April, Lenin's allies, afraid that such a union 
would provide the Germans with a casus belli for a fresh 
assault on the Russian republic, thwarted this scheme. Under 
the leadership of Sergei Ordzhonikidze they secured a 
sizeable majority for ratification of the Brest peace.30 

These reservations notwithstanding, it seems clear that 
soon after the renewed German offensive the Left Commun
ists in the main were fighting a losing battle on the question 
of peace or revolutionary war. Three factors appear to have 
been primarily responsible for their defeat. First, and, in 
Service's view, most important, Soviet Russia's inability effec
tively to resist the advancing German forces made Lenin's 
ruthless and insistent logic that there was no alternative but 
to sign the peace appear more and more irrefutable, as the 
rank-and-file within the party and the soviets increasingly 
realised. Second, Lenin and his lieutenants conducted their 
own grass-roots campaign of agitation and persuasion, most 
vociferously in Petrograd and Moscow, to persuade the rank 
and file of the rectitude of their policy. Third, the machina
tions of Sverdlov, the Central Committee secretary, and 
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according to Leonard Schapiro 'the main power behind the 
party organisation', ensured that Lenin's supporters were in 
a majority at the Seventh Party Congress - provincial orga
nisations opposed to peace were deliberately under
represented. At the Fourth Congress of Soviets his man
ipulation of procedures, as Iu. O. Martov caustically re
marked, combined with his emphasis on party discipline, 
facilitated ratification of the peace there.31 

Even after their defeat on the issue of peace the Left, or 
'proletarian' Communists as they increasingly called them
selves, did not disband. However, with the ratification of the 
Brest-Litovsk treaty the focus of their opposition shifted. 
While continuing to carp at the foreign policy of the domi
nant Leninist faction, and even to revive the call for revolu
tionary war in May, after the Germans had installed the 
reactionary Skoropadskii regime in the Ukraine the burden 
of their attack was directed against what they perceived to be 
Lenin's compromises and retreats in internal policy. At the 
beginning of 19 18, in January and February, they had 
castigated Lenin for his willingness to appease the peasants 
by sanctioning the division of the land amongst them. Not 
only was such a policy contrary to the demands of socialism 
but potentially fatal to it. The peace itself had been in large 
part another concession to peasant pressure. If continued, 
this path of conciliation would have grave consequences, 
leading to 'the political supremacy of the semi-proletarian, 
petty-bourgeois masses and prove to be only a transitional 
stage to the complete domination of finance capital'. 32 In the 
spring they repeatedly asserted that evidence of such degen
eration towards state capitalism was at hand, manifest in 
Lenin's willingness to collaborate with the remaining capital
ists as a means of restoring Soviet Russia's fast-disintegrating 
industrial base. Parallel and quite consistent with this de
velopment, Soviet democracy, conceived in terms of a ' ''com
mune state" ruled from below', was increasingly being su�
planted by an authoritarian, centralised, bureaucratic state. 3 
At a meeting with Lenin and his faction on 4 April Osinskii 
presented their Theses on the Current Situation, in which these 
concerns were articulated fully. Subsequently, the Theses 
were published in a new, short-lived, theoretical journal, 
named like its predecessor, Kommunist, edited by Bukharin, 
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Osinskii, Radek and Vladimir Smirnov. Published under the 
aegis of the Moscow Regional Bureau, until they lost control 
of it at the Fourth Moscow Regional Conference held be
tween 14 and 17 May, it was composed largely of a series of 
polemical articles debunking the domestic policies then de
fended by Lenin and the majority of the party and sketching 
out their own, more radical programme for the construction 
of socialism. 

During this phase of their opposition the Left Communists 
continued to garner some grass-roots support for their views. 
Never as extensive as in the debate over peace, it remained 
limited almost exclusively to the Moscow region, the Ukraine 
and the Urals, as well as Krasnoiarsk.34 They also found 
some support within the sovnarkhoz structure, from where 
they opposed in farticular Lenin's programme for industrial 
reconstruction.3 Yet by the end of May their bases within 
the party had been recaptured by Lenin's allies, and as a 
faction the Left Communist movement disappeared -
although not without trace. At the end of August Evgenii 
Preobrazhenskii attempted, vainly, to win over the regional 
party committee in the Urals to Left Communist policies, 
while at the Second Congress of Economic Councils in 
December, as Samuel Oppenheimer has noted, vestigial 
voices from the Left were heard, bitterly criticising the 
continued drift to bureaucratic centralisation within the 
economy at the expense of workers' control. 36 

The eventual demise of the Left Communist movement is 
not reducible to any single or simple cause, such as the 
failure of its leadership, as Stephen Cohen among others has 
suggested.37 Circumstances within and without Russia in the 
first half of 19 18 militated against its survival. First, its 
policies rapidly lost credibility. Just as revolutionary war had 
come to appear impractical, so too its defence of the com
mune state, in which economic and political power would be 
diffused to the local soviets and other elected workers' 
organisations, seemed to offer no realistic solution to the 
chaos gripping the country. In particular, many within the 
party, the trades unions and, to a lesser extent, the lead
ership of the factory-plant committees, agreed with Lenin 
that workers' control was exacerbating economic dislocation 
and had to be curbed if industry was to be revived. His 
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arguments in favour of a return to tried-and-tested methods 
of centralised economic control, one-person management, 
and traditional means of discipline and incentive were gain
ing ground even before the renewed outbreak of civil war in 
May. Then the very survival of Soviet power ever more 
insistently demanded the speedy restoration of order in 
industry to increase the production of war materiel. To many 
Lenin's prescriptions seemed best able to produce such 
results, while the majority of the Left Communists were 
prepared to suspend their opposition in view of the growing 
military threats to Bolshevik rule.38 

Second, in the latter half of May the CC acted to establish a 
more rigid form of party discipline, threatened both by the 
influx of new, politically-un tempered recruits and by the 
exodus of many experienced activists to take up administra
tive positions within the state and economy or to join the 
newly-forming Red Army. Moreover, the overt and strident 
opposition of the Left Communist faction, the CC continued, 
had undermined discipline further. Sverdlov's machinations 
notwithstanding, hitherto the debate with the Left Commun
ists had been conducted fairly openly and democratically, 
even harmoniously. At the session of the CC on 23 February 
Lenin had conceded that they had the right to agitate openly 
against acceptance of the peace; at the Seventh Party Con
gress he had referred to them as 'our young Moscow 
friends'; while Pravda called them 'our friends from 
Kommunist'.39 The critical situation now facing the revolution 
led to a change in the CC's attitude. Lenin and his allies 
sought a more compliant party in which all decisions, once 
taken, were to be implemented without further discussion.40 
This requirement appears to have been directed specifically 
against the Left Communists, as Varvara Iakovleva implied 
when she accused the CC of aiming to eliminate independent 
thought within the partyY Indeed, the entire campaign to 
raise party discipline was used as a stick with which to beat 
the Left Communists. Some were expelled, though how 
many suffered this fate and how crucial such a purge was to 
their eventual defeat is difficult to gauge with any accuracy.42 

Third, certain changes in policy, while not introduced 
solely in response to Left Communist criticisms, may have 
gone some way to appeasing them. In late April and May 
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Lenin's hopes of running industry in collaboration with the 
indigenous capitalists collapsed, to be superseded by a more 
thorough and extensive nationalisation of large-scale indus
try. By mid-May Lenin himself was callin§ for 'the most 
decisive measures against our bourgeoisie'.4 Moreover, the 
worsening food crisis in urban Russia compelled him, so 
Silvana Malle has concluded, to sanction an assault on the 
peasants (in theory only the rich peasants) and to encourage 
the more rapid establishment of communal agriculture, as 
the Left Communists had sought.44 

* * * 

Towards the end of this study we shall return to re-examine 
in detail certain regional manifestations of Left Communism, 
specifically, in Moscow, the Ukraine and the Urals, to discov
er if the existing assumptions that they were Left Communist 
strongholds are tenable. First, however, it will prove fruitful 
to return to somewhat more familiar territory, and once 
again to map out the nature of the conflict between Lenin 
and the Left Communists, on the issue of peace and war, and 
on the methods to be employed in the construction of 
socialism in Russia. The purpose of so doing will emerge in 
the following chapters which will seek to demonstrate that 
while the terrain may be familiar, to date it has been 
ill-charted. But before a more accurate map can be drawn, it 
will prove necessary to consider the implications of Bukhar
in's defence of the Left Communists' position at the Seventh 
Party Congress. He protested against the accusations levelled 
at them by Lenin (in his The Revolutionary Phrase, for instance, 
and in his speech at the Seventh Party Congress) that carried 
away by the 'triumphal march . . .  of Soviet power' they had 
become intoxicated by a youthful romanticism or idealism 
which had led them to indulge in an orgy of radical slogan is
ing, with no regard for the 'objective circumstances' of the 
moment.45 On the contrary, he insisted that the reasons for 
their opposition to Lenin were 'much more profound': 

Our disagreements, comrades, are not at all reducible to 
the fact that some of us stand for a phrase, others for a 
business-like approach. This is complete nonsense. Our 
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disagreements lie in another plane - in a different evalua
tion of the international situation, and also . . .  of our 
internal situation.46 

The task of the following chapter will be to explore in detail 
Bukharin's defence since, as we shall discover, there are good 
grounds for supposing that the Left Communists and Lenin 
did in fact have differing assessments of the prospects for 
socialist revolution within and without Russia. But to fulfil 
this objective, it will be necessary first of all to determine the 
competing theoretical frameworks within which they oper
ated. Such a task requires that we return several years before 
19 18, to analyse how the Bolsheviks conceptualised the 
imperialist world in which they lived. 



2 The Debate on 

Imperialism 

It is an axiom of Soviet historiography that 'proletarian 
revolution [was] not simply the product of the good inten
tions of the ideological leaders of the proletariat, but rather 
[was] . . .  an objective phenomenon determined by the laws of 
historical development (wkonomernost,). The Bolshevik
Leninists derived this conclusion from their analysis of 
imperialism . . . .  Their theoretical investigations served their 
revolutionary practice,. l  More pertinently, it has also long 
been axiomatic that the analyses of imperialism developed by 
Lenin and the Left Communists respectively differed in 
certain key respects. As David Baevskii argued some sixty 
years ago, a fundamental source of the disagreements be
tween them lay in 'a different conception of the epoch of 
imperialism and of socialist revolution'.2 The two most 
substantial Soviet studies to date of Left Communism, those 
of Vladimir Sorin and of K. I. Varlamov and N. A. Sla
mikhin, both posited that competing theorisations of im
perialism underlay the conflict between Lenin and the Left in 
19 18.3 Equally, a number of Western historians have recog
nised, if not always sufficiently emphasised the fact, that 
Lenin and the Left Bolsheviks did not elaborate identical 
theories of im perialism. 4 Admittedly, certain of their theore
tical divergences have been analysed closely. Stephen Cohen, 
for example, has reconstructed in some detail the debate 
between Lenin and Bukharin during World War I on the 
nature of imperialism, particularly as it related to the ques
tions of national self-determination and the state.5 However, 
there has been a tendency, not without some foundation, as 
we shall see, to minimise these divergences, especially during 
19 17 itself. For instance, in his much lauded study of Lenin's 
political thought, Neil Harding has argued that Bukharin's 
'views on imperialism generally came . . .  close' to those of 
Lenin, cautioning, however, that their convergence was not 
quite complete.6 Even more significantly, perhaps, during 
the debate over the revision of the party programme in the 
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late summer and autumn of 1917 Lenin himself conceded 
that 

on the question of imperialism there is apparently com
plete agreement in principle within our Party - as was to be 
expected, for the practical propaganda of our Party on this 
question, both oral and printed, has long since, from the 
very beginning of the revolution, shown the complete 
unan�mitr of all the Bolsheviks on this fundamental 
questIon. 

But, he continued, '[w]hat remains to be examined is the 
differences in the way the definition and characterisation of 
imperialism are formulated'.s 

The task then is to elucidate these remaining differences, 
with special reference to two issues of crucial importance for 
this study: first, their visions - competing visions - of how 
socialist revolution would unfold internationally; and 
second, their respective assessments of the maturity of condi
tions within Russia itself for socialism. The third important 
issue, that of the relationship between imperialism and the 
state, will be considered more fully in Chapter 6. 

The majority of Bolsheviks were indebted in their studies 
of imperialism to the pioneering work of Rudolf Hilferding.9 
His seminal study, Finance Capital, had focused chiefly on 
elucidating the internal changes experienced by the leading 
capitalist economies since Marx's own time. The essential 
features of his analysis are by now quite familiar, since, as 
Cohen, among others, has pointed out, 'Lenin prefaced his 
discussion of imperialism and colonialism with an analysis of 
monopoly capitalism . . .  , briefly and without any notable 
additions to Hilferding

,
. l0  As capitalism grew, Hilferding 

had argued, production - and capital itself - had increasing
ly become concentrated in ever larger units, initially in 
joint-stock companies instead of individual enterprises, then 
in cartels and trusts. In large part this process was the result 
of the destruction of smaller, less efficient enterprises during 
the periodic crises of over-production that, to him, were an 
inalienable feature of capitalism. Eventually, monopolies in 
individual branches of industry had emerged, by the amal
gamation of the surviving firms within them into cartels and 
trusts. Their purpose was to eliminate competition within 
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their own industries, regulate output and, consequently, 
prices, and in this way to preserve profitability. Cartels, 
however, bred cartels. Still-competitive industries dealing 
with cartels either would fall under the control of the latter, 
far stronger financially, in some form of vertical combina
tion, or ther would be forced to cartelise themselves to avoid 
such a fate. 1 

A similar concentration had taken place within banking, 
culminating in the formation of a few banks of great wealth 
and power in each capitalist country. Moreover, these banks 
had become the chief financiers of industry, so that in effect 
a merger, or fusion, of industrial and banking capital had 
occurred, to form what Hilferding called finance capital. 12 In 
turn, this fusion of capital had led to a considerable degree of 
regulation of production within each national economy. It 
was in the interests of the banks to limit competition amongst 
the various enterprises in which they had invested capital, in 
order to avoid their potential bankruptcy and to maintain 
their profitability, and to encourage either the merger of less 
profitable firms with more profitable partners, or even their 
closure. 13 

The bulk of Hilferding's magnum opus was devoted to 
analysing and articulating these changes within each capital
ist state. The increasing organisation of production within 
each economy which had resulted from the evolution of 
finance capitalism led him to posit that much of the hitherto 
anarchic and contradictory nature of capitalism itself had 
been eliminated. This characteristic of finance capitalism, 
termed by him the 'socialisation of production', was creating 
the economic framework upon which socialism could be 
built. Hilferding concluded, quite unequivocally, that 'the 
development of finance capital itself is resolving more suc
cessfully the problem of the organisation of the social 
economy'. 14 

However, Hilferding continued, the contradictions of the 
capitalist system had by no means all been removed. Rather, 
finance capitalism had intensified the polarisation between 
capital and labour and itself remained 'an antagonistic form 
of socialisation, since the control of social production re
mains vested in an oligarchy'Y Consequently, to realise the 
potential for socialism created by it, it was first necessary for 
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the proletariat to 'conquer' the state, a task which he believed 
could still be achieved by parliamentary means. Having 
conquered state power, it should use it to take over and 
administer what he believed to be the key sectors of the 
economy, whereafter the transition to socialism could take 
place, to borrow Cohen's phrase, 'relatively painless[ly]'.16 
Citing Germany as an example, Hilferding described how he 
envisaged this transition would occur: 

Taking possession of six large Berlin banks would mean 
taking possession of the most important spheres of large
scale industry, and would greatly facilitate the initial 
phases of socialist policy during the transition period, 
when capitalist accounting might still prove useful. There 
is no need at all to extend the process of expropriation to 
the great bulk of peasant farms and small businesses, 
because as a result of the seizure of large-scale industry, 
upon which they have long been dependent, they would be 
indirectly socialised just as industry is directly socialised. It 
is therefore possible to allow the process of expropriation 
to mature slowly, precisely in those spheres of decentral
ised production where it would be a long drawn-out and 
politically dangerous process. In other words, since finance 
capital has already achieved expropriation to the extent 
required by socialism, it is possible to dispense with a 
sudden act of expropriation by the state, and to substitute a 
gradual process of socialisation through the economic 
benefits which society will confer. 17 

While Hilferding remained most concerned to explain 
recent developments within advanced capitalist economies, 
his studies quite logically led him to conclude his analysis 
with a relatively brief discussion of contemporary imperial
ism. He began by outlining the new pressure for protection
ism within finance-capitalist states. Tariffs, he argued, be
nefited the cartels by shielding them from foreign competi
tion and the pressure of world prices, consequently allowing 
them to charge monopoly prices in their horne markets. 
Hence they would gain super-profits on their domestic sales. 
Their problem, however, was that the fixing of monopoly 
prices meant that they would be able to sell less domestically, 
which would reduce their scale of production, raise their 
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costs and so threaten their profit margins. One solution to 
this dilemma was for the cartels to expand their export 
markets, in order to maintain production and profit levels, a 
solution facilitated by their ability to apply the super-profits 
acquired from the domestic market to dump their goods 
overseas. I S  

But the essence of modern imperialism for Hilferding did 
not remain rooted simply in the pursuit of markets, or for 
that matter of raw materials to fuel large-scale industry. 
What distinguished it was the export of capital. He conceded 
that this phenomenon was in part determined by the oppor
tunities for higher returns on capital in less developed 
regions of the world where the organic composition of 
capital was low and, according to Marxist economic theory, 
interest rates high, wages low, land cheap and the raw 
materials required by modern industry abundant. 19 Howev
er, the export of capital had also been precipitated by the 
recent wave of protectionism. While designed to safeguard 
the home market for the native monopolies, at the same time 
it placed obstacles in the way of their exports to similarly
protected foreign markets. One method of hurdling these 
tariff barriers was for the cartels to export capital and set up 
production within foreign markets themselves.2o Equally, the 
monopoly profits which had accrued from the whole process 
of cartelisation and protectionism had led to the very rapid 
accumulation of capital. The problem, as he saw it, was a 
dearth of domestic investment opportunities given the car
tels' concern, first, to limit domestic production to maintain 
high price levels and, second, to lower profits in any remain
ing competitive branches of industry.2 Again, the export of 
capital appeared to be the only solution. 

Moreover, the development of finance capitalism, Hilferd
ing continued, had distinct political as well as economic 
ramifications. Domestically, the divisions between large in
dustry on the one hand and large agrarian interests and the 
petty-bourgeoisie of the towns and countryside on the other 
were increasingly being overcome, to create a relatively 
unified ruling bourgeois class, albeit one in which 'the 
leadershi� . . .  [had] long since passed into the hands of big 
business'. 2 The bourgeoisie was bound together in the first 
place by its antipathy towards, and fear of, the rapidly-
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developing organised workers' movement, and in the second 
place by protection and the overseas economic expansion 
from which it benefitted in varying degrees.23 However, to 
ensure its survival the 'capitalist oligarchy' had been compel
led to take 'possession of the state apparatus in a direct, 
undisguised and palpable way', and to establish what Hil
ferding termed 'the dictatorship of the magnates of 
capital'.24 It employed the might of the state for two main 
purposes: internally, to counter the growing power of the 
proletariat;25 and, externally, to pursue successfully a preda
tory policy of territorial annexation.26 In an increasingly 
competitive and hostile world, annexation alone seemed able 
to guarantee the continued expansion on which finance 
capitalism was ever more dependent. By incorporating terri
tory within the protective shield of the metropolitan eco
nomy, it provided a stronger defence against penetration by 
rivals. In addition, in backward societies where either legal 
and political fragmentation or the emergence of indigenous 
opposition to imperialist exploitation threatened the designs 
of finance capitalism, forcible annexation and the imposition 
of order again presented itself as the only solution.27 In 
rudimentary terms, as Harding has pointed out, Hilferding 
was essentially arguing that finance capitalism was breeding 
what later was to be termed, by Bukharin and Lenin among 
others, state capitalism.28 

These same developments, he conceded, had intensified 
'competition for the newly-opened spheres of investments 
[which had] produce[d] further clashes and conflicts among 
the advanced capitalist states themselves'.29 In all probability 
such conflicts would have resulted in war but for the 'coun
tervailing forces at work,.30 The most important of these 
forces were: first, the interweaving of national capitals, for 
example, France and even Britain had loaned capital to 
German industries, which meant that they all had much to 
lose by any resort to war to settle their differences; and, 
second, 'the socialist movement [which] has inspired a fear of 
the domestic political consequences which might follow from 
a war'.31 War, for Hilferding, was not an inevitable consequ
ence of imperialism, nor would it be the midwife of socialist 
revolution, as the Bolsheviks later were to insist. If anything, 
he appears to have feared that the economic collapse which 
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would result from war would make socialism unrealisable.32 
The Bolsheviks' own interest in imperialism was rather 

different from that of Hilferding. They were not primarily 
concerned with explaining developments within each capital
ist economy, but rather with the increasing tensions in the 
early twentieth-century capitalist world and, in particular, 
the causes of World War 1 .33 In doing so, they built on 
Hilferding's pioneering work. While accepting that the de
velopment of finance capitalism had laid the basis for the 
creation of a socialist economy, their own analyses neverthe
less led them to conclusions at variance with those of their 
mentor regarding the inevitability of revolution. Equally, 
their studies led them, including Lenin for a time, to the 
belief that the continued growth of imperialism meant that 
socialist revolution, when it broke out, would inevitably do so 
on an international scale. 

Of the Bolsheviks, Nikolai Bukharin was the first to pro
duce a systematic account of the nature of modern imperial
ism. His starting-point, as Michael Haynes has stressed, was 
the world economy.34 The growth of industrial capitalism 
into finance capitalism, he argued, with its inherently expan
sionist tendencies, had dramatically accelerated the integra
tion of the world economy. In consequence, the first decade 
and a half of the twentieth century had witnessed the 
development of 'an extremely flexible economic structure of 
world capitalism, all parts of which are mutually inter
dependent. The slightest change in one part is reflected in all'.35 
As Hilferding had earlier, he also emphasised the growth
inducing impact of imperialism.36 'The tendencies of mod
ern development', he contended, 'are conducive to the 
industrialisation of the agrarian and semi-agrarian countries 
. . .  at an unbelievably quick tempo . . .  .'37 This process, he 
added, also tended to counteract the fact that, hitherto, 
different countries had developed unevenly. Imperialism, as 
well as fostering the internationalisation of economic life, was 
bringing about 'the levelling of economic differences . . .  .'38 
Indeed, this emphasis on the tendency of modern imperial
ism, so Haynes argued, 'to even out differences in levels of 
development,39 appears to have been the theoretical basis of 
his conclusion that 'as far as the possibility of social produc
tion is concerned, the foremost countries are all on a 
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comparatively equal level'.4o Applying Hilferding's conclu
sions regarding the organisational propensities of finance 
capitalism, he argued that in the advanced capitalist states 
the socialisation of production had proceeded sufficiently far 
to make 'the introduction of a planned course of social 
production possible'Y He encapsulated what he considered 
these two inextricably inter-related consequences of im
perialism to be: 'The growth of world market connections 
proceeds apace, tying up various sections of the world 
economy into one strong knot, bringing ever closer to each 
other hitherto "nationally" and economically secluded re
gions, creating an ever larger basis for world production in 
its new, higher, non-capitalist form. '42 

Bukharin's analysis of the economics of imperialism also 
had important political ramifications. Its logic led him, 
unwillingly, in the direction of Karl Kautsky who had post
ulated that a federation of the imperialist states, to form a 
single ultra-imperialist power, was possible.43 Bukharin 
admitted that the precondition for the emergence of 'a single 
world organisation, a universal world trust' was the 'compa
rative equality of positions in the world market' of the 
various imperialist states, or 'state-capitalist trusts', as he then 
termed them.44 In the absence of such equality, the stronger 
would resist any agreement since it would hope to use its 
superior economic power to win out over its rivals. However, 
if imperialism in fact was producing this 'comparative equal
ity', as his emphasis on its 'levelling' impact suggested, then 
he was forced to concede that ultra-imperialism, theoretical
ly, was a 'possibility,.45 'In the historic process which we are to 
witness in the near future', he conceded, 'world capitalism will 
move in the direction of a universal state-capitalist trust by 
absorbing the weaker formations.'46 The creation of any 
such global trust, however, implied, as Charles Barone has 
remarked recently, that 'imperialism [was] the last antagonis
tic stage of capitalism . . .  which, by ending competition, 
would eliminate the "fundamental contradictions of 
capitalism,,,.47 Bukharin's problem then was to prove that 
war, which he considered to be an inescapable consequence 
of imperialism, and necessary, moreover, to goad the work
ers to rise in revolution by the sufferings that it would entail, 
was in fact inevitable. He was compelled to adduce 'socio-
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political' reasons to explain why this was so. The most 
important of these were the different political and military 
strengths of the rival imperialist states, which made it advan
tageous for the finance capitalist oligarchy of the stronger 'to 
continue the struggle rather than to enter into a compact or 
to merge with the others', as well as the instability of all 
international agreements.48 

While denying Kautsky's vision of a united, ultra
imperialist state, Bukharin did not reject the idea of a United 
States of Europe. The economic integration engendered by 
imperialism pointed in this direction. However, he insisted 
that it was the task of the proletariat to realise this goal 
through socialist revolution. In February, 19 15, in the Theses 
on the Tasks and Tactics of the Proletariat that he presented on 
behalf of the so-called Baugy group to the conference of 
Bolshevik emigre sections held in Berne, he declared that 'in 
reply to the imperialist unification of the countries from 
above, the proletariat must advance the slogan of socialist 
unification of countries from below - republican socialist 
states of Europe - as a political-juridicial form of the socialist 
overturn,.49 At the end of his treatise on imperialism he 
returned to this theme: 

The war severs the last chain that binds the workers to the 
masters, their slavish submission to the imperialist state . . .  
In place of the idea of defending or extending the bound
aries of the bourgeois state that bind the productive forces 
of world economy hand and foot, [the international pro
letariat] advances the slogan of abolishing state boundaries and 
merging all peoples into one socialist family. 50 

For Bukharin, apparently, the growth of an increasingly 
unified and inter-dependent world economy meant that 
socialist revolution could no longer be conceived on a nar
rowly national scale. The revolutionary overthrow of capital
ism could not remain confined within the bounds of any 
national state, now that the whole idea of 'a closed state and 
economic autarky' was 'absurd'.51 Socialism, therefore, must 
conquer on an international scale, which was now feasible 
given that the economic preconditions for it were present. 
For the young Bukharin, socialism in one country was simply 
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utopian, for in isolation it would be crushed by the power of 
capitalism surrounding it. 

This belief, that socialist revolution must of necessity take 
place on an international scale, was common property among 
the Left, as became clear in their attempts to sketch out the 
tactics that the Bolsheviks must pursue in the new, imperial
ist epoch. In particular, this was true of Iurii Piatakov, 
Bukharin's leading co-thinker in exile during World War I 
and himself a die-hard Left Communist in 1918. In the 
theses on the question of national self-determination, sent to 
the Bolshevik Central Committee by Bukharin, Piatakov and 
Evgeniia Bosh in November 19 15, they argued that the 
recent development of imperialism demanded changes in 
the way the party viewed the whole process of revolution. In 
particular, it would be a reactionary step backwards to 
support movements for national self-determination, as Lenin 
continued to insist, since socialist revolution on an interna
tional scale had become realisable, since 'now, . . .  the ques
tion of mobilising the forces of the proletariat on an interna
tional scale, of an international struggle to overthrow capital
ism, has been raised in a practical manner,.52 In this new 
conjuncture, independent nation states were an anachron
ism, obsolete, appropriate only to the by-gone era of 
bourgeois-democratic revolutions. In the Fifteen Point Plat
form, written by Piatakov and also forwarded to the CC in 
November, 1915, the link between the Left's understanding 
of imperialism and its prognosis of global socialist revolution 
was explained: 

Finance capital has fully prepared the basis for a social 
revolution: 
a) By creating such an economic structure as can be 
consciously organised by the proletariat which has seized 
power and expropriated the expropriators. 
b) By continually tossing the proletariat into the arena of 
world struggle, by placing constantly before it questions of 
world policy in their entire scope, by abolishing thereby the 
national-state seclusion of the working class and revolu
tionising the consciousness of the proletariat in an unpre
cedented manner. 

Socialism, thus, becomes not a theoretical prognosis but 
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the task of the epoch; social revolution is placed on the 
agenda for the united action of the proletariat. 

. . .  the proletarian struggle must be coordinated interna
tionally on new foundations, which correspond to the new 
conditions of the struggle. 53 

Later, in August 1916, Piatakov crystallised, succinctly and 
without equivocation, the vision of socialist revolution to 
which the Left's analysis of imperialism had led it: 'we picture 
this process as the united action of proletarians of all 
countries, who break down the frontiers of the bourgeois 
state, who remove the frontier posts, who blow up national 
unity and establish class unity'. 54 The colonial world, of 
course, was excluded from the immediate orbit of socialist 
revolution as there capitalism had not yet developed suf
ficiently to permit the construction of socialism. 55 After the 
revolution, at the Eighth Party Congress, Bukharin ex
plained further. The imperialist world had to be understood 
in terms of two sets of social structures, basically those of the 
advanced capitalist world and those of the colonial world. In 
the latter, socio-economic development was insufficient to 
permit socialist revolution, whilst in the former, embracing 
all the non-colonial world, the preconditions for such a 
revolution were present. There the immediate task had been 
to establish the dictatorship of the proletariat, and advance to 
socialism. 56 

The same schema of socialist revolution, sweeping across 
Euro�e and North America, was shared by others on the 
Left. 7 In June 1915, Karl Radek, then a leading member of 
the Regional Presidium of the Social Democracy of the 
Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL), whose own 
analysis of imperialism and revolution was remarkably close 
to that of B ukharin and Piatakov, laid out his own 
conclusions. 58 In common with all socialist internationalists 
in the Polish movement, including future Left Communists, 
such as M. Bronskii, J. Dolecki [Fenigshtein], J. Lenski (Lesz
czynski) and I. Unshlikht, he claimed that imperialism, and 
the war that it had caused, meant that '[t]he revolutionary 
struggle of the proletariat . . .  must flare up with spontaneous 
force and on an international and European scale . . .'59 In 
19 16, developing his thinking in his Theses on Imperialism and 
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National Oppression, he affirmed that 'in Central and Western 
Europe as well as in . . .  North America, the time has already 
come for transforming capitalism into socialism . .  .' This 
revolution, 'for which the economic conditions . . .  [were] 
already ripe', was to be carried out by 'a united stru�gle' of 
the proletariat under the slogan 'away with frontiers'. As he 
later explained, in the integrated world economy created by 
imperialism socialism in one country, especially a backward 
country such as Russia, was inconceivable. Indeed, any 
attempt to introduce socialism there would threaten the 
interests of world capital so profoundly that it would unite to 
crush it at birth. If socialism was to survive, therefore, it 
simply had to expand on an international scale.61 

Other leading Left Communists had arrived at a similar 
understanding of the imperialist epoch and its implications 
for the scale of socialist revolution, as became clear in 19 17 
itself. In April, Osinskii insisted that the development of an 
integrated international economy, at least across Europe, 
made it inevitable that socialist revolution when it came - and 
he expected 'the final and decisive battle' for socialism would 
come soon - could only be victorious on an international 
scale. In a single country it would be crushed by the 
combined forces of world capitalism.62 N. Antonov (N. M. 
Lukin) adopted an almost Piatakovian line, defending the 
proposition that socialist revolution must occur as 'the simul
taneous and agreed actions of proletarians of all countries'. 63 
Lomov and D. P. Bogolepov agreed, concurring that 'con
temporary capitalism [was] eliminating the peculiarities of 
capitalism in different countries [and was] driving [us] to 
work out common methods and common goals'. In these 
circumstances, what was now required was the elaboration of 
a new 'united international programme for revolutionary 
social democracy' which would sketch out the measures to be 
taken to ensure the transition to socialism on a European 
scale.64 Aaron Sol'ts and others agreed too. In the present 
conjuncture, of imminent international revolution, there was 
no point in having a long-term programme adapted just to 
Russian conditions.65 Unsurprisingly, Bukharin himself had 
come to accept the need for such a programme since in the 
current situation 'the struggle of the proletariat [for socialism 
could] not develop other than as an international struggle . . .  
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the conditions [for which] to a large degree have been made 
the same by the levelling influence of imperialism and the 
world war'. 66 Almost as an afterthought, he conceded the 
need to draw up specific platforms, to take account of any 
remaining national political peculiarities which might arise in 
the course of the international revolution. 

However, it was not just economic, but also social and 
political, differences that were being eradicated among the 
finance-capitalist states.67 This conclusion also derived logi
cally from their analysis of imperialism. Again following 
Hilferding, Bukharin had emphasised that the 'organisation
al process' set in motion by finance capital had quite definite 
socio-political consequences. It had not 'embraced the eco
nomy alone: its significance [was] much more general and 
profound,.68 As finance capitalism had developed, it had led 
to the creation of a united bourgeoisie, although one within 
which the large financial magnates remained the dominant 
force.69 This class had overtly appropriated the apparatus of 
the state to serve its own ends, that is, to promote its own 
expansionist objectives abroad and to maintain its position at 
home. In the highly competitive imperialist world of the 
early twentieth century, he argued, the state alone had 
sufficient power to mobilise the resources of the country for 
the wars that would inevitably occur. Moreover, war itself 
had compelled the state to intervene to an increasingly 
greater extent in the economy, to organise it sufficiently to 
ensure that the necessary levels of military materiel were 
forthcoming. In turn this intervention had resulted in 'an 
extraordinary reinforcement and intensification of . . .  [the] 
immanent developmental tendencies [of finance 
capitalism],.70 The system produced by this symbiosis of the 
state and the finance-capitalist clique he termed 'state capital
ism'. The expansion of state capitalism itself accelerated the 
polarisation of society, into a finance-capitalist elite facing an 
increasingly oppressed and immiserated proletariat. The 
petty-bourgeoisie, which had formerly allied itself with 
finance capital was vanishing rapidly as a consequence of the 
increasing centralisation and concentration of production 
during the war.71 Therefore, it could not be considered to be 
reservoir of support upon which the proletariat could rely in 
its revolutionary struggle for socialism.72 
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Having followed what was essentially Hilferding's analysis 
so far Bukharin, however, developed his own ideas on what 
these developments implied for the political strategy that 
socialists must pursue. Unlike his mentor, he believed that 
they ruled out any possibility of a parliamentary road to 
socialism. For Bukharin, the fusion of the economic and 
political power of the bourgeoisie that he had sketched out 
had led to the immense strengthening of all the institutions 
of the state, coercive - 'police, soldiery' - and ideological -
'the church, the press, the school, etc.' - which were deployed 
ruthlessly to ensure the continued subjugation and exploita
tion of the proletariat. The latter, if it sought to achieve any 
economic or political advances, would find itself in direct 
confrontation with this new state form, a monolithic 
'Leviathan' state with unprecedented power.73 This fearful 
comprehension of the monstrous oppressive power of the 
contemporary imperialist state led him quite naturally to 
emphasise the anti-statist strand in Marxist thought - he was 
the first of the Bolsheviks, so Cohen concludes, 'to revive 
Marx's anti-statism' - and to demand the extirpation of the 
state as the condition of progress to socialism. 7 He came to 
deny that even a democratic republic, 'the freest form of 
bourgeois parliamentary government' imaginable, could be 
taken over intact by the proletariat and used by it in the 
construction of socialism. 75 Even in such a state the 
bureaucracy, the police and the standing army remained 
nothing but the agents of finance capitalism, employed to 
suppress the working class. They had to be destroyed, and 
replaced by totally new, class-based institutions of revolution
ary proletarian power. For Bukharin and his fellow thinkers 
on the Left of the party, such as Vladimir Smirnov and 
Lomov, there no longer was any viable path to socialism, 
parliamentary or otherwise, that aspired to use the existing 
state machine. Any such prospect was simply 'Philistine,.76 

In 1 9 1 7  Bukharin applied the conclusions drawn from his 
general analysis of imperialism specifically to Russia. The 
significance of this development is that it explains why the 
Left Communists had come to believe by 1 9 17 that the 
revolution in Russia would be an integral part of internation
al socialist revolution. Before World War I there is no 
evidence that they considered socialist revolution to be 
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feasible there. Rather, in common with the overwhelming 
majority of Russian Marxists, Bolshevik and Menshevik alike, 
they accepted that in comparison with the West, Russia's 
retarded development meant that there was no immediate 
prospect of a socialist revolution within it, as Osinskii frankly 
admitted.77 On the contrary, there the bourgeois-democratic 
revolution awaited completion, although for the Bolsheviks, 
if not the Mensheviks after 1905, this revolution still had to 
be led by the proletariat in view of the weakness of the 
indigenous bourgeoisie.78 Thereafter, capitalism could de
velop freely, in turn gradually yet inexorably creating the 
necessary economic preconditions for socialism. 

However, their abandonment of this prospectus and their 
conversion to the belief in the possibility of socialist revolu
tion in Russia was neither sudden nor without some ambigui
ty, as the case of Bukharin himself demonstrates. In the 
Theses that he presented at the Berne Conference, he main
tained that 'the old fighting slo�ans of the 1905 revolution' 
remained correct for Russia. In other words, he still 
believed that the bourgeois-democratic revolution awaited its 
completion there. In his tract on imperialism written later (in 
19 15) his views on the Russian Empire were rather more 
confused. On the one hand, he did include it within the 
ranks of the leading imperialist powers, in particular stres
sing its recent expansion into Central Asia, Persia, Manchur
ia and Mongolia.80 On the other hand, he was forced to 
concede that economically it was much less developed than 
the modern imperialist states of the West. Russia did not yet 
belong 'to the category of state capitalist trusts',81 which 
according to the logic of his analysis implied that the precon
ditions for socialism had not developed sufficiently within it. 

By 19 17, however, Bukharin and his fellow thinkers on the 
Left of the party no longer harboured any reservations about 
the feasibility of socialist revolution in Russia.82 There too, so 
Bukharin contended, state capitalism, 'the last imaginable 
form of capitalism',83 had grown rapidly in response to the 
demands of war. Its development in Russia had the same 
economic and socio-political consequences as in the West: 
there too the centralisation of production in trusts and 
syndicates, controlled and organised by the banks and, in 
some instances, directly by the state, had created the econo-
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mic framework which the proletariat, after it had seized 
power, could employ as the skeleton for a planned socialist 
economy;84 there too the petty-bourgeoisie had allied with 
the finance-capitalist oligarchy; there too the petty
bourgeoisie was rapidly dwindling; there too the 'iron heel' 
of state power was repressing the working-class; and there 
too the final clash between the finance capitalists and the 
proletariat was imminent.85 

He conceded, however, that the position of the peasantry 
in Russia meant that the situation was very different from 
that in the West. In particular, since the peasants had not yet 
received the land of the pomeshchiki (gentry) they could act 
together with the proletariat in the first phase of the revolu
tion to overthrow the existing imperialist order. However, 
once they had been granted land they would become 'sati
ated' and desert the proletariat and oppose the further 
advance of the revolution towards socialism. In this latter 
phase the Russian workers could rely upon only '[ruraIJ 
proletarian elements and the proletariat of West Europe,.8 
In this new conjuncture, of imminent socialist revolution, the 
minimum section of the old party programme, designed for 
the bourgeois-democratic stage of the revolution, of course 
must be abandoned as obsolete. A new transitional program
me, elaborating the practical measures which would lead 
towards socialism, must replace it.87 

Other leading theoreticians of the Left had come to the 
same conclusions. Georgii Safarov explained why this had 
occurred. He claimed that the demands of World War I had 
dramatically accelerated economic developments within Rus
sia. Finance capitalism had developed at an unexpectedly 
rapid pace and beyond any shadow of doubt had come to 
dominate Russian industry. More than that, the exigencies of 
war had compelled the bourgeoisie to seek the intervention 
of the state to centralise and organise production even 
further in order to guarantee the output of the military 
equipment on which its survival in the struggle against the 
might of German imperialism depended. While Safarov 
himself took his argument to extremes, alleging that the 
concentration of production in Russia was unsurpassed 
anywhere, he concluded that the supremacy of finance 
capitalism within Russian industry indicated that 'the social-
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democratic regulation . . .  of the economy was possible' once 
the workers, with the poor peasants as allies, had overthrown 
the capitalists and approfriated the economic apparatus 
which the latter had built. 8 

The essence of his analysis was repeated by Smirnov, 
Lukin, and Osinskii, all of whom claimed that finance 
capitalism had made rapid progress within Russia.89 Even 
Lomov concurred, so Antonov-Saratovskii recalled. Before 
19 17 he had questioned the feasibility of socialist revolution 
in Russia, conceding, however, that a victorious socialist 
revolution sweeping from the West might allow the Russian 
revolution to transcend its bour�eois-democratic limits. He 
now cast aside his former doubts. 0 He pointed in particular 
to the massive concentration of production that had occur
red, evident in the formation of cartels, syndicates and trusts, 
particularly in the metallurgical industry but present else
where, in the machine-building and cotton sectors. The 
banking sector had developed similarly, where concentration 
had been greater than in all other warring imperialist states, 
with the possible exception of Germany. The regulation of 
production which had accompanied these processes had 
been made all the more pervasive and effective by the 
intervention of the tsarist state in the organisation of the 
economy during the war and had created the 'objective 
prerequisites' for the construction of a socialist economy in 
Russia.91 

The Left Communists remained aware, however, of the 
potential problems of applying their conclusions to justify 
socialist revolution in a Russia that was still, in comparison 
with the much more advanced West, relatively backward. In 
19 18, Osinskii confronted this question directly. Proceeding 
from a fairly abstract level of analysis, he contended that 
socialist revolution was the product of the combination of 
certain 'positive prerequisites' created by the development of 
capitalism, as well as of its 'negative tendencies,.92 The latter 
he equated with periodic crises which afflicted capitalism. 
These crises, historically of over-production, had caused the 
closure of factories and a fall in production, as well as the 
ruination of increasing numbers of the petty-bourgeoisie. 
Consequently, the ranks of the proletariat had become 
swollen while the means of production had become concen-
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trated ever more in the hands of a declining number of large 
magnates who alone had the wealth and power to survive 
such crises. In the three or four decades preceding 1914, he 
continued more concretely, colonial exploitation and protec
tionism had enabled the advanced capitalist states to avoid 
profound crises and to ameliorate the immiseration that 
would become the material base for the proletariat to rise 
and overthrow the system that was responsible for its 
sufferings.93 World War I, however, had unleashed in full 
force the destructive tendencies temporarily held in check 
and would prove to be the final crisis which would impel 
capitalism 'to devour itself'.94 He then outlined what he 
considered the 'positive prerequisites' for socialism to be. He 
categorically rejected the economic determinist orthodoxy of 
the Second International in general, and of the Mensheviks 
in particular, which insisted that 'socialism [could] replace 
only the most advanced capitalist society and be constructed 
only by a strong and highly developed proletariat'.95 Conced
ing that the centralisation and concentration of production 
that accompanied capitalist development were increasingly 
laying the economic foundations for socialism, he hastened 
to add that no one, not even Marx and Engels, had provided 
a generally accepted, scientifically-based measure of how far 
these trends must progress before socialism became objec
tively possible.96 The syndicates and trusts created by finance 
capital, he continued, were 'a new, higher form of the 
centralisation of capital' which made the planned regulation 
of production feasible.97 The final stage in the evolution of 
finance capital, state capitalism, which he saw as the product 
of the exigencies of war, itself presaged 'the birth of a system 
of consciousl� regulated production, distribution and 
consumption'. 8 In other words, it had created the 
framework for the rational organisation of the economy 
which socialism alone could continue and extend.99 As far as 
Russia itself was concerned, by 1917 it had come to possess 
an advanced industrial sector in which large-scale enterprises 
were dominant. He referred particularly to the mining, 
metallurgical, machine-building, transport, chemical and 
sugar industries which would 'serve as the basis for the 
organisation of large-scale social production'. Moreover, 
thanks to the intervention of the banks these industries had 
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become syndicalised or trustified, so generating the 
framework for the central regulation of industrial produc
tion. Furthermore, these syndicates and trusts, together with 
the regulatory organisations established by the state during 
the war and the existing consumer and cooperative societies, 
provided the institutional nexus for the planned distribution 
and consumption of goods and materials. l Oo For Osinskii, 
apparently, state capitalism had developed sufficiently in 
Russia for socialist revolution to be feasible there. He con
tinued to warn, however, that the complete construction of 
socialism in Russia remained dependent upon the economic 
support of the more advanced West. More sanguinely, he 
concluded that this support would be forthcoming when the 
revolution conquered internationally, as he believed it inevit
ably must. 10 1  

Radek later elaborated more explicitly what remained 
implicit in Osinskii's defence. He too denied that capitalism 
must become developed 'fully', somehow defined, before the 
construction of socialism was possible. Once the main bran
ches of industry and transport had become centralised, he 
argued, then what could be regarded as the minimum 
prerequisites for successful socialist revolution would have 
been established. When that stage of capitalist development 
was reached, he continued, the proletariat, even if still a 
minority, could seize power and employ the centralised 
economic framework already in existence as the foundation 
on which to construct a socialist economy. For Russia in 1 9 17, 
therefore, socialism was a legitimate goal, since the key 
sectors of its economy - the coal, metallurgical, oil, transport 
and banking industries - had become highly concentrated. 
In a manner reminiscent of Hilferding, he posited that they 
would form the first links in a growing chain of socialist 
production which would eventually embrace the remaining 
small-scale enterprises and agriculture. 102 Radek warned, 
however, that the very existence of these minimum prere
quisites did not automatically guarantee the victory of social
ism. Two other elements were necessary. First, revolution 
was required, to smash the old order. The proletariat, 
however, increasingly exploited and immiserated by im
perialism and its inevitable wars, he sanguinely concluded, 
was bound to rise in revolt to remove the cause of its 
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sufferings. And, second, Radek too made the final triumph 
of socialism contingent upon international revolution, as we 
have seen. 103 

Hence for the Left Communists, the Russian economy, or, 
more precisely, the Russian segment of the world economy, 
had matured sufficiently to permit socialist revolution. The 
relative backwardness of Russia, however, compared to the 
West, manifest particularly in the extent of small-scale 
agriculture in the country, would make the construction of 
socialism there more difficult. 104 Indeed, as we have just 
seen, they consistently questioned whether Russia left to its 
own resources and devices could do so successfully. Never
theless, any such reservations that they may have held were 
swept aside by their conviction that socialist revolution would 
not remain isolated in Russia but would advance to the West 
which would help, in some ill-explained manner, the be
leaguered Russian proletariat to overcome its legacy of 
backwardness. 105 As Bukharin concluded on the morrow of 
the October revolution: 

It is impossible right now to consider all the questions of 
the revolution within the confines of national bound
anes . . .  

The international revolution means not only the purely 
political reinforcement of the Russian revolution. It also 
means its economic reinforcement. 

. . . The victory of the proletariat in the West makes it 
possible in planned manner to treat the economic wounds 
of Russia by applying the highly-developed technology of 
the West. The economic backwardness of Russia is com
pensated by the high economic level of Europe, and - with 
the victory of the proletariat in the West - the Russian 
economy is drawn into a Pan-European socialist 
organisation. 106 

However, for the Left Communists this relative backward
ness of Russia, whilst making economic reconstruction along 
socialist lines more difficult, had certain political advantages. 
In the West, the 'Leviathan' state typical of highly-advanced 
finance capitalism had grown to such strength that it would 
prove itself capable of 'tremendous resistance' to revolution. 
In less developed societies such as Russia, on the other hand, 
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where the fusion of the economic and political power of the 
bourgeoisie had not advanced as far, much greater opportu
nities were open to the proletariat to rise and smash the old 
order. As Bukharin remarked after the revolution, 'the 
collapse of the capitalist world system began with the weakest 
systems in terms of political economy, with the least de
veloped state-capitalist systems'. 107 

Lenin's analysis of imperialism, and its implications for the 
prospects of socialist revolution, both internationally and in 
Russia, in fact was rather different from that of the Left 
Communists before 19 17. The problem, however, is that in 
1 9 17 he appears to have undergone a conversion and come 
to share in large part the assumptions of the Left. Cohen, for 
instance, claimed that '[t]he issues that had bitterly divided 
Bukharin and Lenin in emigration were resolved or ren
dered inconsequential in 1917  largely because the leader had 
changed his mind'. 108 Even Harding suggests a similar 
conversion. Having argued that Lenin unequivocally re
jected interpretations of imperialism, such as those of 
Bukharin and Piatakov, which led to the conclusion that 
'socialist revolution would arrive simultaneously on a world
wide scale', nevertheless he also contends that '[t]here can be 
no doubt whatsoever that he [Lenin] believed that monopoly 
capitalism had now created the objective conditions, the 
economic basis, �or an immediate advance to socialism on a 
world-wide scale' . I 9 Moreover, he continues, '[f1rom the time 
of his arrival in Russia in April, 1 9 1 7, Lenin took it as 
axiomatic that the European revolution against imperialism 
was on the immediate agenda', one, too, which would 
embrace Russia. 1 10 In explaining Lenin's political strategy in 
1 9 17, the main thrust of Harding's argument is the proposi
tion that his 'theoretical justification [for socialist revolution 
in Russia] was spelt out in Imperialism, the Highest Stage of 
Capitalism'.lll By then, he contends, Lenin had ceased to 
conceive of Russia as a separate country, but rather had come 
to see it as just one part of a much broader international 
finance-capitalist, or imperialist, 'society'. 

This society was 'rotten-ripe' for revolution in two senses. 
First, it possessed all the material prerequisites for the 
socialist reconstruction of economic and social life. At least, it 
did 'in all the industrially advanced countries'. Second, war, 
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and the economic destruction and human suffering that it 
was wreaking, would create the revolutionary crisis which 
would drive the proletariat to rise and destroy the old 
order. 1 12 Russia itself was merely one part of an international 
finance-capitalist, or imperialist, chain, but also its weakest 
link. As such, revolution would erupt first, in Russia, and act 
as the spark to ignite a chain of succeeding revolutions 
throughout the more advanced West. 1 13 Thereafter, the 
advanced West would come to backward Russia's aid mater
ially and so enable the revolutionary regime there to win over 
the majority, the poor peasantry, by demonstrating the 
economic superiority of socialism over capitalism. l 14 This 
reading of Lenin's thinking in 19 17, of course, elides the 
major differences that hitherto had distinguished his under
standing of imperialism and revolution, in Russia and the 
world, from that of the Left. 

The problem with this line of reasoning, however, as 
Harding himself admits, is that Lenin's 'very generalised 
theory of imperialism was never applied at all seriously to the 
particular case of Russia'. Accordingly, 'the implications of 
the theory of imperialism [for Russia] were never fully 
articulated by Lenin'Y5 Harding professes that he was 
constrained to draw inferences from Lenin's general theory 
in order to make sense of his ideas on socialist revolution in 
Russia. In so doing he has constructed a most cogent and 
compelling model of how he envisages that Lenin's thinking 
developed between the onset of war in the summer of 1 9 14 
and 1 9 17 when he emerged as a protagonist of socialist 
revolution in Russia. 

To assess the validity of such an interpretation, it is 
necessary to re-examine the evolution of Lenin's thinking on 
imperialism, and its implications for revolution, within and 
without Russia. From the early months of the war Lenin on 
occasion had argued in what can be described as a very 
Leftist vein. In his lecture, The Proletariat and the War, 
delivered in Lausanne on 14 October, 19 14, he postulated 
that all the countries of Europe had reached 'an equal stage 
in the development of capitalism . . .  [which was] beginning 
to find its national framework too small for it'. In such 
circumstances it was 'impossible to go over from capitalism to 
socialism without breaking up the national framework', an 
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implicit rejection of the possibility of socialist revolution in 
one countryY6 He repeated the thrust of this argument on 
several occasions before his return to Russia in April 1 9 1 7. In 
the late summer of 1 9 1 5, for example, he again contended 
that '[s]ociety's productive forces and the magnitudes of 
capital have outgrown the narrow limits of the individual 
national states . . .  The whole world is merging into a single 
economic organism . . .  The objective conditions for socialism 
have fully matured . .  .' 1 17 In these circumstances he denied 
that the 'individual solution of revolutionary problems [was] 
possible in any single country,Y8 In this instance, he ex
plained how he envisaged the relationship between revolu
tion in Russia and in the West. If the Russian proletariat, in 
alliance with the peasantry, rose to carry out its revolution - a 
revolution, he then hastened to add, which would remain 
bourgeois-democratic - it could act as the spark 'to kindle the 
proletarian revolution in the West'. The bourgeois
democratic revolution in Russia, therefore, would be 'not 
only a prologue to, but an indivisible and integral part of the 
socialist revolution in the West'. 1 19 

In early 19 17, after the fall of the autocracy, in his Letters 
from Afar and Farewell Letter to the Swiss Workers, where he 
sketched out what he believed Bolshevik strategy now should 
be, he developed this strand in his thinking. The February 
Revolution in Russia, he argued, a bourgeois-democratic 
revolution, could be transformed into a socialist revolution. 
This possibility could be realised, provided two precondi
tions were satisfied. First, the Russian proletariat had to 
mobilise behind itself the majority in the countryside, that is, 
the mass of rural labourers and peasants, but not the 
prosperous minority. 120 The second precondition, which 
alone would guarantee the final victory of socialism, was the 
expansion of the revolution internationally, an expansion 
which he increasingly presumed to be all but inevitable. 12 1 As 
he wrote to Alexandra Kollontai on 16 March, 'the Russian 
revolution (first stage) will not be the last, nor will it only be 
Russian'. 122 Soon after, at the Seventh Party Conference in 
April, Lenin elaborated his views on international revolu
tion: 

From the point of view of Marxism, in discussing imperial-
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ism It IS absurd to restrict oneself to conditions m one 
country alone, since all capitalist countries are closely 
bound together. Now, in time of war, this bond has grown 
immeasurably stronger. All humanity is thrown into a 
tangled bloody heap from which no nation can extricate 
itself on its own. Though there are more and less advanced 
countries, this war has bound them all together by so many 
threads that escape from this tan�le for any single country 
acting on its own is inconceivable. 23 

Defending his own resolution on the current situation he 
repeated that 'it would be wrong to speak only of Russian 
conditions. The war has bound us together so inseparably 
that it would be a great mistake on our part to ignore the sum 
total of international relations'. 124 

Lenin, so it would appear, had come to envisage socialist 
revolution as an international phenomenon, encompassing 
all the 'more and less advanced countries', including, as we 
shall see in detail later, Russia. Indeed, in the preface to State 
and Revolution, written in August 1 9 17, he was quite explicit 
about the relationship between the Russian and the world 
revolution. He declared that 'this [the Russian] revolution as 
a whole can only be understood as a link in a chain of socialist 
proletarian revolutions being caused by the imperialist 
war'. 125 In the early autumn he seemed to be confident that 
international revolution was imminent: 

Mass arrests of party leaders in free Italy, and particularly 
the beginning of mutinies in the German army, are indis
putable symptoms that a great turning-point is at hand, 
that we are on the eve of a world-wide revolution. 

Doubt is out of the question. We are on the threshold of 
a world proletarian revolution. And since of all the proleta
rian internationalists in all countries only we Russian 
Bolsheviks enjoy a measure of freedom .. . to us the saying, 
'To whom much has been given, of him much shall be 
required' in all justice can and must be applied. 126 

That this revolution should have begun in Russia he ex
plained, in a manner akin to that of the Left Communists, by 
reference to the political weakness and ineptitude of its 
ruling class, unlike the West where mighty 'Leviathan states' 
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had developed. 127 At first sight, Harding's reconstruction of 
Lenin's thinking on imperialism and revolution appears to be 
warranted. 

However, such a reconstruction of Lenin's thinking is not 
as unproblematic or unambiguous as it first appears since, as 
Tiutiukin aptly remarked, the evolution of his ideas, particu
larly on the question of international revolution, was 
equivocal, to say the least. 128 Certainly, both before and 
after, if not during, 1 9 17 Lenin's vision of international 
revolution, and of the prospects of socialism in Russia itself, 
was rather different from the schema outlined above. To 
understand why this was so, we must focus on what fun
damentally distinguished his analysis from that of his allies 
on the Left, that is, on his whole conception of the uneven 
development of capitalism, even in its imperialist phase, and 
of its implications for the pattern of socialist revolution. 

Although Lenin himself categorised the current epoch as 
imperialist, he also hastened to stress that it, as earlier 
epochs, was in no sense purely imperialist. 129 While finance 
capitalism was its dominant and determining feature, it had 
not spread its tentacles evenly throughout the world and 
entirely eliminated earlier social structures. Unlike the Left, 
which emphasised the increasing homogeneity of imperialist 
societies, Lenin insisted on a continuing heterogeneity in the 
imperialist world. Extensive vestiges of pre-imperialist 
formations continued to exist, most evidently in the colonial 
world, but also in East Europe where the absence of thor
ough-going bourgeois-democratic revolutions meant that 
feudal and pre-monopoly capitalist features of economic, 
political and social life had survived and in places were quite 
pervasive. 

For Lenin, this intertwining of finance capitalism with 
socio-economic and political structures of a lower order 
meant that it was impossible to anticipate any 'pure' social, or 
socialist, revolution. It would not occur as a simple struggle 
between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, but rather 
would be a very complex phenomenon, 'not a single act, . . .  
not one battle on one front, but a whole epoch of acute class 
conflicts on all fronts, i.e. on all questions of economics and 
politics, battles that can only end in the expropriation of the 
bourgeoisie' yo He continued to stress, ever more explicitly, 
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that '[t]he social revolution can only come in the form of an 
epoch in which are combined civil war by the proletariat 
against the bourgeoisie in the advanced countries and a 
whole series of democratic and revolutionary movements, 
including the national liberation movement, in undeveloped, 
backward and oppressed nations'. 13 1 

More than that, however, his conviction that capitalism, 
even in its imperialist phase, continued to develop unevenly, 
led him to picture the very process of international revolu
tion rather differently from the Left. Attacking Kautsky in 
particular, but an attack that equally could be directed 
against the Left, he contended that uneven development, 'an 
absolute law of capitalism', totally precluded the peaceful 
emergence of any 'ultra-imperialist' confederation, since the 
faster growing states would seek to use their increasing 
strength to carve out greater spheres of influence for 
themselves. 1 32 Equally, it inevitably meant that the prere
quisites for socialism would not mature simultaneously in all 
capitalist countries, making it inconceivable that 'the various 
sources of rebellion [could] immediately merge of their own 
accord, without reverses and defeats'. 133 Repeatedly, he 
hammered home this conclusion, that socialist revolution 
would not sweep across the world in one mighty, unconquer
able wave, but rather would advance in a more protracted 
and complex manner. On the contrary, as a consequence of 
uneven development 'it follow[ed] irrefutably that socialism 
[could] not achieve victory simultaneously in all countries', 
that 'the victory of socialism is possible first in several or even 
in one capitalist country alone', that it would 'achieve victory 
first in one or several countries while the others for some time 
remain bourgeois or pre-bourgeois> l34 - which implied, of 
course, that the country, or countries, where it first was 
victorious might be forced to wage revolutionary war against 
the surviving imperialist powers. In a savage critique of 
Piatakov, 'quite a little pig . . .  [without] a drop of brains', 135 
Lenin unequivocally rejected the Left's conception of social
ist revolution as brought about by 'the united action of the 
proletarians of all countries . .  .' : 

The social revolution cannot be the united action of the 
proletarians of all countries for the simple reason that most 
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of the countries and the majority of the world's population 
have not even reached, or have only just reached, the 
capitalist stage of development . . .  

Socialism will be achieved by the united action of the 
proletarians, not of all, but of a minority of countries, those 
that have reached the advanced capitalist stage of develop
ment . . .  

The undeveloped countries are a different matter. They 
embrace the whole of Eastern Europe and all the colonies 
and semi-colonies. 136 

Even after the February Revolution, as his expectation of 
international revolution grew, he still harboured fleeting 
doubts about the likelihood of united action on the part of 
the international proletariat. 137 Shortly before the October 
Revolution he again expressed some reservations about the 
imminence of international revolution, insisting that it re
mained impossible to 'know how soon after our victory 
revolution will sweep the West . . .  whether or not victory will 
be followed by temporary periods of reaction and the victory 
of the counter-revolution - there is nothing impossible in 
that . .  .'. 138 

This concept of the uneven development of capitalism was 
also the foundation of his supposition that it was analytically 
essential to classify the countries of the imperialist world into 
three distinct categories. In the first category he included 'the 
advanced capitalist countries of West Europe and the United 
States'. There the prerequisites for socialism undoubtedly 
had matured and this was what the proletariat must fight for. 
To the second category he assigned 'East Europe: Austria, 
the Balkans and particularly Russia'. There bourgeois
democratic revolutions had not yet been completed. In fact, 
the early twentieth century had witnessed the rapid develop
ment and intensification of democratic and national move
ments in this part of the world. There the proletariat must 
assist in the completion of bourgeois-democratic revolution 
which would clear the way for the free and unfettered 
development of capitalism and, subsequently, the transition 
to socialism. '[T]he semi-colonial countries . . .  and all the 
colonies' were in his final category, where 'bourgeois-
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democratic movements either have hardly begun, or still 
have a long way to go'. 1 39 

Such a three-fold categorisation contrasts markedly with 
the dualistic view of the world held by the Left. But what is 
equally striking about Lenin's analysis was his clear convic
tion that socialist revolution was not immediately on the 
agenda for Russia, a conviction which he had defended with 
remarkable consistency from the outbreak of World War I 
until the fall of the autocracy. 

At the beginning of the war, in September 1 9 14, Lenin 
had declared his position in no uncertain terms. Since Russia 
was among the most backward of the European states and 
had 'not yet completed its bourgeois revolution', then the 
duty of revolutionary socialists was to strive for the comple
tion of this revolution. He distinguished Russia from 'all the 
advanced countries' where socialist revolution was im
mediately realisable. 140 Throughout 1 9 1 5  and 1 9 16, he 
returned frequently to this theme. While 'the objective 
conditions in Western Europe [were] ripe for socialism', for 
Russia 'immediate socialist revolution [was] impossible'. 
Although 'capitalist imperialism of the latest type' had de
veloped in Russia, he contended that 'in general military and 
feudal imperialism [was] predominant . .  .' within it. There
fore, the task remaining there was to consummate the 
bourgeois-democratic revolution, by destroying the autocra
cy and the surviving vestiges of feudalism. This could be 
achieved, he believed, only by the proletariat allying with the 
peasantry and fighting to establish a democratic reRublic 
which then must confiscate the lands of the pomeshchiki. 141  

Even in his famous study, Imperialism, the Highest Stage of 
Capitalism, completed in the first half of 1 9 1 6, he did not alter 
this schema fundamentally. In the most general of terms he 
conceded that 'imperialism is the eve of the social revolution 
of the proletariat,. 142 Following Hilferding, he too sub
scribed to the belief that the 'comprehensive socialisation of 
production' caused by the growth of finance capitalism had 
made the transition to socialism economically feasible. 143 
Admittedly, he did lay more emphasis on the fact that 
finance capitalism, typified by the formation of monopolies 
and the merger of banking and industrial capital, had 'made 
enormous strides in Russia'. 144 Yet the Russian Empire, he 
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continued, still remained economically backward, a country 
'where modern capitalist imperialism is enmeshed, so to 
speak, in a particularly close network of pre-capitalist 
relations'. 145 For Lenin, Russian imperialism remained pri
marily of the 'military-feudal' sort which first had to be 
extirpated by a bourgeois-democratic revolution before 
there could be any thought of socialist revolution. 146 

I n  the autumn of 1916 he reiterated, quite unequivocally, 
that '[o]nly the advanced countries of Western Europe and 
North America' possessed the preconditions which would 
permit the immediate transition to socialism. In East Europe, 
and elsewhere in the world, democratic revolution remained 
the immediate task. 147 The victory of the democratic revolu
tion there, he explained in a letter of 25 November to Inessa 
Armand, would clear the way for the development of capital
ism, the essential prerequisite for the progress of 'our 
movement', that is, for socialism. 148 Indeed, he appears to 
have clung to this appraisal of the forthcoming revolution in 
Russia right up until the fall of the autocracy, when again, in 
January 1917, he clearly distinguished it from the advanced 
West. 149 

Yet within days of the February Revolution Lenin's think
ing changed profoundly, as we have seen. In the final weeks 
of his exile in Switzerland, in his Draft Theses and his Letters 
from Afar, he repeatedly argued that the revolution in Russia 
had not ended with the fall of the autocracy. The Russian 
proletariat, in alliance with the proletarianised and poor 
peasants, and with the proletariat of the West, must struggle 
to advance the revolution from its bourgeois-democratic to 
its socialist stage. He concluded the first of his Letters from 
Afar thus: 

With these two allies, the proletariat, utilising the peculiari
ties of the present situation, can and will proceed, first, to 
the achievement of a democratic republic and complete 
victory over the landlords, instead of the Guchkov
Miliukov semi-monarchy, and then to socialism, which 
alone can e:ive the war-weary people peace, bread and 
freedom. 15(( 

In the last of these Letters Lenin outlined the measures 
necessary to guarantee the continued progress of the revolu-
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tion. First, and foremost, he now conceded to Bukharin that 
the workers and their peasant allies must smash the old state, 
and its organs of coercion - the army, the police and the 
bureaucracy - and make the soviets, not the Provisional 
Government, the new organs of political power. The success 
of this first step demanded that the proletariat secure the 
support of the entire peasantry, then solely interested in the 
confiscation and division of the land. Thereafter, the work
ers, allied only with the poor peasants, must proceed to 
'control . . .  production and distribution of basic products 
and establish "universal labour service" '. He added the caveat 
that such policies in themselves would not signify the victory 
of socialism in Russia, but only 'the transition to socialism 
which cannot be achieved in Russia directly, at one stroke, 
without transitional measures, but is quite achievable and 
urgently necessary as the result of such transitional 
measures'. 15 1 

Lenin's triumphant return to Russia in April, 1 9 17, pro
duced immediate confusion in socialist ranks. To the aston
ishment of the Mensheviks, and the consternation of most 
leading Bolsheviks, who assumed that the new, bourgeois
democratic, regime must exist for a lengthy period, during 
which time the prerequisites for socialism would mature, 
Lenin defended his call for the transformation of the revolu
tion into one for socialism. 152 'The specific feature of the 
present situation . .  .', he repeated, 'is that the country is 
passing from the first stage of the revolution . . .  to its second 
stage, which must place power in the hands of the proletariat 
and the poorest sections of the peasantry' . 153 His critics 
within and without the party were quick to pounce upon 
what they perceived to be the weak and contradictory points 
in his strategy. Its major defect, as the Menshevik
Internationalist, N. Sukhanov, remarked was that 

It had no analysis of 'objective premises', no analysis of the 
socio-economic conditions for Socialism in Russia. No 
economic programme was even referred to. There was the 
embryo of what Lenin repeated many times later: namely, 
that the backwardness of our country, the weakness of its 
productive forces, did not allow it to sustain the desperate 
tension of the whole organism demanded by the war; this 
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was why Russia had been the first to produce a revolution. 
But of how this backwardness, this petty-bourgeois, 
peasant structure, this extreme exhaustion and chaos 
could be reconciled with a Socialist reorganisation inde
pendently of the West, before the worldwide Socialist 
revolution - not a word was said. 154 

The April Theses, Sukhanov continued, were no better, 
equally lacking 'an economic programme and a Marxist 
analysis of the objective conditions of our revolution,. 155 
Essentially, Sukhanov was arguing that Lenin's first state
ments of policy after the February Revolution were not 
underpinned by any reference to his theoretical investiga
tions of imperialism, either in general or with respect to 
Russia in particular. As the preceding examination of Lenin's 
analysis of imperialism has sought to establish, there was 
indeed such a lacuna in his thinking. From 1914  until the 
morrow of February he failed to provide any convincing 
rationale for advocating socialist revolution in Russia, either 
in terms of the indigenous maturation of its material prere
quisites or in terms of weak links in supposed imperialist 
chains. 

In response to similar criticisms - the Menshevik B. O. 
Bogdanov apparently derided his promulgation of socialist 
revolution in such a poorly developed capitalist and pre
dominantly peasant country as Russia as 'the raving of a 
madman', while at the Seventh Party Conference in April 
Aleksei Rykov deemed it unthinkable in 'the most petty
bourgeois country in Euroje', where 'the objective condi
tions for it did not exist> l5 - Lenin was to pay increasing 
attention to providing an explicit theoretical justification for 
his new revolutionary strategy with respect to Russia. In 
April and May, particularly in his writings on the proposed 
revisions to the Party programme, he began to lay more 
stress on the development of finance capitalism within Rus
sia, in banking and key sectors of the industrial economy, 
though still conceding that 'there [were] no few fields and 
branches of labour that are still in a state of transition from 
natural or semi-natural economy to capitalism'. 157 During 
the summer he came to assert more categorically that state 
capitalism, the most advanced form of finance capitalism, did 
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exist in Russia 158 and argued, in a manner analogous to 
Hilferding and the Left, that despite the continuing wide
spread existence of a small-scale economy 'big [finance] 
capital rule[d] the country, primarily through banks and 
syndicates'. 159 

By September, in The Impending Catastrophe and How to 
Combat It, Lenin had become quite unequivocal. Imperialism, 
which 'is merely monopoly capitalism', existed in Russia - he 
cited the examples of Produgol, Prodamet and the Sugar 
Syndicate to prove his point. During the war, he continued, 
the capitalists had converted their monopolies into state 
monopolies, in order to use the powers of the state to 
subjugate the working class and protect their profits. This 
development had made the transition towards socialism 
objectively possible, since 'socialism is merely the next step 
forward from state-capitalist monopoly'. 160 He concluded: 

Imperialist war is the eve of socialist revolution. And this 
not only because the horrors of the war give rise to 
proletarian revolt - no revolt can bring socialism unless the 
economic conditions for socialism are ripe - but because 
state-monopoly capitalism is a complete material prepara
tion for socialism, the threshold of socialism, a rung on the 
ladder of history between which and the rung called 
socialism there are no intermediate rungs. 16 1 

In Can the Bolsheviks Retain State Power? he rammed this 
message home. Here he stressed the high levels of centralisa
tion and organisation already reached in banking and other 
major industries in Russia. The revolutionary state must take 
over these sectors of the economy intact and use the institu
tions created for controlling production within them as the 
skeleton of the planned socialist economy of the future. 
Without these prerequisites there would have been no rros
pect 'of taking immediate steps towards socialism'. 16 He 
continued: 

In addition to the chiefly 'oppressive' apparatus - the 
standing army, the police and the bureaucracy - the 
modern state possesses an apparatus which has extremely 
close connections with the banks and syndicates, an appar
atus which performs an enormous amount of accounting 
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and registration work . . .  This apparatus must not . . .  be 
smashed. It must be wrested from the control of the 
capitalists . . .  it must be subordinated to the proletarian 
Soviets ; it must be expanded, made more comprehensive, 
and nation-wide. And this can be done by utilising the 
achievements already made by large-scale capitalism . . . .  

Capitalism has created an accounting apparatus in the 
shape of the banks, syndicates, postal service, consumers' 
societies and office employees' unions. Without big banks 
socialism would be impossible. 

The big banks are the 'state apparatus' which we need to 
bring about socialism, and which we take ready-made from 
capitalism . . .  1 63 

The criticism of Sukhanov, and others, had apparently 
been answered. Lenin had provided a justification of his 
promotion of socialist revolution in Russia, both in terms of 
the presence of sufficient prerequisites within Russia itself, 
but also, as we have seen, as the first in an inevitable chain of 
revolutions which would sweep across the advanced West. 164 

The failure of the October Revolution, however, to ignite 
proletarian revolution in Europe, upon which socialist Rus
sia's fate ultimately was to rest, thrust on Lenin the growing 
awareness that his expectation in 19 1 7 of rapid international 
revolution in fact had been exaggerated. Moreover, in this 
new conjuncture of the continuing isolation of the revolu
tion, he was also compelled to reappraise his assessment of 
the ripeness of conditions in Russia for socialism. Then, as 
Harding has remarked, rather ironically much of the analysis 
that he had elaborated before 1 9 17 emerged to the fore 
again. 165 In March, 1 9 1 8, shortly after the conclusion of the 
peace of Brest-Litovsk, which Lenin deemed to be vital if the 
revolution was not to succumb to the military steam-roller of 
German imperialism, he began to call in question just how 
far state capitalism had developed in Russia. It was the 
Germans, he now argued, who possessed 'discipline, orga
nisation, harmonious cooperation on the basis of modern 
machine industry, and strict accounting and control'. He 
continued: 'And that is just what we are lacking'. 1 66 He was 
even more unequivocal in his most sustained and trenchant 
polemic against the Left Communists, 'Left-Wing' Childishness 
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and the Petty-Bourgeois Mentality, where he repeatedly main
tained that state capitalism would be progressive, 'a step 
jorwanf, 'a gigantic step forward' for Soviet Russia. 167 He 
retreated even further, candidly admitting his doubts 
whether Russia possessed the prerequisites for the construc
tion of socialism:  

I s  i t  not clear that from the material, economic and produc
tive point of view, we are not yet on 'the threshold' of 
socialism? Is it not clear that we cannot pass through the 
door of socialism without crossing 'the threshold' we have 
not yet reached? 168 

His optimism regarding the prospects for an immediate 
international revolution also declined markedly after Octo
ber. Admittedly, at the Third All-Russian Congress of 
Soviets in January 19 18,  he still claimed that 'socialist revolu
tion is maturing by the hour in all countries of the world' and 
continued to link '[t]he final victory of socialism' in Russia to 
the triumph of revolution on an international scale. 169 In
deed, in his final speech at the Congress he reaffirmed his 
faith in 'the mounting world revolution', concluding that 'the 
time is not far off when the working people of all countries 
will unite into a single world-wide state and join in a common 
effort to build a new socialist edifice'. 170 Yet even then his 
doubts were evidently growing. At the Extraordinary AII
Russian Congress of Railwaymen, which met concurrently 
with the Congress of Soviets, he was markedly more cautious 
in his prognosis. Echoing earlier warnings, he reminded his 
audience that it remained impossible to predict when revolu
tion in the West would 'break out', that it '[might] take a long 
time', and that it could not be made to order. 17 1 Such 
pessimism was increasingly to colour Lenin's thinking in the 
winter and spring of 19 18. By May, his vision of international 
revolution had also reverted to that which he had outlined 
before 1 9 17. Conceding that revolution might come 'even 
later than we desire or expect', 'at an immeasurably slower 
pace than we expect or wish', 172 he once again rejected the 
premise that socialist revolution would take place synchro
nously on an international scale: 

I know that there are . . . wiseacres . . .  calling themselves 
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socialists, who assert that power should not have been 
taken until the revolution broke out in all countries. They 
do not realise that in saying this they are deserting the 
revolution and going over to the side of the bourgeoisie. 
To wait until the working classes carry out a revolution on 
an international scale means that everyone will remain 
suspended in mid-air. This is senseless. Everyone knows 
the difficulties of a revolution. It may begin with brilliant 
success in one country and then go through agonising 
periods, since final victory is only possible on a world scale, 
and only by the joint efforts of the workers of all 
countries . . .  1 73 

Before proceeding to investigate the precise areas of 
conflict that brought Lenin and the Left Communists to 
loggerheads in the first six months of 19 18,  some attempt to 
explain Lenin's shifts in strategy is unavoidable. The sup
position, proposed by Robert Daniels among others, that 
Lenin simply 'sacrificed the [Marxist] philosophy of history' 
in response to the pressure of 'revolutionary fervor' in Russia 
since he was 'determined to have his revolution whatever the 
circumstances' has been shown to be too one-sided. 1 74 Hard
ing has restored the other side of Lenin, emphasising that he 
was 'an extraordinarily doctrinaire politician . . .  [who] 
altered his political course only after thorough theoretical 
work had convinced him of the need to do so'. 1 75 Yet 
Harding himself tends to glide over the problem that Lenin 
called for socialist revolution in Russia before, so it would 
appear, he had seriously applied his theoretical conclusions 
to his country. Another possible answer suggests itself. 
Clearly, Lenin's study of finance capitalism, of imperialism, 
had raised his expectations of socialist revolution in general. 
Moreover, he had also come to the conclusion that finance 
capitalism had made substantial advances within Russia itself. 
Caught up by the euphoria surrounding the collapse of the 
autocracy, he appears to have exaggerated the feasibility of 
propelling the revolution forward, to socialism. Certainly, he 
quickly justified this strategy by reference, first, to the 
evident growth of finance capitalism within Russia and, 
second, to the fact that 1917 more generally had witnessed 
strong signs of unrest in the more advanced countries of the 
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West, if not against capitalism, then certainly against the war. 
Arguably, Lenin saw this unrest as the harbinger of socialist 
revolution which he thought would unfold rapidly across 
Europe once Russia had given the lead. However, a certain 
intoxication at the prospect of realising the goal to which he 
had devoted his life led him to over-estimate the prospects 
for international revolution. At the same time, he also 
appears to have been induced to overstate, so Remington 
concludes, the extent to which state capitalism had developed 
within Russia, reminiscent of his overstatement more than a 
decade previously, as Service has pointed out, of the level to 
which capitalism �er se had developed in Russia, especially in 
the countryside. 1 6 

However, the primary purpose of this investigation has not 
been to offer yet another interpretation of Lenin's political 
thought. Instead, its main task has been to establish that 
Bukharin's own rather cryptic contention, that the conflict 
between Lenin and the Left Communists in early 1 9 1 8  was 
rooted in differing assessments of the prospects for socialism 
both internationally and within Russia, and not simply re
ducible to the level of emotions, to a clash of generations, of 
'sons against fathers', merits serious consideration. 1 77 In fact, 
with the temporary exception of 1917  itself, when their views 
in large part came to coincide, they do appear to have 
subscribed to distinct analyses of imperialism and, hence
forth, to divergent prognoses of the course of socialist 
revolution. Lenin's own understanding of the imperialist 
world as a very heterogeneous entity led him, before and 
after the heady days of 1 9 1 7, to reject the notion that socialist 
revolution would unfold as the unilinear international phe
nomenon that Bukharin and others on the Left deduced it 
would be}78 Moreover, his own re-emerging doubts about 
the stage to which capitalism in Russia itself had developed 
were to influence his domestic policies in the spring of 19 18, 
especially for the organisation of industry but also concern
ing the shape of the revolutionary state, where he again came 
into conflict with the Left}79 It is to an examination of the 
particular instances of the intra-party struggle in the first 
half of 1 9 1 8  that the following chapters are devoted. 



3 Brest-Litovsk 

While Brest-Litovsk may have remained, in John Wheeler
Bennett's memorable phrase, 'the forgotten peace' of World 
War I, the same has not been true of its place in histories of 
the Russian Revolution and the Bolshevik Party. As one 
biographer of Alexandra Kollontai recently remarked, 
'[H]istorians have analysed many times the bitter conflict 
among Party leaders' that the question of a separate peace 
with Germany provoked, so much so that 'we need not 
concern ourselves . . .  with the intricacies of the struggle.' l 
The implication of this conclusion, that there is little more to 
be said on this question, is quite unwarranted. On the 
contrary: the sources of the conflict within the party inflamed 
by Lenin's preparedness to accept peace with Imperial 
Germany have not as yet been explained fully. 

For decades, in fact, little new has been added to our 
understanding of this episode in Bolshevik history. For 
example, in his classic account of the revolution W. H. 
Chamberlin devotes one chapter to Brest-Litovsk, yet pays 
little attention to the reasons why it led the Bolshevik party to 
the verge of a split. His explanation of the Left Communists' 
opposition to peace does little more than echo that of Lenin 
himself. Unlike the latter, 'whose hard realistic mind was not 
intoxicated by the success of the Revolution . .  .', Chamberlin 
suggests that the Left Communists, supported for a time by a 
majority of the party, were so seduced by the ease of the 
October Revolution, and by the subsequent rapid and trium
phal march of Soviet power, that they found any 'retreat 
psychologically very difficult, .2 Hence they refused to com
promise with German imperialism and accept an annexation
ist peace, and instead called for revolutionary war.3 A 
contemporary of Chamberlin, but one of a considerably 
more radical disposition, Victor Serge, also accounted for the 
Left Communists' opposition to peace by reference to their 
psychology, attributing it in particular to an unrealistic 
revolutionary romanticism. 4 More recent scholarship too has 
tended to follow suit. For Leonard Schapiro, the Left Com
munists' 'outlook was emotional rather than rational', a 
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rejection of anything smacking of expediency in defence 'of 
the purity of Bolshevism . . .  ' Similarly, Robert Daniels attri
buted much of their intransigence on the question of peace 
to 'emotional impulse'.5 Stephen Cohen also has stressed the 
Left Communists' 'emotional commitment to cherished 
ideals', attributing their opposition in large part to a 'youth
ful righteousness . .  . ' , as Lenin himself had on occasion.6 

No doubt passions and questions of principle were stirred 
up by Lenin's readiness to accept a separate, and punishing, 
peace with Germany. Certainly, the Left Communist lead
ership itself was not immune to the power of its emotions. 
Mikhail Pokrovskii, for instance, is reported to have been 
reduced to tears when Major-General Max Hoffman com
municated Germany's initial conditions for peace to the 
Soviet delegation at Brest, sobbing: 'How can you talk of 
peace without annexation when nearly eighteen provinces 
are torn from Russia?,7 Later, after the CC had voted on 22 
February to accept Allied aid to help Soviet Russia resist the 
German advance - a policy 'of taking potatoes and weapons 
from the Anglo-French imperialist robbers', as Lenin causti
cally yet approvingly dubbed it - Bukharin is alleged to have 
cried in despair that '[ w]e are turning the party into a dung 
heap'.8 Moreover, similarly strong passions were evident at 
the grass-roots. While it remains difficult to establish with 
complete certainty what impelled the rank-and-file to oppose 
separate peace with Germany one reason, according to 
William Rosenberg, appears to have been a reluctance to 
betray 'the international proletarian movement', an attitude 
no doubt encouraged by the vociferous denunciations laun
ched by Polish and Baltic revolutionaries then in Soviet 
Russia. At the same time, many ordinary workers appear to 
have feared that peace or no peace, German imperialism 
would not stop short of destroying all the gains achieved by 
them in the course of the revolution. Perhaps, too, a naive 
optimism about easy victory over the Germans, fuelled by 
expectations of the imminent spread of revolution across 
Europe, survived, at least until military realities dictated 
differently.9 

For the most part, however, the Left Communist lead
ership strenuously denied that their advocacy of revolution
ary war was simply or primarily the product of emotion, 
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youthful or otherwise. Quite the contrary, it saw its opposi
tion to peace to be based on 'cold calculation', as Cohen has 
remarked. lo At the heart of this calculation was a vision of 
the course of proletarian revolution which differed from that 
of Lenin, as we saw in the previous chapter, as well as a 
mortal fear for the fate of socialism, in Russia and beyond, 
should peace be signed on German terms. As even Schapiro 
remarked, unfortunately with but little explanation, while 
'emotional dissent' may have motivated much of the opposi
tion within the party, for some Left Communist leaders, in 
particular, Bukharin and certain of his allies within the 
Moscow organisation, theoretical differences with Lenin, 
rooted in subtly divergent analyses of imperialism and of the 
international development of socialist revolution, also deter
mined their rejection of peace. I I 

But before proceeding to reconstruct the debate within the 
party on peace in all its 'intricacies', and the more coldly 
calculated reasons for opposing it elaborated by the Left 
Communists, a brief digression is necessary in order to 
elucidate precisely what it involved. Typically, it has been 
seen as the product of Lenin's volte-face, from support of 
revolutionary war to acceptance of a separate, and annex
ationist, peace on German terms. 12 To the Left this appeared 
to be the abnegation of an established party principle of 
which Lenin himself had been the chief architect. In Octo
ber, 1 9 1 5, for example, in his Several Theses, Lenin had been 
quite unequivocal about what the Bolsheviks must do should 
they come to power in Russia: 

We would propose peace to all the belligerents on the 
condition that freedom is given to the colonies and all 
peoples that are dependent, oppressed and deprived of 
rights. Under the present governments, neither Germany, nor 
Britain and France would accept this condition. In that case, we 
would have to prepare for and wage a revolutionary war . . . first 
and foremost, we would raise up the socialist proletariat of 
Europe for an insurrection against their governments. 13 

A year later, he reiterated that revolutionary war was un
avoidable, a conclusion derived quite logically from his 
analysis of imperialism, which posited that socialist revolu
tion would not triumph immediately on an international 
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scale. Since socialism will conquer 'first in one or several 
countries . . .  [t]his is bound to create not only friction, but a 
direct attempt on the part of the bourgeoisie of other 
countries to crush the socialist state's victorious proletariat. 
In such cases a war on our part would be a legitimate and just 
war'. 14 In March, 1917, he once again emphasised the 
inevitability of such a war and his preparedness in fact to 
wage it. 15 Prima facie, the Left Communists' critique of Lenin 
seems to be perfectly justified. 

Yet the truth in fact is rather more complex, as soon after 
his return to Russia Lenin's enthusiasm for revolutionary 
war began to wane. 16 Speaking at the Petrograd City Confer
ence in mid-April, he re-affirmed that in power 'we ourselves 
would start a revolutionary war', but only if the warring 
imperialist states rejected the Bolshevik appeal to conclude a 
general, democratic peace. 17 Days later, at the April Confer
ence, he backtracked a little further. Of course, he argued, 
'[ w]e are not pacifists, and we cannot repudiate a revolution
ary war'. Again confirming that the Bolsheviks would honour 
their commitment to come to the aid of socialist revolution 
when it spread beyond Russia, he rather tamely concluded 
that '[w]e shall help it along, but in what manner, we do not 
know'.18 His adherence to revolutionary war, to stimulate 
'insurrection' in Europe, already had become much diluted. 
Thereafter, until October, Lenin made but few references to 
revolutionary war. Moreover, his thinking on the question 
had changed in another respect. Categorically rejecting the 
prospect of an offensive to carry the revolution abroad, he 
increasingly saw revolutionary war as one of defence, thrust 
upon Russia by the imperialist powers of the West, which 
would most probably ignore Bolshevik appeals to negotiate 
an immediate democratic peace. 19 However, he continued to 
reject, repeatedly and unequivocally, the idea that a Soviet 
government would conclude a sefarate peace with Germany, 
or any other imperialist power.2 At least, he did so until 10 
November, when he first admitted that an 'independent 
peace' might be acceptable.2 1 

The reasons for Lenin's rapidly waning enthusiasm for 
revolutionary war remain uncertain and are undoubtedly 
complex. A number of reasons suggest themselves. Most 
important, perhaps, soon after his return to Russia he 
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calculated it was 'simply impracticable', or 'a political liability 
for the party while it stru�9led for votes in the soviets', as 
Robert Service has argued. Certainly, even before October 
he had come to doubt the Russian army's will to fight any 
longer, and, as we shall see, shortly after the revolution he 
admitted that the overwhelming majority of the people just 
sought an end to the war.23 Perhaps, too, he simply came to 
believe that the prospect of any revolutionary war was 
unlikely, because of his growing optimism during 1917  that 
revolution in Russia quickly would spark off a chain of 
revolutions elsewhere. More soberly, he may have reckoned 
that the war continuing in the West would preclude the 
'practical likelihood' of revolutionary war since the rival 
imperialist camps would be 'unable to "come to terms" 
against revolutionary Russia', 24 or because rejection of the 
democratic peace proposed by a revolutionary government 
in Russia would make it more difficult for the capitalist 
powers to stem the rising tide of revolution, in large part 
swollen by anti-war sentiments.25 

Lenin was not alone, however. During 1 9 1 7  other leading 
Bolsheviks came to temper their commitment to revolution
ary war, certainly as conceived as a holy crusade to carry 
socialism abroad. On the right of the party, for example, Lev 
Kamenev and Grigorii Zinoviev displayed a distinct lack of 
enthusiasm for it. More significantly, some on the left too 
were less militant than has been believed. Bukharin, for one, 
evinced a marked caution on the question at the Sixth Party 
Congress. The original draft of his resolution on the current 
situation and the war, he admitted, had made no reference to 
revolutionary war. At the insistence of the Congress, he had 
inserted a commitment to such a war should the proletariat 
come to power first in Russia. Yet at the editorial stage, he 
continued, his resolution had been watered down when 
doubts emerged whether the forces required to wage war 
would exist. Bukharin himself appeared to reckon then that 
the most that could be hoped for, given Russia's shattered 
economy, was a defensive revolutionary war - one, neverthe
less, which he hoped would still ignite the flames of world 
revolution. Unlike Bukharin, however, Preobrazhenskii re
mained adamantly opposed to any equivocation, but his 
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amendment advocating the uncompromising prosecution of 
revolutionary war was defeated. 26 

There is some reason to doubt whether these retreats from 
unequivocal support for revolutionary war were clear to all 
Bolsheviks. For instance, in the summer and autumn of 1 9 17 
a number of Bolshevik organisations, ranging from Petrog
rad itself to Perm' in the east, to Khar'kov and Tiftis in the 
south, to the south-west and to Latvia in the west, continued 
to defend revolutionary war as one of the immediate and 
vital tasks that would stand before the victorious Russian 
proletariat.27 And many Left Communists appear not to 
have grasped just how far Lenin was prepared to go to secure 
peace. In the winter of 1917-18 they continued to claim that 
revolutionary war was a fundamental tenet of Bolshevism, in 
accord with what they perceived the decisions of the April 
Conference and the Sixth Party Congress to have been.28 
Moreover, however compromised and ambiguous the Bol
sheviks' commitment to launch an offensive against world 
imperialism may have become before October, the very idea 
of separate peace with Germany was anathema to them all, 
including Lenin.29 It was Lenin's apostasy on precisely this 
issue, that is, his willingness to accept such a peace on 
German terms to buy a 'breathing-space' for the revolution, 
that precipitated the formation of the Left Communist 
movement in late 1917, as we saw in Chapter 1 .  

At the beginning of the debate the Left Communists 
appear to have taken an intransigent line, demanding that 
the Soviet government break off negotiations with Germany 
and cease seeking to conclude a general democratic peace 
embracing all the other imperialist powers. For instance, on 
28 December the Left-dominated Moscow Regional Bureau 
insisted on the need '[t]o form a volunteer revolutionary 
army and fight ruthlessly against the whole world's 
bourgeoisie for the idea of international socialism', a point of 
view supported by the Petersburg Committee in a resolution 
issued the same day.30 Then, on 8 January 1918 ,  a meeting 
of the CC with party leaders from Petrograd, Moscow, the 
Urals, the Ukraine and the Volga, in the capital for the 
forthcoming Third All-Russian Congress of Soviets, witnes
sed the triumph of this policy. Of the sixty-three present, 
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thirty-two supported unequivocally the call made by Osinskii 
and Preobrazhenskii for revolutionary war; fifteen were for 
immediate peace on German terms; while sixteen favoured 
Trotsky's position, of declaring the war to be at end, but not 
signing an annexationist peace with Germany.31 Never again 
was there to be a clear majority for revolutionary war at the 
highest levels of the party. In fact, as the struggle over peace 
or war dragged on in the first months of 1 9 1 8, it soon 
became clear that of the Left Communists Bukharin was far 
from alone in harbouring reservations about the feasibility of 
a jihad to carry the revolution abroad. Indecision and a lack 
of clarity on precisely what was to be done were to plague 
them during the rest of the Brest debate. 

Within just three days of their victory, divisions emerged 
among the leading Left Communists, the majority of whom 
became considerably less resolute in their advocacy of revolu
tionary war. At a meeting of the CC on 1 1  January, of those 
Left Communists present only Lomov and Krestinskii ulti
mately voted in favour of revolutionary war. Yet even they 
had raised doubts about it during the debate which preceded 
the vote. Lomov had suggested adopting Trotsky'S position, 
at the same time 'combin[ing] it with maximum activity in 
preparing for a revolutionary war', while Krestinskii con
ceded revolutionary war would be possible only when a new 
army had been created. Of the others, Bukharin now concur
red that 'comrade Trotsky'S position is the most correct' and 
again raised the question of 'defining what we consider to be 
a revolutionary war: an attack or staying where we are?' 
Uritskii admitted that '[o]f course, we cannot wage a revolu
tionary war - cannot because the moment we begin it, we will 
lose our army, the soldiers; and the bourgeoisie will im
mediately conclude a peace'. Summing up, Bubnov con
cluded that now 'no one is advocating the point of view of the 
revolutionary war'. Having rejected revolutionary war by a 
vote of eleven to two, the CC resolved by a vote of twelve to 
one to prolong negotiations with Germany for as long as 
possible, in the hope that revolution in Germany would erupt 
in the meantime, while Trotsky'S policy of 'no war, no peace' 
also won a majority of nine to seven. The entire Bolshevik 
leadership indeed was in a state of flux, and no little 
confusion.32 
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With increasing candour, the Left Communists denied 
that they sought a crusade to carry revolution abroad at the 
point of Red bayonets. On 1 1  January the Left-dominated 
Moscow Committee defined 'a holy war for socialism' as one 
fought 'within the country and against any outside encroach
ment on the conquests of [the] revolution'. On 1 8  January 
the Petersburg Committee declared that its conception of 
revolutionary war had 'no necessary connection with an 
offensive of any kind,.33 Evidently they were moving their 
ground to support of a defensive revolutionary war, as 
B ukharin had suggested the previous summer. At the same 
time it also became ever clearer that they did not have a 
conventional war in mind. The disintegration of the old 
army made such a war inconceivable. More than that, they 
did not aspire to re-create a conventional army to fight the 
Germans, since they saw such an institution as totally alien to 
the new socialist order in the making.34 Defending a strategy 
uncannily similar to that of the SRs, they advocated partisan 
war, to be fought by a workers' and peasants' militia. Armed 
detachments of workers and peasants, they anticipated, 
would arise spontaneously to resist any German advance 
which would inevitablx threaten the gains that they had 
made in the revolution.35 

The Left Communists, however, retreated no further. For 
them, revolutionary war, even of a defensive, partisan na
ture, remained vital for the salvation of the revolution in 
Russia. Separate peace with Germany, they were convinced, 
would simply retard the development of international re
volution. More ominously, any such delay would be fatal for 
socialism in Russia, which would find itself suffocated at 
birth, a fear which Bukharin stressed again at the Seventh 
Congress, arguing that '[i]n the final analltsis international 
revolution - and it alone - is our salvation'. 6 Their vision of 
international revolution and their fears for the future of an 
isolated Soviet Russia were not just emotional responses, but 
were underpinned by a quite rational and coherent set of 
arguments which deserve to be taken seriously, if their 
opposition to peace is to be understood fully. 

At the highest theoretical level, the preceding chapter has 
focused on the respective analyses of imperialism developed 
by the Left Communists and Lenin, and their implications 
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for the pattern of socialist revolution. As we have seen, their 
analyses differed in certain crucial respects which help 
explain their divergent responses to the prospect of separate 
peace with Germany in early 1 9 1 8. In the case of Lenin, for 
example, it was not, as one commentator has alleged recent
ly, simply 'hard-headed pragmatism [which] led him to 
accept, much more easily than most of his comrades, a 
Diktatfrieden which would deprive Soviet Russia of much of its 
most valuable resources and seriousl� weaken its ability to 
promote international revolution . . . ' .  7 More than that, his 
understanding of how world revolution would develop had 
alerted him to the possibility that the revolution could 
remain confined to Russia for some time. Arguably, this 
awareness helps to explain why he, as E. H. Carr has sug
gested, 'was perhaps better prepared than most of his 
followers to take a realistic view of the resulting situation' 
when Soviet Russia did find itself alone and, consequently, to 
take whatever course of action was required to preserve it 
until socialist revolution was able to advance 
internationally.38 In early 1 9 1 8, as we also saw, Lenin still 
linked the ultimate victory of socialism in Russia to world 
revolution. But he repeatedly warned his comrades that 
world revolution itself would embrace an entire epoch of 
advances and retreats, just as he had before the heady days 
of 19 17 .  Claiming that it remained impossible to predict with 
any certainty precisely when it would begin, at the enlarged 
session of the CC which met on 8 January he dismissed out of 
hand the idea that there could be any guarantee that 'the 
European, and especially the German, socialist revolution 
[would] take place in the next six months (or some such brief 
period),.39 In these highly uncertain circumstances, any 
strategy which assumed the impending triumph of world 
revolution was to him totally misguided, and in all probability 
would prove to be fatal for the survival of the revolution in 
Russia itself. 

For their part, the Left Communists rejected Lenin's 
cautious evaluation of the international situation. Their own 
theorisation of the imperialist world had convinced them 
that socialist revolution, when it broke out, must develop of 
its own inexorable logic on an international scale. But it 
would be foolish to imagine that it was just abstract theorising 
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that led them to believe so. The situation in Europe at the 
beginning of 1 9 1 8  was taken as confirmation of their theore
tical prognosis, that socialist revolution in reality would 
advance in a more or less unilinear wave across the world. 
Bukharin and Radek argued that the strikes then gripping 
Austria-Hungary and Germany left no doubt that the pro
letariat there had 'at last awoken,.40 In fact, as one observer 
recalled, giant strikes in Berlin at the end of January, 
combined with the establishment of Soviet power in the 
Ukraine and Finland, had convinced many Bolsheviks 'that 
the world revolution was indeed on the point of breaking 
OUt'.4 1 Nascent anxieties notwithstanding, the Left Commun
ists, unlike Lenin and his faction, persisted in claiming 
throughout the winter of 1 9 1 8  that revolution in the West 
was imminent.42 Overwhelming evidence to the contrary -
the ebb of the strike movement in Germany; and the collapse 
of Soviet power in the Ukraine in face of the still awesomely 
powerful German military machine - did not shake their 
confidence. Despite all this, at the Seventh Congress Bubnov 
still declared that 'the revolutionary crisis already has ma
tured in West Europe . . .  international revolution is on the 
verge of erupting in the form of a very acute and extensive 
civil war . .  .', while V. F. Stozhok, the delegate of the Left
dominated Gorlovo-Shcherbinsk organisation in the Don
bass, went as far as claiming that revolution was already 
underway in Germany.43 

In these circumstances separate peace with Germany 
would be, at best, superfluous and, at worst, harmful. It 
would be superfluous, they repeatedly argued, since the 
growing revolutionary crisis within the Central Powers would 
make it impossible for them to mount any full-scale, sus
tained offensive against Russia.44 Convinced that the immi
nence of revolution would scupper the ultimate designs of 
the German imperialists to crush the revolution, they did not 
deny, however, that the latter would be able to begin to 
advance against Soviet Russia. Yet they regarded even this 
prospect with a surprising degree of sanguinity. Conceding 
that the old army would not fight, they admitted that in the 
first stages of war retreats were inevitable. However, such 
retreats would have their advantages, as they would draw 
German troops ever further into the depths of Russia where 
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they would find themselves over-extended and hence vulner
able to counter-attack by partisan detachments. In this 
military conjuncture, and with the war continuing in the 
West, they continued, it was in all likelihood probable that 
the Germans would have insufficient forces to consolidate 
their initial victories. In the meantime, any defeats suffered 
by Russia would prove to be temporary and, more than that, 
well worth the price.45 The renewal of the war against the 
workers' government in Russia, combined of course with 
fraternisation at the front, would lead to the contamination 
of the German army by revolutionary socialist ideas and thus 
to its demoralisation and disintegration. The prolongation of 
revolutionary war, Bukharin optimistically claimed, would 
accelerate this process of disintegration.46 Despite clear evi
dence of the continuing discipline of the German forces, at 
the Seventh Party Congress Uritskii continued to hold to this 
optimistic prognosis. Early defeats, he again repeated, were 
inevitable, but even defeats would contribute to the crisis in 
Europe and do 'much more to bring the revolution to a head 
. . .  than that obscene peace which we are now asked to 
ratify,.47 

If Lenin's policy of peace were pursued, they continued, 
then it would strike a devastating blow to the prospects of 
socialist revolution in Germany. Opposition to the war had 
been one of the most important issues behind the recent 
militancy of many German workers. Should Soviet Russia 
now bow to German demands and sign the Brest peace, so 
Bukharin argued, this action would cut the ground from 
under the feet of the growing revolutionary movement 
there.48 The German government would then presumably 
be able to sow the seeds of confusion amongst its own 
workers by claiming that military strength and intransigence 
alone could provide peace. At the same time, it could exploit 
the territories that would effectively fall under its control, 
especially the Ukraine, to ease its domestic food crisis and so 
appease civilian unrest at home. In view of this prospect, 
Soviet Russia must do its revolutionary duty and fight as best 
it could, since any prolongation of the war would exacerbate 
the tensions within Germany and so hasten the victory of 
socialism there.49 

Yet the Left Communists' obdurate defence of revolution-
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ary war was motivated not just by their optimism regarding 
the imminence of world revolution, nor by a sense of duty. 
They remained deeply pessimistic about the consequences of 
a separate peace, not just for the prospects of revolution in 
Germany but also for the very survival of Soviet Russia itself. 
It would provide a breathing-space, but not for Russia. On 
the contrary, it would simply provide a respite for the 
warring imperialist camps. They would avail themselves of 
this opportunity to reconcile their own differences and unite 
to crush the common danger posed to them by the Russian 
Revolution, a fear which Bukharin had eXfressed at the 
Sixth Party Congress the previous summer.5 Regardless of 
how moderately it attempted to act, the very existence of a 
socialist regime in Russia would be perceived by international 
capitalism as a threat to its own existence. And, unlike Lenin 
who was certain that any 'ultra-imperialist' coalition was 
unrealisable, their own analysis of the imperialist world did 
not preclude such a possibility. In fact, they frequently 
claimed that this possibility was becoming a reality. Early in 
January, Preobrazhenskii argued that soon Russia would 
find itself facing a united imperialist front, embracing the 
Kaiser's Germany and Lloyd George's Britain.51 

This fear of imperialist union persisted amongst the Left 
Communists in the winter of 1 9 18,  perhaps fuelled by 
rumours, as Carr has pointed out, 'that Germany and the 
allies would come to terms at the expense of Russia . .  .'.52 
During the first session of the CC on 18 February Bukharin 
raised these fears again, admitting, however, that the pros
pects for an imperialist alliance were not yet clear. Just two 
and a half weeks later, at the Seventh Party Congress, he was 
quite certain. Imperialist unity, so he claimed, had become a 
reality: 'many facts indicate that this agreement between the 
two hostile coalitions already has taken place'.53 A week later, 
at the Fourth Congress of Soviets, the Left Communists were 
rather less sure. Conceding that no formal alliance between 
the rival imperialist camps had yet emerged, nevertheless in 
their declaration protesting against the ratification of the 
Brest-Litovsk treaty they still insisted that the commonality of 
interests existing between them would lead them to unite, 
probably sooner rather than later, in order to crush the 
revolution in Russia.54 The whole notion, therefore, of 
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attempting to preserve socialism in Russia by means of a 
separate peace with Germany was illusory, since it would do 
nothing to prevent a general imperialist assault that would 
prove to be fatal for the revolution. 

But even in the unlikely circumstance that the imperialist 
powers did not coalesce rapidly to crush the revolution, a 
possibility they grudgingly conceded in the spring, its pros
pects of survival were equally bleak. 55 Imperialist coalition or 
not, Russia would still not be given any lengthy respite in 
which to restore its war-ravaged economy and rebuild its 
military strength. Whether it signed a separate peace or not, 
Imperial Germany would remain the most immediate threat. 
Politically, it would be compelled to destroy the Soviet 
republic lest its continued existence act as a source of 
domestic ferment, undermining its ability to continue its war 
on the western front.56 Economically, the outlook was equal
ly grim. They calculated, and did so with a considerable 
degree of accuracy, that Germany would be forced to plun
der the East, both to feed its own populace and so reduce 
growing revolutionary tensions, and to gain the resources 
with which to continue its war in the West. In particular, the 
separation of the Ukraine, a vital source of grain, and its 
exploitation by Germany, would threaten Soviet Russia with 
what G. A. Usievich, sardonically borrowing from 
Riabushinskii, termed 'the bony hand of hunger'. Similarly, 
the inevitable loss of the Donets basin and the Caucasus 
would cripple its economy by depriving it of equally vital 
supplies of coal, iron ore and oil. Consequently, the decline 
of Russian industry would accelerate dramatically, with the 
Petrograd region becoming an industrial desert and Moscow 
suffering to a lesser, but still significant, extent. In turn, the 
socio-political base of the regime, already decimated by the 
loss of proletarian bastions in the west and south of the 
country, especially Riga and the Donets Basin, would disinte
grate even more rapidly than it had hitherto, if not be 
destroyed entirely.57 

Given these losses, it remained irrelevant to the Left 
Communists whether the rump of Soviet Russia secured a 
protracted breathing-space or not, for its situation would still 
be hopeless. Brest-Litovsk, according to Lomov, had cost 
Russia one-third of its grain-producing area, including, more 
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significantly, the sources of three-quarters of its grain sur
plus; two-fifths of its industry and industrial work-force; 
nine-tenths of its easily exploitable coal reserves; and three
quarters of its iron production. 58 Despite these swingeing 
losses and further German advances in the south after the 
peace had been signed, Lomov himself for a time, and 
subsequently Radek and S. V. Kossior, optimistically claimed 
that progress towards the construction of socialism in Russia 
was not totally excluded in the interim, until international 
revolution came to their rescue, as it soon must. In particu
lar, Lomov singled out the Urals and West Siberia as regions 
of potentially significant development. 59 However, the re
mainder of their comrades appear to have remained much 
more realistic - and pessimistic! By the time that the First 
Congress of Economic Councils convened in late May, 
Lomov had revised his assessment of the economic situation. 
Now he rebutted Radek's argument that Soviet Russia would 
be able to restore economic links with the territories stripped 
from it and on this basis rebuild its industry.6o Osinskii, too, 
maintained that the losses of food, fuel and raw materials, 
especially from the Ukraine, suffered by Russia precluded 
the restoration, let alone any further development, of its 
industry. Any recovery would require aid from abroad. 
However, Soviet Russia could not accept assistance from the 
advanced imperialist powers, should they be willing to pro
vide it, lest it be used to convert Russia into something 
approaching a semi-colonial dependency. Only revolution
ary war, initially to regain the south, and ultimately to spark 
off international revolution, offered any hope for the surviv
al of socialism in Russia.61 For the majority of the Left 
Communists, the idea that peace would preserve Russia as a 
bastion of socialism, with the resources and cadres later to 
come to the aid of revolution elsewhere, was the triumph of 
hope over reason.62 

For the Left Communists, therefore, the ultimate outcome 
of a separate peace could only be the degeneration of the 
revolution. Economically emasculated, and hence vulner
able, Soviet Russia would rapidly become transformed into a 
virtual satellite of Germany. The latter had protected its own 
property interests, in industry, finance and the land, by 
demanding at the very least compensation for any damage 
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done to them or for their nationalisation. Since Soviet Russia 
simply did not possess the means with which to pay such 
compensation, then it would be compelled to cease the 
nationalisation of German-owned industry and return to 
German hands that already expropriated. Substantial capi
talist enclaves, therefore, especially in the electrical and 
chemical industries but also in mining, would continue to 
exist, and the party's policy of socialising the economy root 
and branch would be subverted.63 However, financial com
pensation was not the ultimate objective of the Germans. 
Rather, as payment for damages to German property incur
red in the war, as well as for the maintenance of Russian 
prisoners-of-war, they sought food, raw materials and in
dustrial products to fuel the continuing war in the West. To 
ensure the flow of these goods in face of resistance to such 
exploitation from the workers and peasants, they would be 
forced to intervene directly in the management of industry 
and agriculture. In consequence, in the near future capital
ism would be restored, with German imperialists brutally 
coercing the Russian workers and peasants. In these cir
cumstances, there was no prospect of beginning the con
struction of socialism.64 

There was another possibility, or, more accurately, 
another path to the same sad end. Isolated in Russia, the 
revolutionary government would be forced to retreat in its 
domestic policy too, to reach some modus vivendi with the 
surviving native capitalists. Lenin's ideas of collaboration 
with these capitalists to facilitate economic recovery were 
simply the first, pernicious, fruits of this consequence of 
separate peace. The next retreat, they feared, in all probabil
ity would be the return of the newly nationalised banks into 
hands of the capitalists too, and of their German patrons. 
The final outcome of such a policy would be the surrender of 
all socialist positions and policies, the restoration of capital
ism and subordination to German imperialism, if by a more 
circuitous route.65 

For the Left Communists, therefore, there was absolutely 
nothing to be gained from a separate peace with Germany. 
Even should Soviet Russia gain a breathing-space from 
immediate imperialist attack, the economic losses and other 
conditions that would flow from the Brest-Litovsk treaty 
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precluded any advance towards socialist reconstruction inter
nally. In the final analysis, peace would not save the revolu
tion, but simply prolong its death agonies. As they saw it, the 
only real choice was that between an ignominous death by 
slow strangulation or the prosecution of a revolutionary war 
while they still had the strength to do so, in the hope of 
igniting the European revolution that alone could save them. 
If it failed, at least then the revolution would perish with 
honour, and not tarnish the cause of international socialism 
for the sake of an obscene, and in the final analysis, unwork
able peace with German imperialism. Vardin-Mgeladze cap
tured their mood: 

We must fight. And if our hopes for world revolution are 
not destined to be fulfilled today, then it is of no account, 
for our death cannot be avoided. But it is better to die in 
battle than to surrender all the positions of the revolution 
without a struggle.66 

The case that the Left Communists presented against a 
separate peace with Germany was, arguably, not without its 
logic, as well as its passion. While it is impossible to say with 
certainty what the fate of Soviet Russia would have been had 
not the war in the West turned against the Central Powers in 
the summer of 19 1 8, it remains probable that sooner or later 
Germany would have extirpated all vestiges of socialism 
there, as the Left feared.67 But however well-founded their 
apprehensions were, however rational a case for their 
opposition to a separate peace can be presented, ultimately 
their plea that it was better to die with honour defending the 
revolution than to suffer its more gradual yet inevitable 
degeneration foundered, ultimately, on the unwillingness of 
the majority of workers and peasants to fight. Admittedly, 
the picture was not all black. As we saw in Chapter 1 ,  in late 
February the threat posed by the renewed German advance 
provoked no mean degree of militancy in Petrograd, as 
thousands of workers volunteered to conduct a revolutionary 
war. But Petrograd was not alone. In Moscow too, rousing 
declarations in support of revolutionary war prevailed, and 
young workers from the city appear to have taken up arms. 
And at the front, and later in the south, in the areas which 
suffered directly from the rapacious economic policies im-
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plemented by the Germans, there were instances, so Ionov 
reported, of the �easants spontaneously mobilising to carry 
out guerrilla war. 8 

Yet it would be unwise to exaggerate the extent to which 
ordinary Russians, in the final analysis, were ready to fight. 
For example, in Moscow rhetoric appears not to have been 
matched by deed, and the number of actual recruits, less 
than 3000, ready to go to the front proved to be 
disappointing.69 Moreover, despite continuing protests 
against a separate peace, from the beginning of March there 
appears to have been a general and noticeable decline in the 
preparedness of much of the rank-and-file in practice to 
engage in revolutionary war - with the exception, of course, 
of the regions directly under the German jackboot. As 
Zinoviev caustically remarked at the City Conference of the 
Moscow party on 4 March, declarations of militancy were all 
very well, but experience in Moscow had shown that very 
often they were not translated into action.70 Petrograd too 
was not free from similar contradictions. For instance, at the 
Seventh Party Congress, K. I. Shelavin recounted that of the 
7000-strong work force of the Trubochnyi plant which had 
overwhelmingly voted in favour of revolutionary war, only 
fifteen had in fact volunteered to fight! Similarly, of the 300 
workers still employed in the Nobel plant, only ten had 
volunteered, while the others simply sought to get paid and 
to leave the city as quickly as possible. As an observer recalled 
several years later, in Petrograd many conscious workers 
'declined to take on a hopeless fight against the well
equipped and disciplined German armies without the sup
port of the peasants, who had been the backbone of the old 
army'.7 l  In face of a German army that remained a disci
plined and powerful fighting force, in the main invulnerable 
to revolutionary propaganda, an erosion of the will to fight 
soon occurred, to be replaced by a mood of despondency. 
Lack of equipment and training, war-weariness, and rising 
unemployment and hunger all too quickly led to the disin
tegration of effective resistance.72 The Left Communists 
grudgingly accepted that this was the case, but they repeated
ly argued that the fighting spirit of the workers in particular 
was being undermined by Lenin and his faction dangling the 
prospect of a speedy peace before them.73 



Brest-Litovsk 77 

The weight of evidence, pace Left Communist claims, 
suggests that in the final analysis their hopes for waging a 
successful revolutionary war in the winter of 19 18  were 
much exaggerated. Revolutionary rhetoric, without an 
equipped and disciplined army, was insufficient to halt the 
German advance. Certainly, Lenin himself was convinced 
that this was the case. His analysis of the economic and 
socio-political condition of Soviet Russia in early 1 9 1 8  led 
him to conclude that there was no possibility of organising 
such an army in time to combat the German military machine 
and so prevent the complete and utter defeat of the revolu
tion. The old, largely peasant army was in the throes of rapid 
disintegration, caused by war-weariness, the desire to return 
home to share in the division of the land, and by the very 
success of the Bolsheviks' anti-war propaganda. Even the 
Left-dominated Moscow Regional Bureau tacitly conceded in 
late September 1 9 1 7  that the Bolsheviks had become iden
tified as the party of peace.74 In these circumstances there 
had been scant choice but to de mobilise it, and to proceed 
with the building of a new socialist army, a task which would 
require months, not days or even weeks. At the critical 
session of the CEC on 24 February which voted to accept 
peace on German terms, Lenin bluntly argued that 

after three years of war our army is altogether unable and 
unwilling to fight. That is the basic cause, simple, obvious 
and . . .  bitter and painful, but absolutely clear why, living 
side by side with an imperialist plunderer, we are compel
led to sign peace terms when he puts his knee on our 
chest.75 

Certain that the overwhelming majority of the peasantry, 
and most workers too, were as yet unprepared to take up the 
call to arms, he calculated that any attempt to compel them to 
continue the war, revolutionary or otherwise, would have 
one, and only one, outcome - the overthrow of the Bolshe
viks. A speedy peace alone would consolidate the alliance, the 
smychka, between the proletariat and the peasantry, the 
essential basis of Soviet power in Russia.76 To preserve it he 
was determined to resist all efforts to wage a revolutionary 
war of any sort and to accept a separate if heinous peace, a 
'Tilsit peace', as he frequently termed it.77 Such a course of 
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action was 'shameful', signifying 'a turn to the right and . . .  
rub [bing] our noses in the dirt; but it has to be done'. Only by 
leading the revolution through 'a very dirty stable' would it 
be possible to secure for Russia the breathing-space that he 
believed it must have in which to restore its economic and 
military strength. Only then would it be able to defend itself 
if need be, or, more optimistically, to come to the aid of 
revolution in Europe when it finally broke out. 78 

This conviction, that the army could not, and the majority 
of the populace would not fight, arguably was the most 
important determinant of Lenin's implacable pursuit of 
peace, at virtually any price, with Imperial Germany. Yet this 
was not his only reason. His growing doubts concerning the 
imminence of revolution in Europe, especially in Germany, 
meant that he harboured no illusions about the impossibility 
of a renewed German attack. He scornfully dismissed the 
argument propounded by the Left Communists that revolu
tionary war, even if it was feasible, would precipitate revolu
tion in Germany, to give it 'a push', and so stymie any 
advance. Not only was this whole idea ill-founded but also 
profoundly un-Marxist, since it failed to consider whether 
'the class antagonisms that engender revolution' had ma
tured fully within Germany itself.79 Revolution in the West, 
he reminded them, would face far greater obstacles than it 
had in Russia where state power had all but disintegrated in 
1 9 17 and the forces of reaction were 'miserable, despic
able . . .  , an idiot called Romanov, Kerensky the boaster, 
gangs of officer cadets and bourgeois'. Elsewhere in Europe 
the bourgeoisie remained strong and organised and the state 
powerful. There socialist revolution could not triumph as 
easily or as quickly as it had in Russia.80 

In the meantime Soviet Russia must agree to a separate 
peace lest it be crushed by the power of German imperialism. 
By so doing it would buy for itself a breathing-space. The 
uneven development of capitalism, he reiterated, and the 
persistent and irreconcilable rivalries that it created 
amongst the imperialist powers, precluded the formation of 
any ultra-imperialist combination intent solely on exting
uishing the revolution, as the Left Communists feared. 
These rivalries, particularly Germany's desire to redivide the 
world to take account of its own dynamically growing 
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strength, had caused the world war. Any apprehension that 
the imperialists now would be able to settle their differences 
amicably was exaggerated : 'an alliance of the great imperial
ist powers against the Soviet Republic', he repeated, was 
'well-nigh impossible,.81 The basis for such an agreement 
simply did not exist. Germany would resist surrendering the 
effective expansion of its power in East Europe, especially 
since it required the economic resources of the area to pay 
for the war without inflicting intolerable burdens on its own 
people. Equally, the Entente could not concur with what it had 
gone to war to oppose in 1 9 14,  the establishment of German 
hegemony in Europe. Consequently, the imperialist war 
would continue until one side was victorious. This bitter, 
draining struggle in the West would rule out, for the time 
being at least, any concerted imperialist action to destroy 
Soviet Russia root and branch. Moreover, any independent 
assault was also out of the question. For Germany, in 
particular, its preoccupation with winning a final and deci
sive victory in the West would prevent it releasing sufficient 
forces to achieve its ultimate objective in the East, the 
conversion of Russia into a satellite of itself.82 'Under these 
circumstances,' he concluded, 'the only real, not paper, 
guarantee of peace we have is the antagonism among the 
imperialist powers,.83 

Without peace, however, Lenin was certain that Germany 
would take advantage of Russia's present weakness and 
vulnerability and seek, by force if necessary, to end its war in 
the East. In the process, it would inflict a fatal defeat on the 
revolution. For him, peace was the only means to avoid this 
fate. The costs, he conceded, were punitive, but not crip
pling. The time won was to be used to rebuild Russia's 
military strength, to make 'a lengthy preparation' for future 
war.84 He dismissed, perhaps too abruptly, the efficacy of 
partisan war as a viable strategy against any regular imperial
ist army, insisting instead that only a new, disciplined and 
adequately supplied Red Army would be able to rebuff any 
future assault by world imperialism. The construction of 
such an army, he continued, presupposed an end to the 
economic chaos and disorder gripping Russia: the food crisis 
threatening the cities with famine must be solved; its devas
tated transport system, especially the railways, repaired; and 
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industrial production revived. Despite the territorial losses 
that would be inflicted by a German-dictated peace, suf
ficient, but only just sufficient resources, he added, would be 
left to realise his projected programme of economic and 
military reconstruction, provided they were mobilised effec
tively. If the realisation of these goals required the collabora
tion of the remaining native capitalists, then Lenin, as it soon 
became clear, was prepared to come to some compromise 
with them in the short term for what he believed would 
advance the prospects for socialism in the long term. If it 
required the reintroduction of one-person management and 
of strict, hierarchical forms of labour and military discipline, 
again he was willing to abandon the commitments he had 
made in 191 7.85 

While remaining at loggerheads over the necessity of a 
separate peace, and its likely consequences, rather ironically 
Lenin and the Left Communists agreed on what had brought 
it about. Speaking to delegates of the Petrograd garrison 
days after the revolution Lenin conceded that peace was 'not 
a Bolshevik policy', but rather what '[t]he vast majority of 
workers, soldiers and peasants want . . .  '.86 In other words, 
pressure, largely from the peasantry, but supported by what 
the Left Communists considered to be backward and 'declas
sed' elements within the working class, had compelled the 
Soviet government to abandon all thoughts of revolutionary 
war and accept peace on terms dictated by the Germans. On 
this issue, as on that of land, Lenin was prepared to retreat, 
to appease the vast majority of the population. At the 
Seventh Party Congress he candidly admitted that he was 
ready to 'argue from the point of view of the peasant' who 
sought peace at virtually any cost if that was the price of 
securing peasant support for Bolshevik power.87 

From the Left Communists' point of view this was all too 
true. In the CC on 8 January Osinskii and Lomov con
demned separate peace with Germany as a 'peasant, petty
bourgeois peace', a 'muzhik peace', while on the very eve of its 
signature, at an enlarged session of the Moscow Regional 
Bureau, Stukov again sardonically dubbed it a 'muzhik 
peace'.88 Rather paradoxically, however, having dismissed 
the peasants as the main force compelling the government to 
accept peace, at the same time some Left Communists looked 
to them to provide the mass base for revolutionary war. At 
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the meeting of the CC held on the evening of 18 February 
Bukharin, defending the possibility of revolutionary war, 
claimed that '[w]e can also set the muzhiks on the Germans'. 
Later, at the Seventh Party Congress, Bubnov continued to 
count on the peasants being drawn into a partisan war, 
explaining that German eXEropriation of the land would 
impel them in this direction. 9 

Such confusions and contradictions notwithstanding, the 
Left Communists disagreed with Lenin on what the costs of 
accommodating peasant aspirations for peace would mean 
for socialist revolution in Russia. Isolated in Russia, the 
revolutionary government would be compelled to bow to the 
wishes of the numerically predominant peasantry and aban
don all efforts to refashion Russia along socialist lines. For 
Lomov, the outcome of the revolution would then be a 
dictatorship of the peasantry, not of the proletariat.90 They 
expanded on this gloomy prospect in their Theses on the 
Current Situation : 

as a result of the immediate, direct consequences of the 
peace . . . there arises the strong possibility of a tendency 
towards deviation on the part of the majority of the 
Communist Party and the Soviet government led by it into 
the channel of petty-bourgeois politics of a new type. 

In the event that such a tendency should materialise, the 
working class will cease to be the leader and guide of the 
socialist revolution inspiring the poor peasantry to destroy 
the rule of finance capital and the landowners. It will 
become a force which is dissipated in the ranks of the 
semi-proletarian, petty-bourgeois masses, which see as 
their task not proletarian struggle in alliance with the West 
European proletariat for the overthrow of the imperialist 
system, but the defence of the petty-proprietor fatherland 
from the pressure of imperialism. This aim is also attain
able through compromise with the latter. In the event of a 
rejection of active proletarian politics, the conquests of the 
workers' and peasants' revolution will start to coagulate 
into a system of state capitalism and petty-bourgeois econo
mic relations. 'The defence of the socialist fatherland' will 
then prove in actual fact to be defence of a petty bourgeois 
motherland subject to the influence of international 
capital.9 1 
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At this juncture we can appropriately turn to consider in 
more detail the Left Communists' fears of, and hostility 
towards, the peasantry, and, more generally, their vision of 
how the socialist transformation of the countryside was to be 
achieved. 



4 The Agrarian Question 

Just as Lenin's volte-face on foreign policy, or more precisely, 
his preparedness to accept a separate peace with Imperial 
Germany, had brought him into conflict with the Left 
Communists, so too his abandonment of apparently agreed 
measures for the construction of socialism within Russia 
intensified and prolonged the clash. While the principal 
focus of this controversy was to be, as Robert Daniels has 
indicated, 'the general question of authority and discipline in 
the revolutionary societ}:', particularly as applied to the 
organisation of industry', l it was not confined to that issue. 
In fact, the first major instance of intra-party opposition to 
Lenin on an issue of domestic policy centred on the question 
of agriculture, a question much neglected, certainly in West
ern studies. In January 19 18,  the Left Communists began to 
attack Lenin bitterly for what they saw to be his abject 
surrender to the petty-bourgeois aspirations of the peasan
try. This surrender was manifest in his readiness to carry out 
land reform largely along the lines traditionally advocated by 
the SRs. Their programme of land socialisation had for long 
been rejected by Russian Marxists of all persuasions -
including Lenin - as fundamentally reactionary, inimical to 
any progress towards socialism in the countryside.2 Given 
this shared legacy of antipathy to land socialisation, it is little 
wonder that the Left Communists perceived themselves to be 
defending orthodox socialist principles, and principles, 
moreover, which they believed had been incorporated in the 
agrarian programme adopted by the party in 19 17. Hence to 
locate the origins of this particular conflict it is logical to 
examine how the thinking of the Left Communists, and of 
Lenin too, evolved on the question of agriculture during 
19 17.  

On the few occasions, however, that the Left Communists 
had addressed themselves to this issue in 1 9 17 they had 
displayed some hesitancy. On the morrow of the October 
Revolution, Bukharin, for one, conceded that the trans
formation of the countryside along socialist lines could not be 
achieved quickly. In general, agriculture was unlike industry, 
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where the evolution of state capitalism had created a highly 
developed framework for the socialist organisation of pro
duction. In Russia in particular, agriculture had not remotely 
approached the same level of capitalist development and 
concentration as industry had. This limited growth of capi
talism was manifest in the continued predominance of small
scale peasant farming and the relative paucity of large 
capitalist estates. Consequently, the basis for the extensive 
introduction of socialist methods of farming, which in com
mon with most Marxists of their time they equated with 
large-scale collective agriculture, had not yet been laid.3 

Yet at the same time they did contend that significant 
changes had taken place in the countryside since 1 906, when 
the party had last revised its agrarian programme. First, the 
erosion of the old feudal estates of the gentry had been 
accelerated, partly as a consequence of the Stolypin reforms. 
Similarly, the obshchina had been stripped of land in order to 
satisfy the demands of an emergent peasant bourgeoisie for 
large, individual farms. Finally, the recent rise in grain 
prices, after decades of decline, had provided a marked 
stimulus to capitalist agriculture in Russia. While not 
amounting to a total economic transformation of the coun
tryside, these developments meant that capitalism had made 
considerable advances there, particularly evident in the 
growing number of large pomeshchik estates run on capitalist 
lines.4 

But more than that, they also emphasised that the essential 
character of the revolution in 1 9 1 7  was quite different to 
what it had been in 1905-6. Then, in the course of what was 
still a bourgeois-democratic revolution against feudal abso
lutism, division of the large landed estates had been the 
appropriate policy to pursue. Land division then, according 
to Ivan Skvortsov-Stepanov, would have caused 'the destruc
tion of pomeshchik landownership, the prop of the old [auto
cratic] political order'. Equally, by destroying the estates of 
the gentry which remained feudal it would have removed the 
obstacles to 'the rapid development of agriculture through 
capitalism to socialism'. 5 However, in 1 9 1 7 bourgeois
democratic revolution had given way to socialist revolution. 
This change too had to be taken into account in framing 
agrarian policy, as Skvortsov-Stepanov intimated in April 
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1 9 1 7  at the Second City Party Conference in Moscow. Land 
division was no longer a suitable course of action. Rather 
than facilitate the transformation of the countryside along 
socialist lines it would do nothing but destroy what progress 
had been made and surrender 'agriculture into the power of 
petty-bourgeois illusions'. 6 

In these circumstances, they insisted that nationalisation of 
the land, encompassing the confiscation of pomeshchik and 
church estates, was essential to destroy the economic power 
of counter-revolutionary forces in the countryside. It was 
even more vital, however, to ensure that those farms which 
had become capitalist, in particular the large estates, were 
preserved intact. They would form the initial links in a slowly 
growing chain of large-scale, collective socialist agriculture. 
At the same time, the poor peasants were to be encouraged 
to unite and set up their own collectives, presumably to be 
provided with the needed equipment and seed stocks by the 
revolutionary state.7 No other policy would establish the 
foundations for the future development of socialism in 
agriculture. Land division must be avoided at all costs, as 
Bukharin had stressed at the Sixth Party Congress in the 
summer of 1 9 1 7 , in particular lest it produce a large class of 
'satiated' peasant proprietors who would desert the revolu
tion to defend their newly-won property.8 Moreover, land 
division would reverse the stratification that he believed had 
intensified recently in the countryside, the division of the 
peasantry into a bourgeois minority and a pauperised m.yor
ity. The latter, itself becoming increasingly proletarianised 
according to Innokentii Stukov, was alone considered to 
be a reliable ally of the proletariat and was to be encouraged 
to conduct a class war against the landlords and their richer 
capitalist neighbours in the interests of consolidating the 
revolution.9 

For all Lenin's 'awareness (uncommon among Russian 
Marxists of his time) that Russian revolutionaries could not 
very well ignore the peasant majority of the population', 1 0  

for much of 1917 he gave no clear indication of the com
promises that he would become prepared to make to secure 
the support of the peasants for - or at the very least 
'neutralise' their opposition to l l  - a seizure of power by the 
Bolsheviks. On his return to Russia in April, 19 1 7, in The 
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April Theses, he baldly outlined the agrarian programme that 
he believed the party now must adopt: 

The weight of the emphasis in the agrarian programme to 
be shifted to the Soviets of Agricultural Labourers' De
puties. 

Confiscation of all landed estates. 
N ationalisation of all lands in the country, the land to be 

disposed of by the local Soviets of Agricultural Labourers' 
and Peasants' Deputies. The organisation of separate 
Soviets of Deputies of Poor Peasants. The setting up of a 
model farm on each of the large estates (ranging in size 
from 100 to 300 dessiatines, according to local and other 
conditions, and to the decisions of the local bodies) under 
the control of the Soviets of Agricultural Labourers' De
puties and for the public account. 12 

Lenin frankly admitted that nationalisation of the land per 
se did not amount to socialism. During the April Conference 
he conceded that far from being incompatible with capital
ism land nationalisation was 'a grand bourgeois project'. But 
while not socialist in itself, nevertheless it remained progres
sive. Not only would nationalisation 'representing as it does 
the abolition of private ownership of the land . . .  deal such a 
powerful blow to private ownership of all the means of 
production in general', it would also destroy 'feudalistic big 
landownership and all the feudal fetters of the entire system 
of landownership and land tenure'. 13 The destruction of 
feudalism would hasten the process of class polarisation in 
the countryside, already much accelerated by the Stolypin 
reforms. The peasantry would become stratified ever more 
clearly into, on the one hand, a small minority of wealthy 
proprietors (a peasant bourgeoisie) and, on the other hand, a 
large majority of poor, semi-proletarian peasants and agri
cultural labourers. The latter, Lenin insisted, were to be 
organised in separate soviets and won over to the side of the 
urban proletariat, to advance the revolution towards 
socialism. 14 

At the same time he warned the party against harbouring 
any illusions about the prospects for the immediate introduc
tion of socialism in Russia, especially in the countryside. 
Again at the April Conference he scathingly dismissed any 
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such thinking as 'the height of absurdity' in a country where 
'[t]he majority of the population are �easants, small farmers 
who can have no idea of socialism'. 5 Yet he also had no 
illusions about the future of small-scale peasant farming. He 
too, as the majority of Marxists of his time, was convinced 
that peasant farming was doomed to extinction in face of 
competition from large-scale, mechanised agriculture, just as 
small-scale manufacturing had increasingly been displaced 
by large-scale industrial production. He reiterated what he 
had argued repeatedly before 1 9 1 7, that 'small-scale farming 
under commodity production [could] not save mankind 
from poverty and oppression'. 16 In Russia in particular, land 
division was no solution to the impoverishment of the 
countryside. In the first place there was insufficient land to 
provide all the rural poor with an adequate plot, and in the 
second place it would prove impossible to supply them with 
the livestock, equwment and seed reserves required for 
proper cultivation. 

For Lenin the only solution to this problem, and the only 
basis for the eventual socialist restructuring of the country
side, remained the development of large-scale collective 
agriculture. At the caucus of Bolshevik delegates to the 
All-Russian Conference of Soviets in April 4; at the April 
Conference; even in the face of peasant scepticism at the 
First Congress of Peasant Deputies in May, he insisted on the 
preservation of the existing large estates intact for common 
cultivation - and, in fact, not so large estates, as 100 
dessiatines was, according to E. H. Carr, 'a low limit for [that] 
category,. 18 They were to become the foundations of the 
socialist agriculture of the future. He hastened to emphasise, 
however, that collective cultivation, while 'a difficult busi
ness', could not be imposed upon the peasants by fiat. He 
anticipated that the superiority of large-scale mechanised 
farming would induce the peasants 'by force of example' to 
embrace such a system voluntarily. I9 Quite logically he was 
then able to reassure the small and middle peasants that the 
continuation of the revolution towards socialism would not 
necessitate the forcible expropriation of their property. 20 

The prescriptions outlined by Lenin in his April Theses in 
all their essentials were adopted as policy by the party at its 
April Conference, although not without some dissent. A. I .  
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Rykov for one questioned, 'with paralyzing ideological con
sistency' as Esther Kingston-Mann has wrily remarked, 
whether it was at all realistic to contemplate winning the 
peasantry, petty-bourgeois proprietors all, over to the cause 
of socialist revolution. N. S. Angarskii too cast doubts on 
Lenin's understanding of peasant aspirations, suggesting 
that what the peasants sought was not nationalisation but the 
transfer of the land into their own possession.2 1 And later, at 
the Sixth Party Congress, Evgenii Preobrazhenskii expressed 
additional reservations from the Left. He asked what a policy 
designed to foster an alliance between the proletariat and the 
poorest peasants in fact meant, as no one yet had defined 
precisely who the poorest peasants were or how an alliance 
with them was to be made effective.22 Such concerns notwith
standing, there did not seem to be any serious basis for a 
major split between Lenin and the Left of the party on the 
question of agriculture. They appeared to be in agreement 
on the broad, if at times nebulous, lines of what the party's 
agrarian policy should be. 

From the late summer, however, Lenin began to espouse 
increasingly 'heretical' views on agriculture. In all probabil
ity, news of an escalation in seizures of gentry estates land by 
the peasants led him to reflect anew on what their aspirations 
were. His reappraisal was self-confessedly shaped by the 
model mandate, The Peasant Mandate on the Land, published 
in Izvestiia Vserossiiskago Soveta Krest'ianskikh Deputatov on 19 
August, based on the 242 resolutions which various peasant 
organisations had submitted to the First Congress of Peasant 
Deputies indicating the changes that they sought in the 
countryside. On 29 August he signalled his willingness to 
bow to this expression of peasant demands to win their 
support. In From a Publicist's Diary. Peasants and Workers, he 
conceded that '[w]e [the Bolsheviks] . . .  can and will give IOU 
what the peasant poor want and are searching for . .  .'.2 In 
essence, he was now prepared to accept land socialisation, 
including 'equalised distribution of land among the working 
people', which hitherto he had categorically resisted. Still 
clinging to his belief in the superiority of large-scale agricul
ture he thus added that 'the highly efficient farms must not 
be "divided up" ', presumably in the hope of preserving them 
as the oases of collective agriculture in a desert of petty 
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peasant farms.24 He justified his continued defence of model 
farms by reference to the third and fourth points of The 
Peasant Mandate, where demands for the preservation of the 
advanced, specialist estates were expressed.25 

Yet soon he was to downplay, publicly at least, any emph
asis on collective agriculture. His work The Tasks of the 
Revolution, for instance, written in September, contained no 
reference to the preservation of model estates.26 As he 
openly admitted shortly after the Bolsheviks came to power, 
he had shifted his ground on the question of agrarian policy. 
Just as peace was 'not a Bolshevik policy' but that of the 
majority of the population, so too was the decree on land 
which had been 'taken bodily from peasant mandates'. 27 
With characteristic vigour he justified his change of tack. The 
victory of the revolution, he argued, demanded that the 
party yield to peasant aspirations. But, he hastily and rather 
sanguinely continued, the party could do so certain in the 
knowledge that land division was not fundamentally inimical 
to the eventual transition to socialism in the countryside, 
especially in a country such as Russia where large-scale 
farming remained far from predominant. Provided power 
remained 'in the hands of a workers' and peasants' govern
ment, if workers' control has been introduced, the banks 
nationalised, a . . .  supreme economic body set up to direct 
(regulate) the entire economic life of the country', then the 
future for socialism would be secure.28 At this stage in the 
revolution he had apparently neglected to consider fully 
what obstacles the creation of a 'satiated', and a less stratified, 
peasantry might pose for the construction of socialism in 
Russia, as well as the immediate impact of land division on 
agrarian productivity. 

Despite this retreat, and the absence of overt references to 
'model estates', Lenin had not abandoned his ultimate com
mitment to large-scale collective agriculture. The land 
socialisation law of February, 19 18, was not quite a total 
surrender. While sanctioning 'distribution of the land among 
the toilers . . .  on an equal basis' it also sought 'to encourage 
the collective system of agriculture at the expense of indi
vidual farming, the former being more economical and 
leading to socialistic economy', and to establish 'model farms 
and experiment stations'.29 At the Seventh Party Congress in 
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March he again insisted that the Soviet government, despite 
its agreement to land division, would continue to 'give 
preference to communes and big labour co-operatives'. 3 In 
the first months after the revolution, however, these commit
ments remained largely statements of intent and in practice, 
as Wesson has pointed out, little was done to foster the 
development of collective agriculture.3 1 

The Left Communists had no doubt that Lenin had 
compromised party policy. Unconvinced by his defence of 
his volte-face, in the first months of 1 9 1 8  they openly assailed 
him for his acceptance of what was essentially the agrarian 
programme of the SRs, for what in their minds was an 
abrogation of socialist principles. One of their opponents 
encapsulated, with commendable brevity and accuracy, the 
essence of their critique: 

The new land law is characterised by the majority of its 
critics as a reactionary act. Its reactionary character is seen 
chiefly in that it opens the way to small-scale farming, that 
it creates and increases the number of 'petty farms', that it 
produces an inevitable shift of all agriculture towards a 
natural economy, which inevitably entails a fall in its 
productivity.32 

Such objections were articulated most cogently and force
fully by Preobrazhenskii. He contended that 'the chief task' 
facing the new Soviet government in the countryside, 'after 
the liquidation of pomeshchik landownership', was 'the recon
struction of agriculture on socialist lines'. Regrettably, he 
continued, the projected land socialisation law did but little, 
if anything, to further this objective. Even worse, it 
threatened to destroy whatever progress already had been 
made in this direction.33 Convinced that large-scale agricul
ture was more productive than small-scale farming, he 
condemned the projected land law for its failure even to 
preserve the existing large estates: 

The protection of capitalist farms from disintegration and 
their transfer, intact, into the hands of the Soviets has not 
been envisaged. On the contrary, there is a point about 
rewarding the batraki with land . . .  which presupposes the 
breaking-up of such farms into small allotments. This is 
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both fundamentally reactionary from the economic point 
of view and deeply unjust to the agricultural proletariat.34 

Developing his argument, rather ironically, in a manner 
reminiscent of that of Lenin in the spring of 1 9 1 7, Preob
razhenskii proceeded to outline the economic consequences 
which he was certain would follow from land division. The 
majority of the peasants, especially the poor, had insufficient 
stocks of seed, tools and especially draught power to work 
effectively any allotments of land granted to them. If the 
large estates were parcelled out amongst them, there could 
be only one outcome - the precipitate fall in production in 
the countryside. In turn, urban Russia, already suffering 
hunger because of the destructive impact of war on agrarian 
productivity, would become threatened even more gravely 
with starvation. In these difficult circumstances, he con
cluded, the Soviet government 'could not allow itself the 
luxury of uncontrolled small-scale agriculture . .  . ' .35 

Skvortsov-Stepanov shared, and later expanded upon, 
Preobrazhenskii's fears. Equalised division of the land 
amongst the peasantry, he agreed, would lead to an immedi
ate fall in productivity. But in the longer term land socialisa
tion would be economically retrogressive too. The modern 
equipment already present in the countryside, as well as any 
additional flow of machinery that might follow upon the 
de mobilisation of industry when the war ended, could not be 
used optimally unless the existing large estates were pre
served and new collectives created. The economies of scale 
that mechanisation promised could be achieved only on very 
large farms, not in a system of peasant small-holdings. Land 
socialisation, which amounted to the destruction of all the 
large estates, would not only bring back a considerably less 
efficient mode of production to rural Russia but also would 
thwart any technical advance there. Future progress towards 
a more efficient system of large-scale, mechanised agricul
ture would be precluded, and any potential for socialist 
transformation of the countryside virtually eliminated.36 

The Left Communists' oppositions to land socialisation, 
however, was not simply the product of narrow economic 
concerns. Their fears of its political consequences were 
equally, if not more, pronounced, echoing the anxieties 



92 The Bolshevik Party in Conflict 

voiced by Bukharin at the Sixth Party Congress. Heirs to the 
virulent anti-peasantism embodied in Russian Marxism, they 
too mistrusted, even feared, the peasants, whom they consi
dered to be inalienably hostile to socialism. As Preobrazhens
kii rather scornfully claimed, the peasantry, comprising 
myriads of atomised small property-holders, could not be 
considered to be a socialist class, a theme echoed and 
expanded later by Bukharin in his major treatise on sociolo
gy, Historical Materialism.37 They believed the peasants to be 
immured in 'the idiocy of rural life', in the main ignorant, 
politically naive and vulnerable to reactionary influences.38 It 
was imperative, therefore, to resist land socialisation. If 
implemented, in the short term all that it would achieve 
would be to destroy the only reliable allies of the urban 
proletariat in the countryside, the batraki. The grant of land 
to these rural labourers would transform them into petty 
proprietors, opposed to further advances to socialism. The 
middle peasants too would gain land and would tenaciously 
defend their enlarged plots. In sum, the swelling in the ranks 
of the peasantry would so strengthen the forces of counter
revolution as to pose immense obstacles to the introduction 
of collective socialist agriculture in the future.39 

In the long term the impact of land socialisation would be, 
if anything, more pernicious. Millions of peasants who would 
have been allotted land would be unable to work it as they 
would lack the means to do so. The government itself did not 
possess the equipment, livestock and seed to alleviate all the 
existing shortages. In consequence, the land would gradually 
fall into the hands of the more prosperous peasants who did 
have the wherewithal to work it. Land division, therefore, 
was a myopic policy. Rather than benefitting the poor and 
exploited peasants in the long term it simply planted the 
seeds for the eventual re-emergence of capitalism in the 
countryside.4o Their socio-political objections to land 
socialisation have been reduced to the fact 

that the new law, impregnated as it is with individualism, 
disunites the labouring peasant masses, atomises them and 
opens the doors wide for the creation of a rural petty
bourgeoisie, which, economically backward and feeble, is a 
very reactionary class, everywhere, always and in every 
respect. 4 I 
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To minimise the threat of peasant reaction and to promote 
the development of socialism in the countryside the Left 
Communists in the main - those in the Ukraine remained 
something of an exception, as we shall see in Chapter 7 below 
- defended what, with some justification, they believed party 
policy to have been in 1 9 1 7. Their Theses on the Current 
Situation contained a bald statement of their continuing 
objectives, if one lacking in details of how they were to be 
achieved: 

The organisation in the countryside of an attack by the 
poor peasants on the rich, the development of large-scale 
socialised agriculture and support for modes of working 
the land by poor feasants which are transitional to social
ised agriculture.4 

Earlier, in January and February, in the midst of the 
controversy over the land socialisation law, Preobrazhenskii 
had begun to articulate what such a policy would involve. 
Developing ideas elaborated during 1917, he argued, first, 
that the large capitalist estates must be preserved intact. 
They were to be transferred to the control of the local soviets 
who were to make the necessary arrangements for their 
collective cultivation by the batraki. Second, poor peasants 
who lacked the draught power, equipment and seed stocks to 
work the land independently were to be organised into artels. 
The state would provide the means for cultivation and so 
check the tendency for the land of such peasants to fall into 
the hands of their richer neighbours. Third, migration was 
to be encouraged: specifically, the resettlement of poor 
peasants onto land especially prepared for them by the state. 
Again, they were to work this land collectively, with resources 
provided by the state.43 

The Left Communists appear to have recognised that in 
themselves these measures would not be sufficient to trans
form the countryside along socialist lines. Certainly, the 
development of large-scale collective agriculture would in
crease productivity. But, as one of their critics repeatedly 
pointed out, socialism demanded more, that all production, 
agrarian as well as industrial, be regulated according to a 
general plan for the entire economy. He conceded that the 
more large estates there were, the easier it would be to plan 
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for the agrarian sector. Nevertheless, if socialism was to be 
achieved the plan had to be extended to incorporate the 
remaining small peasant farms toO.44 

While aware of the need for this degree of planning, the 
Left Communists failed to explain quite how they envisioned 
achieving it. In a manner somewhat reminiscent of Hilferd
ing, Bukharin expressed the vague hope that once Soviet 
control over industry was established, then 'the incorpora
tion of even small peasant farming into the sphere of the 
general organisation of production' would inevitably 
develop.45 Preobrazhenskii too recognised the vital role of 
planning. He argued for a strict state monopoly over all 
trade in grain. A crucial part of a more general scheme for 
planned distribution of all resources, he contended that such 
a system would serve to ensure that the economic interests of 
both the poor peasants and the proletariat were protected. 
He rather lamely concluded, however, that '[h]ere is not the 
place to talk of how to implement this plan . .  .'.46 

The Left Communists frankly admitted that implementa
tion of their programme was dependent upon 'the organisa
tion of socialist class struggle' in the countryside. It was 
essential to win over not just the poor peasant majority but 
also the bulk of the middle peasantry to undertake such a 
course of action. These peasants, they concluded rather 
sanguinely, would come to realise that the gains made by 
them during the revolution could only be secured by lining 
up firmly behind the urban proletariat and eliminating their 
capitalist, and counter-revolutionary, neighbours in the 
countryside.47 

In sum, all these measures were seen to be the prere
quisites for the 'socialist reconstruction of agriculture', 
guaranteeing the collectivism that Preobrazhenskii and 
others on the Left regarded as essential for socialism. Any 
other policy would simply create a fertile breeding ground 
for individual farming and the reinforcement of petty
bourgeois attitudes.48 Not only was it inappropriate in princi
ple for any socialist government, wittingly or unwittingly, to 
permit such developments to take place: more seriously, they 
would prove to be fatal for the revolution. As we have seen in 
Chapter 3, the Left Communists were terrified by what they 
saw as the corruptive influence of the peasantry on the 
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prosecution of socialist objectives by the Soviet government. 
This influence was all-pervasive, not simply confined to the 
question of agriculture. For the Left, the preparedness of 
Lenin and his faction to accept a separate peace with 
Germany had been but one instance of a more general 
compromise of socialist principles to peasant prejudices. 
Even more troubling, they were certain that such sacrifices 
soon would extend further. In the spring Karl Radek rather 
gloomily reiterated their very worst fears: 

. . .  and the victory of proletarian revolution in Europe may 
allow the proletarian minority in Russia to place the 
peasantry on socialist rails. The absence of this revolution 
can cast the proletariat from power. If the Soviet govern
ment, standing on the point of view of a dictatorship of the 
proletariat and the peasantry . . .  takes into account the 
numerical and social preponderance of the peasantry, then 
it will proceed to a compromise with capital, a compromise 
acceptable from the point of view of the peasantry, but one 
which destroys the socialist character of the revolution and 
therefore unacceptable to the proletariat. 49 

* * * 

Many of the Left Communists' fears concerning the impact 
of the government's agrarian policy were well-founded. The 
economic criticisms which they levelled against land socialisa
tion had considerable foundation. It finally destroyed the 
large estates which had produced, according to Malle, an 
estimated 70 per cent of all marketed grain before the war. 
Hence in the short run the potential surplus, at least the most 
easily attainable surplus, that hitherto had gone to feed the 
towns appears to have been significantly reduced, so exacer
bating the already serious food crisis in urban Russia. This 
situation was made yet worse by the fact that livestock and 
farm equipment were not redistributed to the same extent as 
the land. Lack of these resources prevented many peasants in 
consequence from being able to work the land they had 
newly acquired, so diminishing vital production even furth
er. In the longer term it also reduced what Lev Kritsman 
termed 'the agrarian base of industry and the towns'. What 
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he meant was that peasant farming, particularly within the 
confines of the economically backward communes, now 
revived in larger numbers than ever, would produce much 
less of a surplus which could be tapped for the development 
of Russian industry than would large-scale agriculture. 50 

Politically, the short-term impact of equalised land division 
was to strengthen the ranks of the middle peasantry, with a 
corresponding reduction in the numbers of poor and land
less peasants - Siberia and much of the Ukraine remained 
exceptions, with marked inequalities in landholding persist
ing. Despite that fact that the bulk of the peasants received 
little additional land, in most instances less than one de
ssiatine (2.7 acres); despite the fact that livestock and equip
ment were not redistributed equally; nevertheless land 
socialisation, encompassing not just the estates of the gentry 
but also those kulaks who had set up large holdings outside 
the commune, had served to reduce differentiation within 
the peasantry.5 1 Consequently, the villages were considerably 
more homogeneous than before, more united and resistant 
to Bolshevik efforts, rather utopian efforts as it transpired, to 
fan the flames of class war in the countryside in the spring 
and summer of 1 9 1 8. Much of Bukharin's gloomy prophecy 
at the Sixth Party Congress seemed to have been fulfilled. 52 

During the spring and early summer of 1 9 1 8  Lenin 
himself increasingly came to share many of their concerns, so 
much so that he again markedly changed the direction of 
Bolshevik policy towards the peasants. Increasing difficulty 
in keeping the towns fed were at the root of this change of 
tack, as he frequently professed. By early June he finally 
conceded that '[s]erious famine has driven us to a purely 
communist task . . .  a revolutionary socialist task' in the 
countryside. 53 Despite the swingeing losses of grain
producing areas flowing from the Brest peace, losses which 
greatly exacerbated the food crisis, he optimistically con
cluded that sufficient grain remained to feed the people, 
albeit 'only just enough'. 54 The problem, the cause of the 
food crisis, was the selfishness of the peasants, 'many millions 
of petty property-owners, the petty-bourgeois element, who 
look at everything from the standpoint of their own narrow 
interests', manifest in their unwillingness to surrender their 
grain surpluses. 55 His solution to this problem was to adopt 
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what were essentially Left Communist policies. In a certain 
desperation, he now urged the intensification of the class 
struggle in the countryside. His intent was to win over the 
poor peasants, whom he alleged, with no small degree of 
exaggeration, in a letter of 26 July to Clara Zetkin, 'every
where . . .  are for us' ,56 to support the workers in attacking 
the kulaks and appropriating the surplus in their possession. 
At the same time, considerably more attention was to be paid 
to establishing collective forms of agriculture. 57 The period 
of compromise with the peasantry was over. In early July, at 
the Fifth All-Russian Congress of Soviets, he candidly con
ceded that the Bolsheviks 'may have made a mistake in 
embodying your [SR] socialisation of the land in our 
law . .  .'.58 

It would appear that much of the Left Communists' 
critique of land socialisation had been vindicated. Yet the 
problem remains that their own policies could not be success
fully implemented in the Russian countryside of 1 9 1 8. Even 
disregarding the question whether Russia had the technolo
gy that their strategy demanded - and it is certain that it did 
not possess the equipment required for the extensive intro
duction of large-scale mechanised agriculture - there was 
also the intractable problem of peasant attitudes. Whatever 
the Soviet government, any government, might have desired, 
the overwhelming majority of the peasants desired the 
implementation of their long-sought chernyi peredel, the equal 
division of all the land, as Lenin had come to accept during 
the summer of 1 9 1 7. No government then had the power to 
impose upon the peasants policies which they felt to be 
unacceptable, as the Provisional Government had discovered 
to its dismay in 1 9 1 7. No government too could foment class 
war amongst the peasants, who in the main united to resist 
pressures from without the village. Bluntly, peasant attitudes 
were antipathetic to Left Communist visions of socialist 
agriculture. As Klementii acidly remarked, their programme 
simply was not feasible since 'the subjective conditions for the 
socialist reorganisation of agriculture . . .  have not yet 
appeared'. 59 V. Meshcheriakov elaborated upon this theme: 

But was it really possible to undertake in November, as an 
immediate task, the bringing about of socialism - the 
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system of socialised labour on socialised land? Everybody 
can understand that this was not possible . . . The peasant 
masses have no idea what socialism means and want only a 
free additional allotment of land on egalitarian principles. 
We had to accept that programme as it was . . .  

Conceding that he still believed that land socialisation was 'a 
considerable improvement on the old order' he nevertheless 
concluded that regrettably there was 'not a grain of socialism 
in it . . .' .60 

In these circumstances there was little likelihood of the 
Left Communists' own programme being accepted by the 
peasantry. Short of arresting the millions of peasants who 
did not realise where their true interests lay, as Bukharin was 
alleged to have professed on the morrow of the October 
Revolution,61 a task well beyond the Bolsheviks' strength, 
they had little choice but to bow to the reality of the Russian 
countryside. Their continuing failure during the period of 
War Communism to mould the countryside as they desired 
led to further compromises with and concessions to the 
peasants in the NEP period - until in the late 1920s Stalin 
grasped the nettle and brutally coerced the peasantry into 
accepting a policy in many respects similar to that advocated 
by the Left Communists in 19 18. 



5 The Organisation of 
Industry 

In the spring of 1 918,  the debate on agrarian policy became 
muted, and the focus of the conflict between Lenin and the 
Left Communists shifted to questions of political and indust
rial organisation. This chapter will concentrate on the latter 
issue. Again, the root of this conflict lay in Lenin's apparent 
apostasy, that is, his rejection of principles that the Left 
Communists believed to have become accepted Bolshevik 
policy in 1917 .  However, the matter is rather more complex 
as, in truth, the Bolsheviks self-professedly had failed to 
elaborate a coherent and unambiguous programme for 
industrial administration in 1 9 1 7. Vladimir Smirnov con
ceded as much in the spring of 1 9 1 8  when he admitted that 
'at the beginning of the revolution we had given very little 
thought to the question . . .  of the organisation of production 
along socialist lines'. 1 In his major theoretical work of 19 1 8, 
Stroitel'stvo sotsializma, Osinskii confirmed the substance of 
Smirnov's evaluation: 'But if we ask ourselves how, in the 
period before 25 October, we as a party envisaged the system 
of workers' control in its entirety and on what sort of 
economic basis we thought to construct it, then we shall find 
no clear answer anywhere.'2 Moreover, several weeks before 
the October revolution, Lenin himself had insisted that it 
would be 'inexpedient' then to try to draw up too detailed a 
programme on such questions.3 Shortly after the revolution 
he admitted that in fact '[t]here was not and could not be a 
definite plan for the organisation of economic life'. 4 

This lacuna in Bolshevik thinking made itself felt in the 
first weeks after October. The decree on workers' control of 
14 November, based in large part on Lenin's draft, posited a 
radical devolution of power to the factory-plant committees 
at the enterprise level, with the proviso that they should be 
subject to control by regional councils, which in turn would 
be responsible to an All-Russian Council of Workers' Control 
(ARCWC). Whatever the difficulties of making such a com
plex hierarchical system work effectively may have been, in 
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addition, so Steve Smith argues, 'the Decree did not spell out 
in detail how workers' control was to be implemented,.5 
Moreover, the ARCWC did not survive long. At the begin
ning of December it was absorbed into the Supreme Council 
of the National Economy (Vesenkha), established primarily to 
introduce planned regulation of the economy from the 
centre, an objective, as we shall see, that in the final analysis 
was to be incompatible with the decentralist spirit of the 
decree on workers' control.6 

However, while the Bolsheviks may have failed to elabo
rate a 'well-defined program' for the organisation of industry 
before October,7 the Left Communists clearly believed that 
certain general principles had been agreed upon by all, 
including Lenin. As we saw in Chapter 2, the prerequisite 
was the smashing of the existing state apparatus. Once it had 
been destroyed and replaced by a dictatorship of the pro
letariat, this new state must intervene to manage the eco
nomy in order to save it from total collapse. Any such 
attempts at regulation undertaken by the old regime had to 
be resisted since they would serve only to strengthen state 
capitalism which, to those on the Left of the Party certainly, 
was nothing but 'the cruellest form of class oppression'.s 
Once established, the proletarian state must first nationalise 
the finance-capitalist sector of the economy, that is, the large 
banks and industrial syndicates and cartels, which had grown 
so dramatically during World War I that, as the Left alleged, 
they dominated Russian industry.9 Production in this sector 
then was to be organised according to the directives issued by 
a central planning agency, such as the Vesenkha. Central 
planning was an integral part of their vision of socialism, not 
an expedient. 1o Otherwise, only anarcho-syndicalism, to 
which they were vehemently opposed, would develop. 
Furthermore, to ensure that these central directives were 
carried out faithfully by management at the enterprise level 
- the precise composition of these basic units of industrial 
administration remained ill-defined, although a role for the 
existing technical personnel (spetsy) was implied - supervisory 
powers were to be devolved to the various local organs of 
workers' control, the factory-plant committees, the trade 
unions and the economic committees of the local soviets. 
Workers' control, organised 'from the bottom to the top', 
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Bukharin argued in the summer, was a vital part of the new 
order. I I 

However, in the summer of 1 9 1 7  Osinskii, 'im�lacable and 
extremist' in Cohen's opinion, went further. 2 Workers' 
control, he posited, would remain meaningless as long as the 
bourgeoisie retained any positions of authority in industry. It 
would abuse its power to sabotage production, so deepening 
the economic ruin gripping the country. Such mismanage
ment, experience to date suggested, could not be thwarted 
simply by workers' control. Moreover, the very concept of 
control would be redundant under a dictatorship of the 
proletariat since then the direct and active participation of 
the workers in the organisation of production would be 
the order of the day. In essence, the notion of workers' 
management had been mooted, even if the precise form 
that it would take still remained undefined, as Osinskii later 
acknowledged. 13 

Distribution was to be similarly regulated. All existing 
consumer goods, for example, were to be appropriated by 
the agencies of the new state and disbursed in a planned 
manner, especially amongst the peasants in return for grain 
to feed the towns. Again, control over this process was to be 
devolved to the local organs of the workers who were to take 
over the various distributive agencies set up by the state and 
the bourgeoisie during the war, notably the food committees 
and other zemstvo and municipal duma organisations. 14 Impli
cit in this vision of social regulation of distribution was the 
replacement of the market by the planned exchange of 
goods, as Lomov made explicit on the eve of the October 
revolution. 15 

Central regulation of industrial production and distribu
tion, executed at the grass roots by local organs of revolution
ary power, would serve, they believed, to overcome the 
disintegration and sabotage that increasingly were paralysing 
Russian industry in 1 9 1 7. Equally, such a system, by ensuring 
a substantial degree of local autonomy for the workers, 
would be a giant step towards socialism. 16 The Left Com
munists repeatedly stressed that the diffusion of economic 
power was vital if the workers en masse were to achieve full 
emancipation. For this to occur they must have the oppor
tunity to become active and conscious participants in the 
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construction of socialism. The absence of such participation 
would threaten the very success of the socialist project, as 
Bukharin warned soon after the revolution : 

Without the greatest self-activity [samodeiatel'nost'] of the 
masses, there will be no victory. And just as the proletariat 
in its armed struggle produced a Red Guard, so it must 
create a guard of organisers in the factories, the plants, the 
mines . . .  and the offices. If it does this, then the victory of 
socialism will be assured. 1 7 

In 1 9 1 8  the Left Communists were to elaborate upon the 
indispensability of such a system, in Sirianni's opinion essen
tially one of democratic self-management of the production 
process by workers at the enterprise level, if socialism was to 
be realised. IS 

In large part, their vision appeared to coincide with 
Lenin's own thinking on industrial organisation in 1 9 1 7. He 
too called for the nationalisation of the banks and large 
industrial syndicates. I9 Moreover, he frequently emphasised 
the importance of workers' control as a mechanism to 
regulate production and distribution and prevent total eco
nomic collapse.2o Indeed, there were times when Lenin's 
faith in the capacities of the workers seems to have been no 
less boundless than that of the Left Communists. While he 
may never have developed a consistent theory of workers' 
management, as several Western historians have argued, de
fined as the workers taking the fundamental decisions on 
what and how to produce, as opposed to workers' control, or 
supervision of decisions taken by existing managers,21 on 
occasion he came close to advocating it. Shortly after October 
he unequivocally rejected the notion that 'the management 
of banks and factories were beyond the power of the 
workers', since factory life itself had provided them with 'the 
knowledge necessary for [its] accomplishment,.22 The work
ers themselves, he soon added, had to organise industry 
from below, on their own initiative, relying on their own 
self-discipline, not on 'capitalist barracks room discipline' .23 

However, Lenin's thinking in 1917  on this question was 
ambivalent. Another, less democratic and less participatory, 
model of industrial organisation co-existed with the one 
sketched above: the state capitalist model, or the programme 
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of 'organic construction' as the Left Communists were to dub 
it in 1 9 18.24 The mechanics of this model were outlined most 
fully in his works of September and early October, The 
Impending Catastrophe and How To Combat It and Can The 
Bolsheviks Retain State Power? This model also presupposed 
the nationalisation of the banks, and the existing syndicates 
in the sugar, oil, coal, iron and steel industries; the compul
sory syndicalisation of other industries; and the organisation 
of the population into consumer societies.25 The consolida
tion of these, the most advanced and progressive features of 
capitalist economic organisation, would serve two purposes. 
First, they would act as the economic framework within 
which the revolutionary government could regulate produc
tion and distribution and so save Russia from economic 
collapse and famine. Second, they would provide the found
ations upon which the planned socialist economy of the 
future could be built.26 However, if this economic apparatus 
was to be used effectively, then it was essential that the old 
capitalists, or bourgeois 'rascal[s]',27 as Lenin later dubbed 
them, and their trained, technical elite, the spetsy, be em
ployed to administer it, by high wages if possible, by coercion 
if need be. 'Comprehensive workers' control', he added, 
would ensure that they worked in the interests of the new 
order.28 In a manner quite contrary to his professions of 
faith in the abilities of ordinary workers to run industry, in 
this instance he attested that it would be utopian to expect 
them to be able to do so immediately after the revolution.29 

For this system to be effective, he continued, strict centra
lisation was essential, within the economy in general and in 
each branch of production in particular. In other words, the 
economic decision-making prerogatives of the factory-plant 
committees, the trades unions and the local soviets were to be 
tightly circumscribed. With power in the hands of the 
proletarian state, Lenin argued, 'we shall be fully and unre
servedly in favour of a strong state power and of 
centralism' .30 

In the spring of 1 9 1 8  Lenin turned decisively to the state
capitalist model, claiming that it offered the only possible 
solution to Russia's calamitous industrial decline. His promo
tion of this system brought him into open conflict with the 
Left of the party on the whole issue of how industry ought to 
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be organised in the post-revolutionary state. The failure of 
socialist revolution to engulf the rest of Europe was the 
immediate precipitant of this rift. Not only had it forced 
many Bolsheviks, impelled by Lenin's ruthless logic, slowly 
but surely to abandon the policy of revolutionary war and 
accept the punitive peace imposed by the Germans at Brest
Litovsk. But this peace, in turn, signalled a turning-point 
within Soviet Russia itself, a retreat in internal policy, as the 
Left Communists repeatedly charged.31 The Bolsheviks 
found themselves in an unanticipated, and most unwelcome, 
quandary. Before October virtually none of them had im
agined that they might have to proceed to lay the founda
tions for socialism in Russia alone. 

In Lenin's case, it compelled him to reappraise what had to 
be done if the revolution in Russia was to survive until its 
final victory was secured by the eventual triumph of interna
tional revolution. In late February and early March he 
increasingly came to grasp that the restoration of the trun
cated Russian economy was essential if this end was to be 
achieved. But if economic reconstruction was to succeed, 
Lenin now believed, the libertarian post-revolutionary order 
which he had ostensibly depicted most fully in State and 
Revolution, and continued to defend in the first months after 
October, had to be renounced. No longer did he argue, as he 
had at the very end of December 1 9 1 7, that 'every rank and 
file worker and peasant who can read and write, who can 
judge people and has practical experience, is capable of 
organisational work'. 32 The means by which he now sought to 
revitalise the economy, as soon became clear, were quite 
different. At the Seventh Party Congress in early March he 
emphasised discipline, organisation, efficiency as the watch
words for recovery. 33 Addressing the Bolshevik fraction on 
the eve of the Fourth All-Russian Congress of Soviets on 1 3  
March, he hammered home that what was critical for the 
survival of socialism in Russia was 'discipline, discipline and 
discipline and in the struggle for . . .  this discipline we must 
adopt Draconic [sic] measures . .  .' .34 Workers' control as it 
had existed hitherto, he alleged, with 'endless discussions 
and endless holdings of meetings', 35 had now ceased to play a 
positive role. If anything, it was exacerbating the economic 
chaos which had been bequeathed to the Bolshevik regime. 



The Organisation of Industry 105 

While continuing to pay heed to the need for such discus
sions to prepare 'the masses for participation in state and 
economic administration of all the affairs of society', in no 
way were they to be allowed at the expense of economic 
recovery. This above all required obedience to the orders of 
management, of 'one-man-managerial authority' if neces
sary, whose powers over the production process were to be 
restored.36 A turning-point in the revolution had indeed 
arrived, as Lenin himself conceded at the end of March, a 
turning-point when the triumphal march of Soviet power 
had to give way to a new period of economic and social 
reconstruction.37 

Then, in the spring of 1 9 18 ,  Lenin, as we saw in Chapter 2, 
if not the Left Communists, began to reappraise the extent of 
Russia's economic development before the revolution. State 
capitalism, 'the threshold of socialism', he now concluded, 
had not advanced sufficiently to permit an immediate transi
tion to socialism in Russia. Economic recovery demanded 
that the Soviet government itself encourage its growth, so 
creating the bases for socialist economic construction in the 
future. In defence of his programme, he reminded his 
comrades at a session of the CEC on 29 April that he had 
elaborated such a strategy before October: 

I said that state capitalism would be our salvation; if we had 
it in Russia, the transition to full socialism would be easy . . .  
Allow me to remind you that I had occasion to write 
my statement about state capitalism some time before 
the revolution . . .  in my pamphlet The Impending 
Catastrophe . . . .  38 

Lenin relentlessly repeated that the implementation of the 
system of state capitalism that he had sketched in the late 
summer of 1 9 1 7  was the only means by which Soviet Russia 
could be saved from impending economic catastrophe. 
Equally, he emphasised the need to introduce specific mea
sures to raise the productivity of labour. As well as the strict 
reimposition of the old, hierarchical forms of labour disci
pline, he looked to material incentives, notably, to piece 
work, and the 'scientific and progressive' elements of the 
Taylor system to achieve this goal .39 Provided it was a 
proletarian state that constructed such a system, he con-
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tinued, then all would be well. This state could use its 
political power to prevent degeneration towards a genuine 
state-capitalist system and ensure that 'a step towards Social
ism' was in fact taken.40 In his most sustained and trenchant 
critique of the Left Communists, 'Left-Wing' Childishness and 
the Petty-Bourgeois Mentality, Lenin succinctly defended his 
programme: 

In the first place, economically, state capitalism is im
measurably superior to our present economic system. In 
the second place, there is nothing terrible in i t  for Soviet 
power, the Soviet state is a state in which the power of the 
workers and the poor is assuredY 

To the Left Communists this was arrant, and, even worse, 
dangerous nonsense. They agreed with Lenin that measures 
had to be taken to deliver Russia from an economic collapse 
so total that there would be no foundations left upon which 
to construct socialism.42 However, they were equally con
vinced that the policy of 'organic construction' now being 
advanced by Lenin and his allies in the Party would prove to 
be fatal for the reconstruction of Russia on socialist lines. 

In part, their opposition to Lenin's policies was rooted in 
the seemingly determinist conviction that in the final analysis 
'politics is founded upon economics, and whoever possesses 
the power of command over froduction sooner or later will 
lay hold of political power,.4 Accordingly, they totally re
jected Lenin's claim that the promotion of state capitalism in 
the economy would not prejudice Soviet power. Bukharin 
agreed with Osinskii on this issue, heatedly reiterating that 
state capitalism, in any shape or form, was quite incompatible 
with the survival of socialism. He painted a despairing 
picture of what he foresaw to be the inevitable outcome of 
Lenin's policy of 'organic construction' : 

We [Left Communists] look at the matter concretely: let us 
suppose that Soviet power (the dictatorship of the proletar
iat, supported by the poor peasants), while organising in 
name . . .  state regulation, in fact transfers the business of 
administration to the 'organisers of trusts' (i.e. to the 
capitalists) . What happens in that case? The real power of 
capital in the economy grows and becomes consolidated. 
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Meanwhile the political superstructure either little by little 
degenerates beyond recognition, or at a certain point 
'bursts', because the protracted 'command power' of capit
al in the economy is incompatible with the 'command 
power' of the proletariat in politics .44 

It fell to Osinskii to develop the Left Communists' fears 
more concretely. Apparently voicing the opinions of many 
ordinary workers, Osinskii wrote that he doubted if the old 
capitalist 'captains of industry' would or even could allow 
themselves to be used to run the economy in the interests of 
the proletariat. They were so immured by the mores of 
capitalism that they could not but act in a counter
revolutionary manner. Accordingly, echoing the fears of 
many rank-and-file workers, he warned Lenin against grant
ing them any positions of power in the new economic 
structure since ' . . .  the danger exists that our "teachers" will 
not help us to build socialism, but, on the sly, they will create 
a real capitalist trust, they will conduct their own class 
policy'.45 'As long as the Riabushinskiis and Meshcherskiis 
remained masters of and ran their banks and plants', he 
continued elsewhere, 'then they would possess the means to 
"organise" white guards, conspire with foreign invaders, 
secretly sabotage production . .  .'.46 The only possible out
come of such an equivocal policy, he concluded, would be the 
emergence of a real state-capitalist system. No longer would 
the October revolution remain socialist, but in fact it would 
be transformed into a bourgeois revolution, one which had 
served merely to sweep away all the vestiges of feudalism in 
Russia.47 And this, of course, was unthinkable. 

They also advanced a detailed critique of the precise 
measures which Lenin proposed to employ to ensure the 
success of the state-capitalist path to economic recovery. The 
restoration of one-person management at the enterprise 
level, with managers appointed from above regardless of the 
wishes of the workers, and of a hierarchically centralised 
system of economic administration generally, would breed 
nothing but a rebirth of the dictatorial and bureaucratic 
methods characteristic of capitalism. Such measures could 
only stymie the active participation of the proletariat in the 
organisation of production. Similarly, the employment of the 
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other trappings of the old system of capitalist exploitation 
(namely, authoritarian discipline over the work-force; piece 
wages, which encouraged workers to pursue individual, not 
collective, rewards and so instilled petty-bourgeois values 
into them; and the Taylor system, which dehumanised 
workers by converting them into mindless appendages of 
machines, routinely performing fragmented tasks decreed 
from above) was all anathema to Osinskii and his comrades 
on the Left of the Party. 48 

In particular, they singled out two heinous consequences 
of these proposed measures. On the one hand, the unity and 
solidarity of the proletariat would be shattered and its 
collectivism, so vital to socialism, destroyed.49 On the other 
hand, the proletariat would again be transformed into a 
passive cog in the production process, deprived of any 
opportunity to participate actively in the administration of 
industry. The recrudescence of this facet of the old order 
especially alarmed the Left Communists. They passionately 
defended the principle of the conscious participation of the 
proletariat in economic as well as political administration to 
be the sine qua non of its socio-political emancipation from the 
habits of the capitalist past, and thus the lifeblood of genuine 
socialist construction. In a manner reminiscent of Bukharin 
on the morrow of October, Osinskii elaborated on their 
understanding of this principle: 

We stand for the construction of proletarian society by the 
class creativity [samodeiatel'nost1 of the workers themselves, 
not by orders from on high issued by the 'captains of 
industry' . . .  We proceed from faith in the class conscious
ness, in the active class initiative, of the proletariat. It 
cannot be otherwise. If the proletariat does not know how 
to create the necessary preconditions for the socialist 
organisation of production, then no one can do this for it 
nor compel it to do this . . .  Socialism, and the socialist 
organisation of production, must be constructed by the 
proletariat itself, or not at all, and something else will be 
constructed - state capitalism. 50 

If this principle, essentially one of workers' self
management, was abandoned, then the Left Communists 
were certain that socialism was doomed and the state capital-
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ism which they so much despised and feared would emerge 
triumphant. 

Retrospectively, Lev Kritsman was to offer a more philo
sophical defence of the need for workers' participation en 
masse in the building of socialism. In language akin to that of 
the young Marx, he emphasised that the fundamental objec
tive of socialism, 'the further conquest and transformation of 
nature (the progress of technology) . . .  and the further 
conquest and transformation of the nature of man himself 
. . .  [was] a creative task'. 5 1 In order to achieve this final goal it 
was imperative that the proletariat, consciously and collec
tively, undertake the socialist transformation of society. It 
could do so, however, only if it was given the freedom to 
exercise its latent creative abilities and learn how to harness 
them in the very process of socialist construction. For Krits
man, and arguably for his comrades on the Left of the Party, 
this 'mass creativity [was] the basic characteristic of 
communism'.52 

They advocated a model of economic reconstruction quite 
contrary to that of Lenin, claiming that it alone would ensure 
that the path towards socialism at least remained open in 
Russia. In so doing they elaborated on the principles which, 
in a more rudimentary manner, they had espoused in 1 9 1 7. 
To prevent the restoration of capitalism in Russia all the 
banks and large-scale enterprises were to be nationalised. 
However, nationalisation per se, or 'statisation', as Bukharin 
had termed it in 191 7,53 although a necessary precondition, 
was insufficient to ensure development towards socialism. 
After all, the railways in Prussia were state-owned, as Osinskii 
pointedly remarked, but no one would contend that in 
consequence Prussia was socialist. More was required: what 
might be called the 'socialisation' of these sectors of the 
economy. To achieve this end, the first precondition re
mained the complete expropriation of the capitalists in these 
key sectors, the 'commanding heights of the economy', so 
that the fundamental - economic - basis of their power was 
destroyed once and for all.54 Such a policy, of course, 
precluded the toleration of any form of joint state-private 
capitalist trusts, as Lenin had been prepared to contemplate 
during the negotiations with Meshcherskii in the winter and 
spring of 1 9 1 8.55 But there was another precondition that 



110 The Bolshevik Party in Conflict 

had to be satisfied before industry could be considered to be 
fully socialised. The enterprises subject to nationalisation 
were to be managed 'on socialist principles' (na sotsialistiches
kikh nachalakh). Osinskii explained what this meant at the first 
All-Russian Congress of Economic Councils in May-June 
19 18 .  'The internal operations of the nationalised enter
prise[s]', he argued, 'should be such that the very organisa
tion of production provided . . .  the firm foundation for the 
political dictatorship of the working class . . .  [and] created 
the economic dictatorship of the proletariat.'56 In brief, 
workers' management was considered to be vital. Ideological 
and philosophical justification apart, such a system in
creasingly came to be seen by the Left Communists as the 
only solution to the escalating decline in production which 
they largely attributed to sabotage by the remaining 
bourgeoisie, as Osinskii himself had maintained in the sum
mer of 1 9 1 7. 

However, within this new system of socialised industry, 
they did accept, albeit grudgingly, that the old bourgeois 
spetsy - but not the 'captains of industry' themselves - still had 
a vital role to play. As yet the proletariat had not built up its 
own trained cadres of engineers and technicians with the 
expertise required to run modern, large-scale industry, 
Accordingly, the old spetsy, the majority of whom remained 
hostile to the Bolsheviks, would have to be enticed - or 
coerced, if need be - to give their irreplaceable services to the 
new regime. High wages, they conceded, would have to be 
offered to these spetsy to buy their cooperation; but on no 
account were they to be given any key positions of command 
in the economy lest they exploit them in the same way as 
their former masters, to subvert the socialist reconstruction 
of Russia. They were to remain strictly subordinate and 
answerable to the organs of workers' management. 57 

Similarly, the spetsy were to be deprived of their traditional 
methods, of material incentives or the knout, for the mainte
nance of productivity and discipline. New work practices 
were to be introduced by the workers themselves, in whose 
class consciousness the Left Communists had such 'faith'. 
Once industry had been reorganised on socialist lines, the 
workers, through the agency of their trades unions and 
factory committees, were to establish output norms, to be 
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fulfilled in return for a 'normal' living wage. Non-fulfilment 
would be dealt with by workers' courts, so Osinskii argued, 
which would take whatever action they deemed to be neces
sary to punish recalcitrants who de facto were sabotaging the 
construction of socialism. 58 

Osinskii, it transpired, was also of a sufficiently bold - or 
temerarious - disposition to attempt to sketch out in detail 
how this system of workers' management was to be con
structed. He unequivocally rejected the system of one-man 
management by centrally-appointed commissars, acerbically 
remarking that it would preclude what even Lenin had 
considered to be vital in 1 9 1 7, that every cook should be 
given the opportunity to learn how to administer the state. 
This principle, he proposed, should be extended to the 
economy. 59 Actual workers' administration of industry, right 
down to the level of the enterprise, was to be introduced. 

Despite their commitment to a devolution of authority to 
the enterprise level, Osinskii and his fellow Leftists con
tinued to have absolutely no truck with the syndicalist 
sentiments evident among certain groups of the Russian 
workers.60 They vehemently denounced as anti-socialist any 
efforts by organs of workers' management to convert enter
prises into their own property and run them in their own 
interests. If unchecked, they would reduce Russia to nothing 
but a myriad of atomised, self-governing, anarcho-syndicalist 
communes.61 It was Bukharin who developed this theme 
most cogently. In the final analysis, the basic distinction 
between Communists and Anarchists, he argued, was not 
their attitude to the state and its power. While they disagreed 
regarding the role it was to play in the transition period - the 
Communists ascribed to it a vital role - both sought its 
ultimate extinction. Rather, what fundamentally divided 
them was that Communists were convinced that only a 
centrally-planned economy, in which large-scale production 
was predominant, would be able to provide the material 
basis of abundance, on which alone socialism could be 
founded. Like the SRs' faith in land socialisation, so too the 
anarchist dream of sharing-out property was economically 
retrogressive. It would only lead, first, to the re-creation of a 
class of small proprietors and, ultimately, to the restoration 
of large-scale capitalism.62 



112 The Bolshevik Party in Conflict 

What the Left Communists were seeking was the creation 
of a genuinely democratic centralist system, which would 
combine workers' management at the enterprise, or micro-, 
level with central control and planning of the economy at the 
macro-level. In Stroitel'stvo sotsializma, which synthetised ideas 
developed in his articles in Kommunist and in his speeches at 
the Congress of Economic Councils, Osinskii sought to 
reconcile these divergent requirements. At the grass roots, 
large enterprises were to be run by boards (kollegii), two
thirds of which was to be elected by the workers themselves -
though, contrary to syndicalist ideas, these boards were not to 
be composed of a majority of workers employed in the 
enterprise itself, lest they develop a sense of property in it.63 
Above them was to be a tier of regional (oblast') economic 
councils, in the main to be elected from below by plant 
administrations in each region. These councils were to be 
granted the right to affirm or to veto the elected plant 
administrations, once they had assured themselves of the 
capability, or otherwise, of the latter to organise production 
efficiently. At the apex, he envisaged a central economic 
council, such as the Vesenkha, comRosed largely of repre
sentatives from the regional councils.64 To prevent deforma
tions within this system, in the direction of either bureaucra
tic centralisation or anarcho-syndicalism, he stressed the 
urgency of 'a precise definition of the powers of the sub
ordinate organs, both to protect their scope for self-activity 
and at the same time to prevent any arbitrary actions on their 
part,.65 He attempted to proffer such a definition. The 
Vesenkha was to be responsible for the formulation and 
financing of the overall economic plan, and was to have 
general supervisory powers to ensure that it was carried out. 
Detailed administration was to be left to the regional councils 
which were to ensure that enterprises under their purview 
were supplied with the labour, materials and technical exper
tise that they required to continue in operation. Finally, the 
plant administrations were allotted purely 'technical execu
tive functions'.66 The need to tap mass initiative presumably 
would be met by this requirement, and by the participation 
of plant representatives at regional level. 

But how were conflicts, real or potential, between these 
various tiers of administration to be resolved? Even with the 
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best will and the best circumstances in the world they appear 
to be unavoidable, as Alec Nove has emphasised, given that 
organisations at the local level of necessity lack the informa
tion required to )udge what the interests of society in toto 
would demand.6 Given Russia's pitiful economic condition 
in 1918, conflicts were inevitable, as Skvortsov-Stepanov 
conceded. However genuine the commitment of the factory
plant committees and other grass-roots organs of the work
ers to pursuing the general interests of society and to 
supporting the central control required to achieve these, they 
would be forced to sacrifice this commitment to more im
mediate and narrower concerns. Shortages, of food, fuel and 
finance, Stepanov argued, would inexorably drive these 
workers' committees to strive to protect their own plants, so 
impelling them de facto in a syndicalist direction. Logically, he 
continued, production should be concentrated in the largest, 
most efficient enterprises. The question whether the workers 
in the plants due for closure in the interests of the greater 
productivity and economic efficiency of society at large 
would accept their fate passively remained unexplored and, 
as yet, unresolved.68 

In Osinskii's model, it was assumed, rather optimistically, 
that conferences between representatives of the centre and 
the lower tier organisations would succeed in reconciling any 
such conflicts in the interests of society at large. However, if 
such a resolution was not forthcoming, then in the final 
analysis the authorities at the lower levels would have to be 
overridden.69 Osinskii and his fellow-thinkers were compel
led to assign the ultimate power of economic decision
making to the centre, as their conception of the economics of 
socialism demanded. Osinskii, it would appear, did not stand 
quite as 'uncompromisingly for the democratisation of indus
try' as Brinton has suggested. Nor was 'the triumph of 
centralisation' at the Congress of Economic Councils the total 
defeat for most of the Left Communists present that Kaplan 
has depicted it to have been.70 

They now found themselves in a rather ironical position. 
Having accepted the principle that in socialist society the 
power of economic decision-making must reside ultimately 
in the hands of the central authorities, many of them 
continued to attack these authorities for over-reaching their 
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competences, attacking the rights of the localities, and thus 
fostering the growth of bureaucratism. As V. N. Andronni
kov, a representative of the Urals sovnarkhoz where a particu
larly virulent strain of Left Communism was to be found (see 
Chapter 7 below), sourly remarked at the Congress of 
Economic Councils, Osinskii's model, with its acceptance of 
hierarchical control over the composition of enterprise admi
nistrations elected from below, effectively vitiated workers' 
self-management.7 1 

One can but presume that the Left Communists' 'faith in 
the class consciousness' of the proletariat led them to hope 
that such conflicts between local and central interests would 
not remain intractable. Theoretically, where the workers and 
managers of an enterprise possess a high degree of class 
consciousness, it is possible to imagine them disregarding 
their own immediate interests and bowing to central direc
tives detrimental to themselves. Selucky is correct in conclud
ing, however, that such an assumption is highly 'romantic . . .  
[and] scarcely realistic' and has not been borne out by any 
experience in peacetime.72 

The remainder of their programme for industry can be 
dealt with in summary fashion, largely because they did not 
possess much of one, as we saw in Chapter 3 above.73 The 
territorial losses suffered as a consequence of accepting the 
Brest-Litovsk peace precluded the restoration, let alone the 
development, of industry in Soviet Russia. In the meantime 
little could be done. The only areas remaining with any 
potential for industrial revival were the Urals and West 
Siberia. Accordingly, the limited resources that Soviet Russia 
did possess should be concentrated there to ensure that 
whatever industrial recovery was possible in these regions at 
least was achieved.74 

The method by which the Left Communists proposed to 
finance even this limited programme of restoration, as well as 
maintain what other nationalised industries they could, was 
decried by E. H. Carr as 'fantastic'.75 Whatever wealth re
mained in the hands of the bourgeoisie was to be confiscated. 
However, since this 'plunder' in itself would be insufficient to 
meet the financial needs of industry, the printing press 
would have to provide the remainder. Inflation would ensue, 
they admitted; but rather than seeing it as an evil they 
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welcomed it, since it would facilitate the transition to the 
moneyless socialist economy of the future, where the ruble 
would be valueless.76 Gukovskii's plan, in its main part 
supported by Lenin, to eliminate the budget deficit and 
stabilise the ruble was dismissed as a bourgeois 'opportunist 
deviation', which would lead only to the restoration of state 
capitalism.77 

It  was left to Vladimir Smirnov to develop the financial 
'logic' of the Left Communists a little further. Totally plan
ned distribution, he conceded, was still some time in the 
future, since it was impossible speedily to draw the millions 
of still uncollectivised peasants into such a system. In the 
interim money would be required to conduct exchange 
between socialised industry and individual peasant agricul
ture. Yet here lay an opportunity, so Smirnov added, to 
resolve, at least in small part, the problem of financing 
industry. The prices of goods produced by socialised indus
try were to be 'set as high as possible', in order to extract 
from the countryside a surplus which could be invested to 
stimulate the recovery and development of industry.78 He 
was to develop this notion, as Bukharin dul� noted, into the 
concept of 'primary socialist accumulation',? which was later 
elaborated upon by Preobrazhenskii, and implemented in an 
even more extreme manner, some might argue, by Stalin 
during the period of the first Five Year Plan. 

* * * 

In the sphere of industrial organisation, therefore, the 
conclusion drawn by Carr that the Left Communists 'shrank 
from producing any concrete programme' is not strictly 
tenable.80 Nor was their programme as 'disappointingly 
sketchy' as Steve Smith has suggested.8 1 Rather, the perti
nent question is whether their programme was feasible. 
Certainly, their critique of the measures proposed by Lenin 
as essential to restore Russian industry was in many respects 
thorough and pertinent. In particular, Osinskii's critique of 
the consequences of these policies has been described by 
Smith as 'brilliant'. 82 They saw clearly that nationalisation per 
se would leave the workers with no more freedom 'to decide 
what and how to produce than before'. It would leave them 
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as subordinated as before, as Mihaly Vajda has commented, 
but now to appointees of the state, if not to the bourgeoisie 
and its managers.83 They perceived that the participation of 
the workers in economic decision-making, from the point of 
production upward, was vital if any genuine socialist recon
struction of industry was to be achieved.84 

The problem was, however, that their own programme 
appears to have been patently ill-adapted to the political and 
social realities of Russia in the spring of 1918. Of course, the 
Left Communists themselves repeatedly claimed that their 
plans for the democratisation of industry were not unrealistic 
at all. The Russian workers, they argued, did possess the 
consciousness and acumen required to restore discipline and 
produce efficiently once they had taken over the manage
ment of their enterprises. Osinskii pointed to the experience 
of the Donets basin, which he had observed at first-hand in 
February, 1 9 18,  where bourgeois sabotage had compelled 
the workers to seize the mines. They had declared them to be 
state property and, more pertinently, succeeded in operating 
them by themselves.85 Similarly, Lomov contended that 
production in many enterprises in the Central Industrial 
Region had actually risen after January 1 9 1 8, largely as a 
result of the work-force independently nationalising and 
proceeding to manage them successfully. The same recovery, 
he argued on another occasion, could be observed in plants 
ranging from Petrograd to the Urals.86 M. A. Savel'ev sketch
ed a similar picture of the success of workers' management in 
the Urals, which he had visited in May, alleging that in many 
plants �roduction had markedly improved as a consequence 
of this. 7 Any reductions in output that had occurred could 
not be blamed on the workers themselves, but rather was 
attributable to insufficient materials, the lack of finances to 
pay and of provisions to feed them, and, of course, to the 
impact of bourgeois sabotage.88 

The usual dismissal of this defence of workers' manage
ment as simply utopian, a dismissal which rests on the 
familiar picture of the Russian proletariat as prone to 
anarchism and incapable of restoring discipline of their own 
accord, deserves some modification. Recently, several stu
dies, most notably those of Smith and Carmen Sirianni, have 
indicated a greater awareness among many Russian workers 
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of the need for discipline if their enterprises were to be able 
to continue functioning. Moreover, in many instances they 
also sought the active intervention of the government to 
assist them in organising production effectively. No doubt 
the Left Communists exaggerated the success of workers' 
management in overcoming industrial chaos. But it remains 
difficult to assess to what extent the workers' lack of success 
was the result of their own inabilities and foibles or of 
circumstances largely outwith their control, such as the lack 
of materials and food. 89 

At the same time, it would be unrealistic to deny that there 
were instances when workers' management proved to be 
disruptive. In a letter to his wife, written in May, 1 9 1 8, 
Leonid Krasin, a rare figure amongst the Bolsheviks in
asmuch as he was not only a qualified engineer but also an 
experienced manager, painted a grim picture of demoralisa
tion and decay where the workers had taken over their 
enterprises and attempted to run them: 

The prospects for some categories of the urban proletariat 
are absolutely hopeless. The illusion of becoming masters 
where they were formerly slaves has demoralised the 
so-called working class. Nobody is getting any work done, 
and the railways and all productive machinery are rapidly 
falling into decay . . .  90 

An even more damning condemnation of the workers' 
capacity to manage industry on their own came from Alek
sandr Shliapnikov, then Commissar of Labour, yet, ironical
ly, the champion of workers' management in the years after 
1 9 1 8. But in the first months of 1 9 1 8  he attributed most of 
the disruption afflicting Russian industry to the chaos that 
ensued when workers seized their own enterprises. Too 
many workers, he claimed, were prone to anarcho
syndicalism, which thwarted any planned organisation of 
production.91 One-man management, strict discipline over 
labour, material incentives - these were the methods that he 
then favoured to promote economic recovery.92 Arguably, 
he was far from alone. Whatever the truth of the matter, 
attribution of the growing collapse of industry to the effects 
of workers' control in all probability struck a more responsive 
chord within Bolshevik ranks in the spring of 1 9 1 8  than did 
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the Left Communists' defence of the efficacy of workers' 
management.93 In these circumstances it is far from surpris
ing that Lenin's arguments in favour of a return to older, 
tried-and-tested methods of administration won the day. 

At this point, discussions on this question usually end, with 
the conclusion that the perceptions of social reality held by 
the majority of leading Bolsheviks dictated the rejection of 
the Left Communists' model for the administration of indus
try. However, that is not all. Often we are left with the 
impression that the Left Communists were faithful defen
ders of a democratic socialist economic structure, in contrast 
to Lenin who still failed to grasp the crucial role of workers' 
self-management in such a system. Indeed, Sirianni has 
recently contended that '[t]he Left Communists . . .  de
veloped the critical conceptions of Marxism itself on the 
issues of labour organisation and economic democracy'. 94 

Yet a more careful, and critical, analysis of their model for 
industrial administration reveals that such a conclusion is, 
bluntly put, unwarranted. Whatever their developments of 
Marxism may have been, they did not provide a blueprint for 
a viable economic democracy. The fundamental reason for 
their failure was rooted in their preconceptions of the 
economic essence of socialism. In common with the over
whelming majority of Marxists of their time, they believed 
that the transition to socialism must lead to the abolition of 
money, prices, and commodity production: in brief, all the 
characteristics of the market system that they detested and 
identified with capitalism.95 Osinskii typified their thinking: 
'[t]he market is the seedbed of contagion from which the 
embryos of capitalism continually issue forth'.96 Under 
socialism, the market was to be abolished, with production 
and distribution no longer regulated by shifts in supply and 
demand, manifest in changing commodity prices, but by the 
plan. The plan, however, if it was to satisfy the needs of 
society in general, rather than particular local demands, 
must be drawn up by a central authority which alone has the 
vision, and, no less important, the information to determine 
what these general needs might be. This central authority 
would then issue instructions to all enterprises under its 
purview regarding the nature and quantity of their produc
tion; it would distribute supplies of materiaJs and labour 
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amongst them to ensure that their production plans could be 
met; and it would distribute the goods finally produced. 

In such a system of central planning, as Alec Nove has 
forcibly argued, there would not, and could not, be any scope 
for meaningful workers' democracy, in the precise sense of 
real shop-floor power over the production process.97 Even if 
the workers did possess the 'romantic and scarcely realistic' 
levels of consciousness that would lead them to sacrifice their 
own particular interests for the sake of those of society at 
large, they simply would not possess the information neces
sary to take decisions which would achieve this objective. In a 
large and complex industrial economy, which the Left Com
munists believed to be an integral feature of socialism, 
production in all its component parts could be regulated 
through the market. If the market was to be abolished, then 
the emergence in its place of a centralised bureaucracy to 
regulate production would, as Nove remarked, become 'a 
functional necessity,.98 In that case, '[b]elow the centre there 
are bound to be severe limits placed on the power of local or 
regional authorities, in order to ensure the priority of the 
general over the particular'. 99 The Left Communists them
selves, as we have seen above, were forced, grudgingly, to 
concede that this in fact had to be the case, so vitiating their 
defence of workers' management from the point of produc
tion upwards. In all probability, therefore, a democratic 
form of socialism would not have been the outcome of their 
programme, since as Nove succinctly concluded 'the func
tional logic of centralised planning "fits" far too easily into 
the practice of centralised despotism'. 100 



6 Politics and the State 

The clash between the Left Communists and Lenin that 
surfaced in the spring of 1 9 1 8  over how the revolutionary 
state was to be constructed rather predictably mirrored the 
strands of the conflict already examined. Again, the Left 
Communists accused Lenin of reneging on the libertarian 
political principles on which, as he had argued repeatedly 
during 1 9 1 7, the revolutionary state must be founded. They 
viewed with horror his preparedness to abandon this pro
gramme and to condone the reconstruction of a highly
centralised, bureaucratic dictatorial state to eliminate the 
chaos and anarchy that threatened the very survival of the 
infant Soviet republic. They were certain that his betrayal of 
the vision of 1 9 1 7, described by Robert Daniels as the 
dictatorship of the proletariat in the form of a commune 
state administered from below by the workers themselves, 
could lead only to the degeneration of the revolution. I 

One problem which arises in attempting to disentangle this 
particular debate between Lenin and the Left Communists, 
and a problem with which they had to grapple as a matter of 
political strategy, was that their mentors, Marx and Engels, 
had bequeathed them with no unequivocal blueprint for the 
construction of the revolutionary state. In fact, their writings 
on the state were both contradictory and sketchy, as Tony 
Polan wrily commented, lacking 'any rigorous exposition . . .  
of the institutions of an emancipated society,.2 One inter
pretation of their thinking, then dominant among the social
ists of the Second International, was that it was possible to 
employ the existing state in the construction of socialism. 
Based essentially on the message of The Communist Manifesto, 
the task of the proletariat was 'to win the battle of democra
cy', 'to raise [itself] to the position of ruling class'. Having 
done so, Marx and Engels apparently envisaged that the 
working class should employ the coercive organs of the state 
to crush opposition from the bourgeoisie and proceed to lay 
the foundations of the socialist economy and society of the 
future.3 Ultimately, '[w]hen, in the course of development, 
class distinctions have disappeared', the need for a state of 

120 
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any sort, including a strong, centralised dictatorship of the 
proletariat, would vanish, they believed, since the state, 'poli
tical power . . .  is merely the organised power of one class for 
oppressing the other'. 4 

However, the 'founding fathers' had left their followers 
with an alternative vision of the revolutionary state. In the 
preface to the 1 872 German edition of The Communist Man
ifesto, following 'the practical experience' of the Paris Com
mune, 'where the proletariat for the first time held power for 
two whole months', they concluded that no longer could 'the 
working class . . .  simply lay hold of the ready-made State 
machinery and wield it for its own purposes,.5 In other 
words, the existing state could be employed neither to 
suppress the old ruling class nor to build a new, socialist 
society. On the contrary, it must be destroyed root and 
branch. In particular, the standing army and police, the 
essential purpose of which was to ensure the continued 
subjugation of the exploited majority of the population, were 
to be abolished. They were to be replaced by a popular 
militia, the people in arms, which alone could crush counter
revolutionary opposition. Similarly, the bureaucracy was to 
be dismantled and the work of administration thoroughly 
democratised. Democratically-elected representatives of the 
working population were to be granted the power to make 
and implement laws, that is, to combine the legislative and 
executive functions which had remained separated in the old 
state.6 Presumably, Marx believed that this fusion of powers 
would contribute to the destruction of the bureaucratic 
professionalism characteristic of the old order as, to quote 
Richard Hunt, ' [g]overnment by bureaucracy gave way to the 
authentic self-administration of the people' .7 To ensure 
further against the recrudescence of bureaucratism, 'the 
officials of all other branches of the Administration' were 
also to be elected and responsible to the people and, as with 
the elected representatives, subject to instant recall. Lastly, all 
were to be paid only an average worker's wage to eliminate, it 
was hoped, the material bases of bureaucratic careerism.8 

Consistent with the emphasis on popular participation in 
the administration of the revolutionary state, power was to be 
decentralised, into the hands of a myriad of local communes. 
Yet a central government of sorts, apparently to be com-
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posed of representatives from these communes, would re
main necessary, to carry out 'the few but important functions 
which still would remain for [it] . .  . ' .  What these functions 
were was never fully defined by Marx, but it is probable that 
the most important would be the central control of the 
economy, 'to regulate national production upon a common 
plan,.9 Finally, as Polan again remarked, for Marx and 
Engels the commune state so organised was no longer 'a state 
in the proper sense of the word', conceived chiefly as an 
organ of coercion, of 'bodies of armed men' separate from 
the people and historically employed by the ruling minority 
to suppress the majority. 10  The commune, in which the vast 
majority of working people itself would exercise all coercive 
functions, would be quite different from all hitherto existing 
states. All remaining vestiges of traditional state power, as 
Engels argued in his 1 89 1  preface to Marx's The Civil War in 
France, were to be 'lop[ped] off at once as much as possible 
until such time as a generation reared in new, free social 
conditions is able to throw the entire lumber of the state on 
the scrap heap'. I I  

That Marx himself never literally equated the Commune 
with the dictatorship of the proletariat is well-established. It 
fell to Engels to do so, again in his 189 1  preface. Impatient at 
the 'superstitious reverence' in which many German Social 
Democrats, 'Social Democratic philistine[ s]', held the existing 
state, he proclaimed: 'Dictatorship of the Proletariat. Well 
and good, gentlemen, do you want to know what this 
dictatorship looks like? Look at the Paris Commune. That 
was the Dictatorship of the Proletariat.' 12 Yet semantics alone 
are insufficient to resolve this problem. In October 1 87 1 ,  
according to Hunt, in an article in the New York World, when 
describing it as 'a proletarian dictature', 'Marx all but 
called the Paris Commune a dictatorship of the prole
tariat'}3 Moreover, in The Civil War itself, he candidly 
declared that its 'secret' was that it was 'essentially a working
class government . . .  the political form at last discovered 
under which to work out the economic emancipation of 
labour'. 14 

Clearly, both models of the revolutionary state proffered 
by the founding fathers assumed the abolition, sooner or 
later, of state power per se. In Engels' famous maxim, 'the 
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administration of men will be replaced by the administration 
of things'. Yet in other respects they were profoundly 
different. The first model stressed a continuing role for 
strong, centralised proletarian state power in the transition 
period, while the latter posited an immediate beginning to 
the dismantling of the state, by a radical diffusion of power 
into the hands of the working population organised in its 
local communes. 15 The problem, however, is not one merely 
of confusion. Marx's discussion of the commune state also 
suffered from a critical lacuna, singled out quite precisely by 
Hunt, in that he failed to provide any criteria 'to delineate 
exactly which functions should devolve upon which levels of 
the administration, or specify any overall degree of centra
lisation to be achieved, or suggest how the inevitable conflicts 
of and jurisdictional disputes among the various levels would 
be resolved'. 16 

A second, if less pressing, concern is to reconstruct in 
detail how the Left Communists conceived of the politics of 
the transition period. This task is complicated by the fact, to 
which Neil Harding has recently drawn our attention, that 
before the October Revolution none of them, not even their 
leading theorist on the state, Nikolai Bukharin, had drawn 
up a precise blueprint of 'the principles and forms of 
organisation appropriate to the construction of 
socialism . .  .' . 1 7 Nevertheless, by drawing together the 
various references to this question made by them before and 
during 1 9 1 7, supplemented by their political rhetoric in the 
spring of 1 9 1 8  itself, it is possible to piece together their 
vision of the institutional framework upon which the revolu
tionary socialist state was to be built. 

The first step in this investigation must, of necessity, refer 
again to their analysis of imperialism, in particular, to what 
they believed to be the socio-political ramifications of the 
development of finance capitalism. As we saw in Chapter 2, 
Bukharin and others on the Left had come to conclude that 
an integral part of, indeed the first essential stage in, socialist 
revolution was the smashing of the 'Leviathan' finance-capi
talist state. I S  On this they were quite unequivocal. The 
question remains as to what they thought should take the 
place of the old state machine. In 1916  Bukharin began, so 
Michael Haynes has argued, to see a republic of soviets as the 
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'embryonic form of proletarian state power'. 19 During 1 9 1 7  
the Left generally was to advocate the transfer of power into 
their hands - despite some reservations in the summer when 
Bubnov condemned them as 'rotting' counter-revolutionary 
organs and Bukharin himself more cautiously urged re
elections in order to transform them from petty-bourgeois 
strongholds into genuine proletarian 'organs of class stru�
gle', and, once victorious, 'organs of revolutionary power'. 0 
Within the soviets the proletariat was to exercise the domi
nant role, albeit with the support of the poor peasants. 
Moreover, the soviets were to create a popular militia, so that 
the armed people would be able to exercise the coercive 
functions formerly performed by the old standing army and 
police. 

Disclaiming any accusations that they were anarchists, 
they were adamant on the need for a strong state during the 
transition to socialism, until a classless - and consequently 
stateless - society would at last exist.2 1 For them, the Soviet 
republic was to be this state, identified by Bukharin as 'the 
iron dictatorship of the proletariat,.22 This dictatorship had 
two basic functions, one political, the other economic. First, it 
must consolidate the gains of the revolution by ruthlessly 
stamping out all counter-revolutionary opposition on the 
part of the old exploiting classes. At the same time, it had a 
more constructive role to play. It had to act to save the 
Russian economy from complete collapse and the popula
tion, especially in the towns, from starvation. The interven
tion in the economy required to prevent such a collapse -
labour conscription was one measure necessary to achieve 
this end - if implemented by the Provisional Government, 
would serve simply to strengthen even more the develop
ment of state capitalism in Russia, and its 'Leviathan' state, 
and so only reinforce 'the cruellest form of class oppression' . 
If introduced by a dictatorship of the proletariat, however, in 
the form of Soviet power, the measures needed to preserve 
and expand industrial and agrarian production at the same 
time would help to establish the foundations of the socialist 
economy and society of the future, so 'bring[ing] Russia 
closer to socialism'. 23 

Rudimentary as the Left Communists' conception of the 
new political order then was, they were insistent on one 
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point. While emphasising that some form of centralised 
administration would remain necessary in the revolutionary 
state, as their understanding of the economics of socialism 
unquestionably demanded, they also maintained, as Bukhar
in made clear, that 'it [was] totally without sense that one 
central "Soviet of Soviets" in St. Petersburg should control 
everything,.24 On the contrary, they envisaged a radical 
decentralisation of power to the local soviets. Such a diffu
sion of power would serve two, inter-related purposes. It 
would help to destroy the highly centralised bureaucratic 
hierarchy of the old regime and the attitudes of deference 
nurtured by it. At the same time, it would provide the 
opportunity for the majority of the people to take an active 
part in the running of the new state and so to learn the art of 
administration, 'to use a slogan', Bukharin was sarcastically to 
remark in the sprin� of 19 18, 'which was formulated so 
splendidly by Lenin'. A rather optimistic evaluation of the 
class consciousness of the proletariat led them to conclude 
that the central 'guiding and unifying' institutions required 
in socialist society would emerge spontaneously from below 
as the workers themselves came to perceive the necessity of 
them.26 But, as with their project for the organisation of 
industry, so too there were serious lacunae in their political 
thinking. Quite how this process of centralisation would 
occur; what was to be done should rank-and-file initiative fail 
to create the required central institutions; and how potential 
conflicts between the centre and the localities were to be 
resolved : the answers to these questions were not spelled out 
in detail. 

Lacunae notwithstanding, in the spring of 1 9 1 8  what the 
Left Communists understood to be essential to the politics of 
the transition period was much clarified. In the face of 
attempts by Lenin and his faction to limit the autonomy of 
the local soviets, the Left Communists' Theses on the Current 
Situation unequivocally defended the model of the ' ''Com
mune state" ruled from below' as the on� possible form for a 
revolutionary socialist state to assume.2 Bukharin was even 
more explicit, in his review of State and Revolution, published 
in the first issue of Kommunist. Effusive in his praise of the 
vision enshrined in it, he forthrightly concluded that 'the 
dictatorship of the proletariat is not a parliamentary republic 
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with all its trappings. It is the commune state, without the 
police, the standing army, officialdom, etc.'28 

To understand more fully, however, how the Left Com
munists conceived of 'the commune state' it is necessary to 
turn to Lenin himself who, as Harding has pointed out, 
during 1 9 1 7  had come to articulate in a more comprehensive 
and systematic manner the principles on which such a state 
was to be constructed.29 

Until the second half of 1 9 16 he appears not to have given 
serious and consistent thought to the question of the form 
that the state must assume in post-revolutionary society.30 
Till then he had believed, like the majority of contemporary 
socialists, that '[t]he political form of society wherein the 
proletariat is victorious in overthrowing the bourgeoisie will 
be a democratic republic'. 3 1 During 1916 itself, in letters to 
A. G. Shliapnikov, G. E. Zinov'ev and Bukharin himself, he 
had repeatedly denied that an essential precondition for the 
victory of socialist revolution was the destruction of the 
bourgeois state machine. Such a conclusion was 'not thought 
out, useless', 'the height of stupidity, a disgrace', 'semi
anarchism,.32 As late as December of that year, in direct 
refutation of Bukharin, he repeated that '[s]ocialists are in 
favour of utilising the present state in the struggle for the 
emancipation of the working-class . .  .', that 'the bourgeois 
state [should be] utilis[ed] . . .  against the bourgeoisie to 
overthrow the bourgeoisie'. 33 

Yet, as intimated in Chapter 2, by February, 1 9 1 7  Lenin 
had undergone a radical conversion. At the end of 19 16, 
prompted primarily by what he believed to the grave errors 
in Bukharin's analysis of the imperialist state, he undertook 
an intensive study of the political prescriptions of the 'found
ing fathers'. His purpose, as he later admitted, was 'to 
re-establish what Marx had really taught on the subject of the 
state'.34 Intending to deploy his conclusions in condemnation 
of Bukharin, a rather surprised Lenin found himself com
pelled to accept much of his protagonist's analysis. The 
thrust of his argument now was to be directed, generally, 
against the majority of socialists who thought to capture the 
old state machine, possibly in a peaceful, parliamentary 
manner, and employ it to introduce socialism by legislation. 
His particular target, as Alfred Evans recently re-
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emphasised, was Karl Kautsky, considered to be the greatest 
living authority on Marxism, but deemed by Lenin to be a 
'renegade', guilty of betraying Marx's revolutionary credo. 35 

Lenin's new analysis of the nature of the state in the epoch 
of finance capitalism was almost identical to that of Bukhar
in. As is evident from State and Revolution, he had come to 
regard 'the state which is merging more and more with the 
all powerful capitalist associations . .  .' as responsible for 
'[t]he monstrous oppression of the working people . .  .' .36 
Violent revolution was necessary, to smash its power com
pletely. From March, in his Draft Theses and his Letters from 
Afar, he began urgently to advocate such a course of action. 
He now bluntly denied that the bourgeois state, 'even a 
democratic bourgeois republican government' could be 
taken over intact by the proletariat and used to advance the 
cause of socialist revolution.37 In his April Theses he was quite 
unequivocal, arguing that 'to return to a parliamentary 
republic . . . would be a retrograde step . . .  '. Casting aside 
whatever reservations he may have harboured about the 
soviets, he called for the creation of 'a republic of Soviets' as 
'the only possible form of revolutionary government'. This 
new soviet state, he soon added, was to be built on the pattern 
of 'the commune in Marx's sense of the experience of 1 87 1 ', 
and would serve as the dictatorship of the proletariat, with, 
of course, the support of the peasants.38 

Throughout 1917  he continued to demand that the ex
isting state be smashed and power transferred into the hands 
of the soviets - with the well-known exception of several 
weeks after the July Days when he was convinced that, in the 
thrall of the feckless Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries, 
they had become nothing but 'organs collaborating with the 
bourgeoisie'.39 But more than that, he also strove to expound 
on the political structures appropriate for the new revolu
tionary soviet state. He did so most fully in State and 
Revolution. Composed in the summer of 1 9 1 7  while he was in 
hiding in Finland to escape the repression of the Bolsheviks 
for their part in the July Days, it was the fruit of his studies of 
the thinking of the 'founding fathers' on the state. Recog
nised in recent Western scholarship as neither an 
'utopian fantasy' nor a purely anarchist treatise negating the 
need for strong centralised state power in the transition to 
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socialism, nevertheless it 'does represent the high watermark 
of Lenin's optimism concerning the merits of mass initiative 
in building the new society'. As such it was also to bring him 
close to 'the aspirations of Left Bolsheviks' and in fact go 
beyond them, 'to specify the positive content of socialism 
itself, .40 

A convoluted and repetitive work, replete with quotations 
from Marx and Engels, State and Revolution marked an 
attempt by Lenin to draw together ideas propounded at 
various times earlier in the year as he sought to define 'what 
was to take the place of the state machine to be destroyed' Y 
Reiterating that the prototype of the ' "specific" form of the 
proletarian, socialist republic' was the Paris Commune, he 
again called for the abolition of the oppressive agencies of 
the old state, the police and the standing army. They were to 
be replaced by a popular militia drawn from the workers and 
peasants. Similarly, the 'privileged' civilian bureaucracy, 
separate from and standing above the people, was also to be 
dismantled root and branch. In its place, the working people, 
'each in turn', was to take a direct and active part in running 
the new state and in so doing 'learn the art of administration'. 
The institutional mechanism for popular participation on 
this scale was to be the soviets. Conceived after the model of 
the commune, they were to be composed of democratically
elected and revocable representatives performing executive 
as well as legislative functions.42 

Mass participation, Lenin optimistically added, was not at 
all utopian. Capitalism in its contemporary imperialist form 
had developed sufficiently to create 'the preconditions that 
enable really "all" to take part in the administration of the 
state . .  .'. In particular, the positive functions of the state, the 
administration of 

large-scale production, factories, railways, the postal ser
vice, telephones, etc., and on this basis the great majority of 
the functions of the old 'state power' have become so 
simplified and can be reduced to such exceedingly simple 
operations of registration, filing and checking that they can 
be easily performed by every literate person, can quite 
easily be performed for ordinary 'workmen's wages', and 
that these functions can (and must) be stripped of every 
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shadow of privilege, of every semblance of 'official 
grandeur.43 

The emphasis here on mass initiative appears also to have 
been based on Lenin's growing appreciation during 1 9 1 7  of 
the potential abilities of ordinary working people - and on 
his increasing antipathy to '[f]oolish bureaucratic prejudices, 
tsarist red-tapism, reactionary professorial ideas as to the 
indispensability of bureaucratism . .  .'.44 During the April 
Conference, for instance, he singled out for praise the 
example given by a group of miners who had proved 
themselves to be perfectly capable of maintaining production 
on their own initiative. Both before and, as we shall see, after 
October he was to return to this theme, frequently defending 
the competence of rank-and-file workers, and peasants too, 
to run the state and the economy. Their talents to do so, 
admittedly, still lay 'dormant', but they would blossom once 
they were given the opportunity to exercise them.45 

In keeping with his new-found faith in 'the direct initiative 
of the people from below, in their local areas',46 State and 
Revolution also posited a radical devolution of power to the 
local soviets of workers and peasants. Such a diffusion of 
power, however, would not be tantamount either to federal
ism, or to the elimination of centralised state power which 
would remain an essential feature of the revolutionary 
dictatorship. Yet, like those on the Left of the party, he too 
was rather vague about how the central organs of the new 
state would emerge, rather lamely concluding that they 
would be created spontaneously from below, on the initiative 
of the proletariat and poor peasants. This system of 'volun
tary centralism', 'of the voluntary fusion of the proletarian 
communes', he insisted, would 'not in the least preclude . . .  
broad local self-government'.47 

The revolutionary dictatorship so constituted, 'the pro
letariat armed and organised as the ruling class', had two 
principal functions: the first, to 'crush' the inevitable opposi
tion of the old 'exploiters,;48 the second, more positive task, 
'to lead the enormous mass of the population . . .  in the work 
of organising a socialist economy', which alone, so Lenin was 
convinced, could combat the growing economic chaos within 
the country.49 
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While conceding that of necessity the revolutionary dicta
torship would persist throughout 'the entire historical period 
which separates capitalism from "classless society", from 
communism', he hastily added that it would no longer be 'the 
state proper', a 'special force' of the 'privileged minority' for 
the suppression of the majority of the people.50 Following in 
the tradition of the 'founding fathers' on the nature of the 
state, he argued that the majority could not suppress itself. 
In post-revolutionary society, which would witness the gra
dual transcendence of class antagonisms, there would ulti
mately be no need for any form of state at all. Consequently, 
even the revolutionary state itself would begin to wither 
away. And, he emphasised, 'so constituted [as the commune 
state] it begins to wither away immediately,.5 1 

Yet, even in State and Revolution, he displayed some hesita
tion. For Lenin, there could 'be no question of specifying the 
moment of the future "withering away", the more so since it 
[would] obviously be a lengthy process', of a 'protracted 
nature'. The final 'withering away' of the state required that 
the economy develop to such levels that 'the antithesis 
between mental and manual labour disappears . . .  one of the 
principal sources of modern social inequality . . .  which 
cannot on any account be removed immediately by the mere 
conversion of the means of production into public property, 
by the mere expropriation of the capitalists'. 52 Similarly, he 
qualified his remarks regarding the abolition of bureaucracy. 
It too was destined to experience 'a gradual withering away 
. . .  to the gradual creation of an order . . .  under which the 
functions of control and accounting, becoming more and 
more simple, will be performed by each in turn, will then 
become a habit and will finally die out as the special functions 
of a special section of the population.' But again he insisted 
that the immediate elimination of all bureaucracy was uto
pian. While capitalism had 'simplifie[d] the functions of 
"state" administration' he was emphatic that some form of 
'administration' and 'subordination' remained vital since 
'people as they are now . . .  cannot dispense with subordina
tion, control and "foremen and accountants'' '. A role clearly 
remained for 'state officials . . .  as responsible, revocable, 
modestly paid "foremen and accountants" (of course with the 
aid of technicians of all sorts, types and degrees)'.53 Reiterat-
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ing several times the indispensability of a 'scientifically 
trained staff' of administrators in the post-revolutionary 
state, he nevertheless insisted that they be paid only 'work
men's wages', to remove the material bases for bureaucratic 
careerism. Equally they were to remain responsible for their 
actions 'to the armed vanguard of all the exploited and 
working-people, i.e., to the proletariat', and subject to instant 
dismissal for any malfeasance. 54 

In light of the above, one can readily accept Evans' 
conclusion that State and Revolution was not simply a 
work of 'quasi-anarchic utopianism' but, on the contrary, 
itself was 'filled with ambiguities, equivocations and 
inconsistencies . . .  '.55 Yet it was not necessarily viewed as 
such at the time, or for long thereafter. To Lenin's contem
poraries its emphasis was understood to be on the necessity 
of smashing the old political order, and all the features 
characteristic of it, such as the centralised and hierarchical 
bureaucratic system of administration. This was to be re
placed by self-administration by the majority, the only means 
whereby it would gain the requisite experience to run the 
state. It was this image of State and Revolution that the Left 
Communists lauded, as it coincided with their own vision of 
the extensive diffusion and decentralisation of power in 
socialist society. 

The problem, however, that confronted the Bolsheviks 
after they assumed power was that political reality within 
Soviet Russia in the months following the revolution belied 
the hopes that they had pinned on mass initiative in the 
construction of the new revolutionary state. Far from leading 
to the spontaneous creation of an 'iron dictatorship of the 
proletariat', the transfer of power to the soviets, on the 
contrary, had resulted, as Anweiler pointed out, in 'the 
formation of semi-independent republics, autonomous re
gions, etc.' . 56 In face of the grave threats to the infant Soviet 
republic posed by ever-growing economic disintegration and 
military opposition, internal and external, the absence of any 
'kind of effective central authority', so E. H. Carr argued, 
jeopardised the very survival of the revolution. In these 
circumstances its restoration seemed to be imperative. 57 

Initially, Lenin's own response to this situation was hesi
tant. In the first months after the October Revolution, in the 
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main he appears to have kept faith in the capaCIties of 
rank-and-file workers to administer the state. In January 
1918  at the Third Congress of Soviets he continued to 
defend the model of the commune state as appropriate for 
Soviet Russia. 'Of course', he admitted, 'the working people 
had no experience in government but that does not scare us 
. . .  for in them lie dormant the great forces of revolution, 
renascence, renovation'. 58 At that time he continued to 
attribute the bulk of the problems, especially the economic 
problems, afflicting the country to counter-revolutionary 
sabotage, not to the foibles of 'the working people,.59 

Yet gradually his attitude to the role of mass initiative 
became considerably more ambivalent. In early March, at the 
Seventh Extraordinary Party Congress, on one occasion he 
summoned the 'Party . . .  the entire vanguard of the class 
conscious proletariat' to be ruthless in its efforts 'to create 
everywhere soundly coordinated mass organisations held 
together by a single iron will'. He quickly qualified this call to 
the vanguard, however, stressing the need 'to draw literally 
working people into the government of the state. It is a task 
of tremendous difficulty. But socialism cannot be im
plemented by a minority, by the Party. It can be im
plemented only blc tens of millions when they have learned to 
do it themselves'. 0 

Soon afterwards, however, in face of virtual anarchy in 
much of the country, his position was to become markedly 
less ambivalent. At the end of March, just as he had regard
ing the administration of industry, he demanded a return to 
'businesslike methods' in state administration too, an end to 
'the overlapping of authority and irresponsibility [within the 
Soviets] from which we are suffering incredibly at the 
present time . .  . ' .  This confusion had transformed 'the dicta
torship of the proletariat . . .  [into] something as amorphous 
as jelly,.6 1 Coercion was required, not just against 'our 
enemies' but also 'all waverers and harmful elements in our 
midst' if order and discipline were to be restored. ,[T]he 
revolution', he concluded, would be crushed 'if we do not 
counter ruin, disorganisation and despair with the iron 
dictatorship of class conscious workers'.6 

Lenin had now begun to distance himself quite self
consciously from the vision of popular participation in the 
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administration of the revolutionary state that he had profer
red in State and Revolution. 63 He reverted to a more authorita
rian strand also present, even in State and Revolution itself, in 
his political thinking in 1 9 1 7, if then in largely muted form. 
Most clearly evident perhaps in Can the Bolsheviks Retain State 
Power?, Lenin there posited a rather different, more cir
cumscribed role for mass initiative. He dismissed as quite 
utopian the idea 'that an unskilled labourer or cook [could] 
get on with the job of state administration'. The best that 
could be achieved, he claimed, was that 'a beginning be made 
at once in training all the working people, all the poor, for 
this work,.64 Again emphasising the vital need in the post
revolutionary period for a centralised, dictatorial state, on 
this occasion he omitted any discussion of 'voluntary central
ism', of centralised power being constructed from the grass 
roots up on the initiative of rank-and-file workers and 
peasants.65 The leading role in establishing this dictatorship, 
and in educating the majority in the work of administration, 
was assigned to the 'class conscious workers and soldiers'.66 
As he began to despair increasingly during the spring of 
1 9 1 8  of the abilities of ordinary working people to partici
pate effectively in the work of state administration, even 
complaining of their 'timidity', their belief that 'the only 
people capable of governing [were] their "betters" ', he again 
elevated 'the disciplined and class conscious vanguard of the 
proletariat' - the party - to the leading role within the 
revolutionary state.67 It alone, he now asserted, had the 
political nous to run the state. 

Yet reliance upon the 'vanguard' raised another problem. 
The party itself simply did not possess skilled administrators, 
political as well as economic, in sufficient numbers to cope 
with the range of tasks before it. 68 Consequently, Lenin was 
forced to concede that there was little choice but to employ 
the bureaucracy from the old regime to assist the party in 
restoring order to the state administration. The need to do so 
was so great in Lenin's eyes that despite bitter criticisms from 
the Left Communists, he professed his willingness to 'com
promise . . .  the principles of the Paris Commune' and 'pay a 
very high price for the "services" of the top bourgeois 
experts', a clear retreat from the egalitarianism enshrined in 
State and Revolution, but one which had been hinted at in Can 
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the Bolsheviks Retain State Power?69 Rather ironically, Lenin's 
renewed concern for efficient administration, and his deter
mination to restore it at virtually any cost, was to lead him to 
preserve the old bureaucratic apparatus in substantial part 
intact. The eventual outcome of his emphasis on restoring 
order and authority within the Soviet republic was to be an 
ever greater centralisation of power in the hands of the 
Sovnarkom, dominated by the party leadership, and of the 
spawning bureaucracy that it was to control. This concentra
tion of power, of course, as Carr aptly commented, could 
only take place 'at the expense of the All-Russian Congress of 
Soviets and V.Ts.l .K. . . .  [and] of the local soviets and 
congresses of soviets and their organs . . .  ,. 70 

The Left Communists themselves were all too aware, as 
their Theses made clear, that the conduct of politics within 
Soviet Russia in the spring of 1918  was increasingly diverg
ing from the vision of Soviet power that they had nurtured in 
1 9 1 7. Unlike Lenin, however, they remained vehemently 
opposed to the all too perceptible trend towards the re
crudescence of a hierarchical, centralised bureaucracy, in 
large part drawn from the old officialdom, which was un
reflective of and unresponsive to rank-and-file aspirations. If 
continued, this trend could only stifle local initiative and 
deny the workers the opportunity 'to learn the art of 
administration'. Effective mass participation in administra
tion, as essential politically as economically for the construc
tion of socialism, would be stymied, with onl� one possible 
outcome - the degeneration of the revolution. I 

Of all the Left Communists, it was perhaps Vladimir Sorin 
who presented the most compelling analysis of the roots of 
the political degeneration evident within the infant Soviet 
republic. Given the paucity of experienced administrators 
amongst party members, and the working class more gener
ally, many who staffed the new state administration of 
necessity, he conceded, had to be drawn from the ranks of 
the old bourgeois intelligentsia. Moreover, it had been neces
sary too to seek recruits from the 'semi-intelligentsia', of 
'clerks, secretaries, minor officials and others', who had 
played little prominent role in the old regime, since a 
substantial part of the better-trained personnel had refused 
to work for the Soviet regime. Imbued with the habits of the 
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past, they had agreed to serve the revolutionary state solely 
from motives of personal gain. They were driven primarily by 
the desire to preserve their positions and the material 
privileges which flowed from them, such as higher salaries, 
and, not the least important in the spring of 19 18,  an 
adequate supply of food. The politics of socialism, which 
demanded that they should be responsible and accountable 
to the soviets per se was complete anathema to them. Hence 
they sought every opportunity to escape such accountability 
and to return to their traditional authoritarian and 
bureaucratic ways. Sadly, and much more disturbing, the 
experienced party workers who had been recruited in droves 
to man the new state apparatus, in order to provide it with at 
least a leavening of revolutionary consciousness, had been 
unable to counter these forces of reaction entrenched within 
it. Worn out by the travails of revolutionary life, all they 
sought now was peace and quiet, the opportunity to relax 
and enjoy the fruits of their labours. Misguidedly they 
believed that the new direction in Lenin's overall policy, one 
of compromise if possible with the bourgeoisie, promised to 
ensure that this was possible. For them, the heroic period of 
revolutionary assault and socialist construction was over.72 

The solution to this problem of the revival of bureaucrat
ism proposed by Sorin was two-fold. First, the soviets them
selves, the institutions deemed to be representative of the 
'broad working masses', were to be reinvigorated - precisely 
how was not explained in detail - on the assumption that 
they, more than the officials employed by them, were more 
reliable repositories of revolutionary elan. The strengthening 
of their authority and control over their bureaucracies would 
ensure, he believed, that the latter served the revolution, and 
not their own narrow self-interests. One particular measure 
which would help to realise this end, Sorin added, very much 
in the spirit of the Paris Commune, was the elimination of all 
'privileges' for 'public workers'. 73 

Sorin, however, was not yet finished. 'The Left Commun
ists', he continued, '[were] the most passionate proponents of 
soviet power, but . . .  only so far as this power does not 
degenerate . . .  in a petty-bourgeois direction'. The soviets 
themselves, he argued, were representative of the working 
people in general, including 'the petty-bourgeois peasantry' 
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as well as the proletariat. As such, they were vulnerable to 
corruptive and demoralising influences that might dilute 
their socialist zeal. The only true bastion of the interests of 
the proletariat was the party which 'is in every case and 
everywhere superior to the soviets'. Its role was to act as the 
watchdog which would ensure that the soviets in fact 'im
plemented an undeviating proletarian line in foreign and 
domestic policy', a line presumably identical with that advo
cated by the Left Communists themselves. Ironically, Sorin's 
call for a revived soviet democracy was becoming vitiated by 
the dominant role assigned, in the final analysis, to the party. 
And in practice, according to one Menshevik observer, David 
Dallin, some of his comrades, such as those in Saratov, 
sought to purge the soviets of all non-Bolshevik, 'petty
bourgeois' elements, actions which are difficult to reconcile 
with a 'passionate' defence of real soviet power.74 

Sorin's reliance on the party to safeguard the integrity of 
the revolution, however, did not go unchallenged. A number 
of his comrades, including leading Left Communists such as 
Bukharin, Osinskii and Radek, as well as less prominent 
figures from Petrograd and the northern region, expressed 
grave reservations regarding the condition of the party itself. 
No longer was it solely a party of the proletariat. Rather, as it 
had grown rapidly during 1 9 1 7, especially after the Kornilov 
affair, it had degenerated into a 'national party', permeated 
with non-proletarian elements - in particular, peasants and 
soldiers, 'peasants in uniform' - considered by the Left 
Communists, as we have seen in Chapter 4, to be hostile to 
socialism. Moreover, it had also been weakened by the 
exodus of a vast number of old party workers who had left to 
take up positions within the state administration. The only 
solution in these circumstances, if the party was to be able to 
ensure that 'undeviating' socialist policies were put into 
practice, was in effect to purge it of all these alien elements 
and restore it to its pristine condition.75 The problem re
mained, however, of defining what were proletarian and, 
conversely, what were non-proletarian elements. Social ori
gin or former occupation were clearly insufficient, as the Left 
Communists were critical of the conduct of many worker 
Bolsheviks who had entered the state administration, as we 
have just seen. Ultimately, the only criterion that they 
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appeared able to offer was to define 'proletarian' in terms of 
adherence to their own policy prescriptions and 'non
proletarian' by non-adherence to them.76 In consequence, all 
who dared to oppose them could be accused either of being 
non-proletarian, or at the very least of suffering from some 
form of 'false consciousness' - and in the interests of building 
socialism must recant or be purged from the party. Rather 
ironically, beneath the surface of their fine rhetoric in 
defence of the soviets, and of the party as 'a forum for all of 
proletarian democracy', 77 there lay a political philosophy 
that was arguably as authoritarian as that of which they 
accused Lenin and his faction. 

The purge of the party that the Left Communists deman
ded was in fact initiated by the Central Committee in the 
latter half of May. In this case the irony was that in part it was 
directed against the Left Communists themselves, who were 
accused of contributing to the disorganisation evident within 
the party by their continuing opposition. And, as we have 
seen in Chapter 1 ,  an indeterminate number of their suppor
ters were expelled in consequence.7S 

* * * 

Intimately related to the Left Communists' opposition to the 
re-emergence of a hierarchic, centralised bureaucratic state 
was their criticism of what they also saw as 'a deviation' in the 
military policy that the Soviet government began to intro
duce in the spring of 1 9 18.79 Then Lenin abandoned his 
oft-repeated commitment to the creation of a popular militia, 
one of the foundations on which he had claimed Soviet 
power was to be built.sO Now he came round to support Leon 
Trotsky, who insisted that any realistic defence of the revolu
tion demanded the re-creation of a new regular conscript 
army and, even more heinous from the point of view of the 
Left, one staffed by appointees from the old officer corps 
willing to collaborate with the Soviet regime. 

Harsh reality again lay at the root of Lenin's apostasy. The 
old imperial army, while broadly sympathetic to Soviet 
power, was fast disintegrating, the result of war weariness, 
the burning desire to return to the countryside to share in 
the new land settlement, and of Bolshevik anti-militarist 



138 The Bolshevik Party in Conflict 

propaganda itself. As a fighting force it was useless. But the 
expectations of the Bolsheviks that a new volunteer army, 
drawn from the ranks of the workers and poor peasants, 
would soon form were to be disappointed. The reliance on 
the volunteer principle failed in the main to produce the 
anticipated results, despite a perceptible, if still modest, rise 
in recruits in face of the renewed German advance in the 
final days of February.8 1 Moreover, the effectiveness of the 
units that did exist was vitiated both by the lack of effective 
leadership, and by the absence of any overall command 
structure, as the local and regional soviets resisted the efforts 
of the centre to coordinate the activity of their forces on a 
national scale. The result, unsurprisingly, was one of virtual 
military anarchy and weakness, as witnessed by the ineffec
tual resistance to the German advance both on the western 
front and into the Ukraine.82 Fear of a fresh attack by 
German or Allied imperialism, as well as the threat posed by 
the growing forces of counter-revolution organising across 
Russia itself, made continuation of this situation untenable. 

The appointment of Trotsky, as president of the Supreme 
War Council on 4 March, and then as Commissar for War on 
8 April, signalled a new departure in military policy. During 
the spring of 1 9 18 he strove to build a new, regular army, 
organised on conventional lines, which alone, he was con
vinced, could provide an effective defence for the revolution. 
This required the gradual introduction of conscription; the 
creation of a single, unified, hierarchical command struc
ture; and the replacement of elected officers by military 
spetsy, officers of the old imperial army, to provide efficient, 
professional leadership. 83 

This new orientation in military policy provoked great 
furore amongst the Left Communists, and also, it seems, 
within many units of the then slowly forming Red Army, 
which continued to insist that a truly socialist army could be 
built only on the volunteer principle, the election of officers 
and a decentralised command structure. They were certain 
that general conscription, especially combined with the re
employment of the old officer corps, could only lead to the 
degeneration of the army into a weapon of counter
revolution.84 Indeed, even during the parlous days of the 
renewed German advance into Russia, they had disclaimed 
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the need to create a regular army to defend the revolution. 
Instead, the Soviet government should call to arms revolu
tionary detachments [otriady], of workers and peasants, to 
wage a guerrilla war behind the lines of the advancing 
Germans and so, they rather blithely claimed, after the first 
inevitable defeats, halt them.85 Osinskii developed this 
strand in the Left Communists' thinking to its logical, if 
extreme, conclusion. In the course of civil war, he con
tended, be it against the forces of world imperialism or of 
counter-revolution within Russia, a partisan army would 
arise spontaneously from the ranks of the workers and 
peasants. This army, he was confident, would suffice in the 
interim, until the revolution became victorious international
ly, whence the need for an army of any sort, as for the other 
trappings of state power, would wither away.86 

In the spring the Left Communists continued to rail 
against the creation of a new regular army constructed on 
conventional lines, as Trotsky was proposing, alleging that 
the Soviet government remained trapped by bourgeois con
ceptions of war which were quite inappropriate for a revolu
tionary socialist state.87 Radek, perhaps, elaborated most 
fully their objections to Trotsky'S plans. He began on a 
conciliatory note, conceding that Trotsky was correct in 
urging the establishment of a much larger army. This was 
vital not so much to combate counter-revolution within 
Russia itself - partisan detachments would be sufficient for 
this purpose, provided the mass of the population continued 
to support the Bolshevik government - but to defend the 
revolution against the pretensions of world imperialism, 
most recently evidenced in japan's thrust into Siberia. 
Moreover, when the much-heralded European revolution 
did in fact break out, then the 'Red revolutionary army' must 
be ready to advance to assist its comrades there. For Radek 
the issue was not one of building a new army or not, but the 
question of '[h]ow to construct the Red Army?' He welcomed 
the decision of the government, on 22 April, not to mobilise 
the bourgeoisie for military service, as Trotsky and N. I. 
Podvoiskii had proposed. To do so would not only have 
armed potential opponents of the revolution but would also 
have eroded the revolutionary class character of the new 
army. But, he warned, the construction of a regular army, 
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even one composed solely of workers and peasants, had its 
own perils. Any regular army had the tendency to become 
'detached from its social base' and transformed into a 'special 
caste', with its own particular 'psychology' and special in
terests. Even a new, class-based Red Army would not be 
immune from this tendency. The danger would be even 
greater if it was staffed by members of the old officer corps. 
By no means convinced that they had been won over to the 
side of the revolution, he feared that they would subvert its 
revolutionary ethos and convert it into a conventional army 
of the 'old' bourgeois variety and divert it from its revolution
ary tasks. To prevent such 'degeneration' it was essential to 
train officers from the ranks of the proletariat itself as 
quickly as possible, a training which he admitted required the 
cooperation of the old military spetsy. But this measure was in 
itself still insufficient to counter the possible growth of 
military separatism. To ensure that the newly-forming army 
remained true to its revolutionary purpose and maintained 
its links with the working population, its 'chief purpose' must 
be to educate the workers and peasants in the arts of warfare, 
to act as the cadres around which a genuine, trained people's 
militia would grow. Then, of course, it would be feasible to 
rouse the population en masse to wage a really effective 
partisan war, in the final analysis the only sure means to 
secure the revolution against any military threat.88 

Lenin, it appears, was totally unconvinced. Sceptical of the 
virtues of partisan war during the Brest-Litovsk debate, he 
became more and more certain that it was 'absurd' to rely on 
guerrilla war to defend the revolution.89 The continuing 
isolation of the revolution and the growing range of military 
challenges facing Soviet Russia from within and without led 
him to have little patience for the solutions proposed by the 
Left Communists. Increasingly, he threw his political weight 
behind Trotsky and supported the rapid build-up of a 
conventional army. As with the economy and the state, so too 
the army was to become highly centralised, with control in 
the hands of the government in Moscow.9o 

* * * 

Just as the exigencies of burgeoning civil war and interven-
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tion militated against the adoption of the militia model in the 
organisation of the Red Army, so too one must concede that 
Soviet Russia in the first half of 1918  was not the ideal 
laboratory in which to experiment with a participatory 
democratic form of socialist politics. The proletariat re
mained a minority, in a vast ocean of peasants. Of the 
proletariat itself, a substantial part remained politically and 
culturally backward. Moreover, it was increasingly prey to 
the growing shortages of food and fuel, which accelerated 
the disintegration of the urban economy already in evidence 
before the revolution. Hunger, cold and unemployment 
contributed to the 'declassing' of the Russian proletariat, as 
workers, in their tens and then hundreds of thousands, fled 
back to the shelter of the countryside where subsistence, at 
least, promised to be secured more easily. Moreover, many 
others, often young workers, recruited mainly from the 
ranks of the most skilled and politically conscious who had 
been the most active supporters of the Bolsheviks in 1 9 1 7, 
were mobilised into the Red Army to combat the growing 
threat posed by the forces of counter-revolution and in
tervention. In these circumstances of the increasing frag
mentation of the working-class, any attempts to devolve 
power into the hands of the proletariat would have proved to 
be problematic.91 

However, the failure of the Bolsheviks to construct a 
democratic polity cannot be attributed simply and solely to 
socio-economic obstacles, no matter how real they were. 
First, and the issue perhaps most easily dealt with, there was 
a glaring contradiction in their overall conception of how 
socialism was to be constructed. As we saw in the preceding 
chapter, their understanding of the economics of socialism 
inexorably demanded that the regulation of production be 
placed in the hands of a centralised bureaucracy. The 
question of how their commitment to economic centralisa
tion was to be reconciled with a highly decentralised political 
system was never adequately answered. Again, the logic of 
their thinking, the Left Communists' as well as Lenin's, 
pointed in the direction of the circumscription of the powers 
of the local soviets when they failed, as they must, to act in 
accord with the interests of the 'general will'. 92 

But there were other reasons why the Bolsheviks would 
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have found it difficult to devolve power fully to the soviets. 
Even had Russia been an advanced capitalist society, with an 
extensive and highly-developed industry and a large, edu
cated, cultured working class, not one in which the proleta
rian base of the regime was rapidly eroding, problems would 
have remained. In particular, the historical record indicates 
that nowhere has a unified, homogeneous proletariat 
appeared, conscious of its mission to bring about socialist 
revolution and so liberate all humanity from its chains. As 
Edward Thompson has remarked, the proletariat, as a 'real, 
observable . . .  historical' phenomenon, rather than an 'analy
tic category', has remained divided into divergent strata, 
most of which have lacked the revolutionary consciousness 
imputed to them by Marxist tradition.93 At best, this class 
consciousness has been the property of a particular group 
within the proletariat as a whole, which can only realise the 
libertarian vision of socialism depicted in Marxism by impos
ing its will on its more 'backward' comrades - and, as Mihaly 
Vajda wrily commented, forcing them to be free.94 

The Bolsheviks themselves proposed no practical solution 
to this dilemma, or, more precisely, no democratic solution. 
At first sight, State and Revolution, and many other of Lenin's 
writings in 1 9 1 7  and early 19 18, emphasising the vital role of 
mass initiative in the administration of the revolutionary 
state, appear to offer what Sirianna has characterised as a 
'profoundly popular and �articipatory' model for the politics 
of the transition period. 5 But as well as severely under
estimating the complexity of administration in modern in
dustrial society, the talent for which all do not share equally 
as yet, even at this time Lenin's subscription to a seemingly 
ultra-democratic form of politics is deceptive. As Polan 
recently reminded us, 'administration concerns the carrying 
out of an already determined policy; politics involves the 
discussion and negotiation of such policies'.96 Arguably, 
steeped in Marxist tradition, his understanding of politics led 
him to conclude that the political �here proper was confined 
'to the struggle between classes'. If so, there could be no 
genuinely political differences within the proletariat itself. 
This view helps explain why he failed to address adequately 
the real problem of proletarian heterogeneity, the fact that 
the proletariat has not been a united, politically-conscious 
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'class for itself' collectively capable of articulating an agreed 
set of policies. This failure in its turn meant that he neglected 
the need to elaborate an institutional model which could 
resolve in a democratic manner the inevitable conflicts over 
policy that would arise within the ranks of the proletariat 
itself. The problem then remains to determine who - or what 
- was ultimately to decide policy. As 1918  unfolded, Lenin's 
answer, as we have seen, was to become clear, Harking back 
to the philosophy expounded in What Is To Be Done? - and to 
the one fleeting reference in State and Revolution - decision
making power was to be concentrated in the hands of the 
party, as the constitution of the Russian Socialist Federal 
Soviet Republic adopted inJuly, 19 18, so Marc Ferro pointed 
out, recognised.98 As the future of Soviet Russia was to 
reveal, this answer would lead in practice to a party
dominated, bureaucratic dictatorship over the proletariat. It 
was to be a dictatorship, moreover, whose powers were 
untrammelled as 'the conflation of politics and administra
tion' which flowed from Lenin's advocacy of the fusion of 
legislative and executive functions meant that there could be 
no checks on it from the autonomous forces of civil society.99 

The notion still persists that somehow the Left Commun
ists were different, less authoritarian, more democratic. 
Lenin's most savage critic of late, Polan, has praised them for 
their opposition to the substitution of party for class, while 
conceding that this choice doomed them to ' ''utopian'' poli
tics and historical "irrelevance" '. 100 Yet as we have seen, such 
a conclusion is simply wrong. Despite their professed com
mitment to mass participation in state administration and to 
democracy within the soviets and party, the Left Communists 
too failed to provide a blueprint which could reconcile 
disputes within the proletariat in a democratic manner. 
Implicit in their critique of the political degeneration evident 
within the infant Soviet republic was the suggestion that only 
'true' proletarians, organised in a cleansed party and ele
vated above the soviets, could in the final analysis be en
trusted with power. Otherwise, the construction of socialism 
would be perverted. Within two years, in his seminal work, 
The Politics and Economics of the Transition Period, Bukharin 
was to take this suggestion to its logical and explicit conclu
sion. Recognising that in truth the proletariat was not a 
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'cohesive', class-conscious monolith, he frankly admitted that 
its less advanced elements would have to be subject to some 
form of coercion by the state, until such time as it was 
re-educated politically to the requisite level of consciousness 
by the Communist vanguard. Despite tendentiously arguing 
that such 'compulsion' was e�uivalent in fact to 'the self
coercion of the working class', 01 the conclusion is inescap
able. At the heart of the politics of the Left Communists, with 
a few honourable exceptions such as Preobrazhenskii, who 
apparently argued in the late spring of 1918  that the party be 
disbanded, 102 lay an authoritarianism no less profound than 
that which they imputed to Lenin. 



7 The Strength of the Left 
Communist Movement: 
Moscow, the Urals and 
the Ukraine 

How strong was the Left Communist movement in Russia in 
the first half of 1 918? Surprisingly, little detailed attention 
has been paid to this question, particularly in Western 
studies. Admittedly, some generalisations have been put 
forward. For example, Leonard Schapiro remarked that in 
January and February of 1918  the Left Communists 'enjoyed 
considerable support in the rank and file . .  . ' ,  while Stephen 
Cohen has gone even further, claiming that 'at the peak of 
their political strength against the peace treaty, the Left 
Communists represented an enthusiastic mass movement, 
probably a majority in the party'. I Little more substantial 
evidence has been offered. Even less has been said about the 
support that they possessed in the months after the peace 
was signed when they were in marked decline, apart, that is, 
from broad allegations that they retained strongholds in the 
Moscow industrial region, the Urals and the Ukraine.2 
Questions of the actual extent of their support and why it 
should have survived in these regions have remained basical
ly unexplored. 

Soviet historians have contributed considerably more to 
our knowledge of popular support for the Left Communists. 
As we noted in the introduction, several of them have 
established in some detail that they won substantial support, 
within the party and the soviets across Russia, in the period 
before the impact of the renewed German advance in 
mid-February made itself felt. Moreover, they have also 
made some progress in delineating the areas where the Left 
Communists continued to find some favour in the spring of 
19 18,  although they too have not provided any convincing 
explanation as to why this was the case.3 

The purpose of this chapter, drawing upon a range of 
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local sources hitherto relatively untapped, is to attempt to 
advance this particular area of study further. Its particular 
focus will be to test existing assumptions that the Moscow 
region, the Urals and the Ukraine were bastions of Left 
Communism and remained so longer than other parts of the 
country, and where this appears to be the case to suggest 
possible reasons why this should have been so. At the same 
time, in pursuing this objective, the rather skeletal depiction 
of the rise and fall of the movement given in Chapter 1 will 
be given more depth as we shall discover to what extent the 
arguments of the Left Communists struck a chord at the local 
level and also fathom more fully the reasons for their 
decline. 

THE MOSCOW REGION 

Both Western and Soviet studies have long portrayed the 
Moscow region as a stronghold of Left Communism in the 
winter and spring of 1918 .  To a degree this interpretation is 
correct. Many leading Left Communists were to be found in 
the various Moscow party organisations, and, more signi
ficantly, the Moscow Regional Bureau has been singled out as 
the 'organisational centre of Left Communism'.4 On closer 
examination, however, it transpires that significant modifica
tions to this picture are required. In Moscow, as in much of 
Russia, the Left Communists enjoyed considerable, in all 
probability majority, support within the party, the soviets 
and possibly even among ordinary workers until early 
March. Then, after the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed 
and ratified, they managed to retain control of the Moscow 
Okrug Committee for a brief period and of the Regional 
Bureau for rather longer, as well as mobilising some support 
within several local organisations. Yet what is most striking is 
not the grass-roots strength of the Left Communists, but 
their weakness. What distinguished Moscow, if anything, was 
that it remained one of the very few regions where they 
succeeded in retaining an organisational footing at all. 

But let us begin at the beginning. As we saw in Chapter 1 ,  
the resolution of the plenary session o f  the Regional Bureau 
on 28 December 1 9 1 7  witnessed the emergence of the Left 
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Communists as a sharply-defined faction within the party. 
They quickly mobilised considerable rank-and-file support 
within the city. On 1 1  January 19 18, a joint session of the 
Moscow City Committee and the Okrug Committee, with 
representatives of the Red Guard and the leading Bolshevik 
paper in the city, Sotsial-Demokrat, in attendance, received 
Emelian laroslavskii's report on the hotly-disputed question 
of a separate peace with Imperial Germany. With the active 
support of G. la. Belen'kii, Timofei Sapronov and Aaron 
Sorts, laroslavskii won the meeting over to oppose the 
continuation of the peace negotiations. Two days later a City 
Party Conference, confident of imminent revolution in 
Europe, overwhelmingly endorsed this policy, with only two 
delegates voting against it and two abstaining. In fact, it 
accepted the most pessimistic conclusions of those Left 
Communists who spoke - laroslavskii, S. Fel'dman, Sol'ts, 
Iliushin, Konstantin Maksimov and Sapronov - that it was 
preferable to fight for the cause of international socialism, 
even at the risk of the defeat of the revolution, than to betray 
it by consenting to an ignominious peace with Germany. 
Allegedly, it also approved a decree forbidding Lenin's 
supporters to argue their case before the rank-and-file of the 
party. 5 

In the regional and city Soviets a similar picture emerged. 
On 1 2  January the presidium of the regional Soviet passed a 
resolution against peace. Two days later the executive com
mittee of the city Soviet accepted the resolution proposed by 
Maksimov who argued in typical Left Communist vein that 
revolutionary war alone could bring a truly democratic peace 
by promoting the victory of socialism within and without 
Russia. Even the breakdown of negotiations with Germany 
appeared to cause little immediate concern. Speaking before 
the regional Soviet on 30 January, Grigorii Usievich san
guinely insisted that there was no reason for any anxiety, as 
the growing revolutionary movement in Germany would foil 
any renewed attack against Russia.6 

Within days Usievich's prediction was shown to be utterly 
mistaken. However, even in the face of the rapid German 
advance, the leading party organs still denied the need to 
accept a separate peace. On 20 February the City Committee 
restated its commitment to revolutionary war. Its stance was 
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strongly endorsed when it met with representatives of the 
district organisations on 24 February, and then by an almost 
two-thirds majority at the City Conference held the following 
day.7 The Regional Bureau too remained implacably 
opposed to peace, passing on 24 February a resolution of no 
confidence in the CC, which had just voted for its 
acceptance.s On 2 March, at an expanded session with 
delegates from many organisations in the region present, the 
Regional Bureau remained intransigent. Stukov's derisive 
condemnation of Brest-Litovsk as a 'muzhik peace', the inevit
able consequences of which would drive the revolution from 
the path of socialism into a compromise with the aspirations 
of the petty-bourgeois peasantry, won overwhelming sup
port. Varvara lakovleva, Vladimir Smirnov and Stukov him
self were mandated to defend revolutionary war as the only 
possible salvation for Russia at the forthcoming Party Con
gress. Within the Okrug Committee too the Left Communists 
prevailed, but only after a fierce internal struggle at the end 
of February.9 

The mood within the soviets mirrored that of the leading 
party organs. For instance, at the end of February the 
executive committee of the regional Soviet adopted, by a 
large majority, the resolution proposed by E. N .  Ignatov. In 
it he urged that the new, more punitive, peace terms dictated 
by the Germans had to be rejected. If accepted, they would 
frustrate the future economic development of Russia and 
thus destroy any prospects for socialist construction within 
it. 10 

At lower levels in the city and region attitudes appeared to 
be equally militant, at least until the beginning of March. 
Many of the district soviets within the city unequivocally 
supported revolutionary war. On 15  January the Presnia 
soviet debated the issue. It concluded by adopting the 
resolution passed the day before by the executive committee 
of the city Soviet, denouncing separate peace with Germany 
as a fatal blow to socialism both in Russia and in West 
Europe. War had to be waged, to help kindle the flames of 
revolution in Germany itself. The soviets in the Alekseevsko
Rostokinskii, Sokol'niki and V sekhviatskii districts soon fol
lowed suit. 11 The German advance produced no immediate 
change of heart among the district soviets but rather the 
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reaffirmation of their faith in revolutionary war, the Western 
proletariat and international revolution. In the last week of 
February the soviets in the Khamovniki, Rogozhskii, the City 
(Gorodskoi), Sokol'niki, Dorogomilovo, Basmannyi, Sush
chevo-Mar'iniskii, and Vsekhviatskii districts all resolved to 
fight on. Similar levels of militancy were reported from the 
Blagushe-Lefortovo, Zamoskvorech'e and Simonovo 
districts. 12 

Moreover, evidence culled from reports in the contempor
ary press suggests that commitment to revolutionary war 
remained strong, for a time, at the grass roots. Even after the 
Germans began to advance on Russia again Pravda described 
the attitude of the majority of workers, and soldiers, in the 
city as 'resolute and cheerful'. In justification it referred, 
somewhat exaggeratedly as we shall see, to the apparent ease 
with which the district soviets and Red Guard had been able 
to mobilise detachments of volunteers to send to the front. 13 

Certainly, the central workers' organisations in Moscow 
were bellicose. The Third City Conference of factory-plant 
committees, which convened on 17 February, unequivocally 
denounced all thought of separate peace with Germany. 
Only revolutionary war, to spark off socialist revolution on 
an international scale, could beget a genuine democratic 
peace. It was to be accompanied by an intensified assault 
against all remaining vestiges of capitalism within Russia 
itself, to advance the construction of a socialist economy. 
Soon afterwards, on 23 February, the Union of Unions called 
on the workers to resist peace on German terms. Next day a 
meeting of the metal workers' union defended the same 
policy, followed the day after by the Union of Unions again, 
which now raised the dismal spectre that the Brest peace 
would gradually starve Soviet Russia of food and fuel, and so 
of all hope of salvation. 14 

Their appeals apparently found a widespread response 
among the ordinary workers. The Union of Young Workers 
in particular rose to the challenge by volunteering in such 
numbers for the detachments to be sent against the Germans 
that it had disintegrated by the end of February}5 Many 
other workers, in a variety of industries, expressed a similar 
resolve. A general meeting of the metal workers of the 
Gakental' plant on 24 February concluded that the choice 
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before them was simple: fight in the hope of igniting socialist 
revolution in Europe, or perish at the hands of German 
imperialism and their reactionary Russian allies. On 27 
February the textile workers of the Semenov factory too 
demanded that all vacillation cease and revolutionary war be 
vigorously prosecuted, while next day a 4000-strong meeting 
in the Bogatyr' chemical works, denouncing the acceptance 
of peace as a victory for counter-revolution, called for the 
rapid or�anisation of a revolutionary army to fight the 
Germans. 6 Mass endorsement of resolutions in favour of 
war can, of course, be somewhat misleading as in fact few 
workers, it seems, were ultimately prepared to take up arms. 

In the Moscow region too there had been widespread 
support for the revolutionary war, as Fel'dman reported on 
the eve of the Fourth Congress of Soviets. 17 Kaluga province, 
to the south-west of Moscow, was a case in point. On 25 
February the Third Provincial Party Conference reaffirmed 
that the position adopted by the party in mid-January, when 
it had subscribed to the policy set out by the Left Communist
dominated Regional Bureau, was the only correct one. Those 
present at the conference professed that it was preferable to 
perish honourably in war with Germany rather than to 
accept a servile peace which would destroy the conquests of 
the revolution. Further, it mandated its delegate to the 
Seventh Party Congress, Kh. I .  Tsukerberg, to oppose to the 
bitter end any such capitulation. Such intransigence in 
defence of revolutionary war, Tsukerberg himself alleged, 
mirrored the attitudes not just of the party rank-and-file but 
also of the majority of the population in the province. Lending 
some credibility to his assessment was the fact that the last 
Provincial Congress of Soviets to meet had committed itself 
to prosecute revolutionary war against world capitalism. 18 

To the north-east of Moscow, in Vladimir province, clear 
divisions on the issue of war or peace existed. The delegate to 
the Seventh Party Congress from Aleksandrov, M. S. Griund
baum, reported that the local party organisation had conde
mned both the CC and the SNK for their readiness to 
conclude a separate peace with Germany, whose objective 
above all else was to crush the revolution in Russia. Despite 
the renewed German attack the local party organisation 
remained convinced that the European proletariat would 
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rise very soon to aid its beleaguered Russian comrades. 
However, the workers and peasants in the district fervently 
sought peace at any price and, according to Griundbaum, 
this pressure had impelled the party to reverse its policy on 
the eve of the Seventh Congress. Similarly, V. I. Dolbilkina, 
from Kovrov, claimed that the local party organisation had 
repeatedly supported the policy of revolutionary war, with 
the Bolsheviks in the local soviet being the first to volunteer 
for the new Red Army. The attitude of the local workers and 
peasants remained unclear, though the uezd soviet, as its 
counterpart in Shuia, saw no alternative but to fight if the 
revolution was to be saved. The situation in the city of 
Vladimir itself was quite different, as N. I. Danilov reported. 
There both the party and the most workers and peasants had 
urged the rapid conclusion of peace whatever it cost. 19 

Opposition to the Brest peace could be found elsewhere in 
the region. The delegate to the Seventh Party Congress from 
the Nizhnii Novgororod provincial organisation, M. S. Ser
gushev, himself a staunch defender of peace, admitted that 
many leading Bolsheviks bitterly rejected peace, citing as one 
example the stand taken by the Bolshevik fraction in the 
provincial soviet in late February. In Kostroma too the city 
soviet and the executive committee of the provincial Soviet 
staunchly upheld revolutionary war, while in Orel the Left 
Communists won over certain key localities, Briansk being 
the most important, closely followed by Mtsensk. And in 
I va novo-Voznesensk the executive committee of the provin
cial Soviet swung its forces behind the opposition to peace.20 

In provinces such as laroslavl' there appears to have been 
but little enthusiasm for continuing the war, both within the 
leading provincial institutions and at the grass roots. The 
representative of the city party at the Seventh Party Con
gress, O. I. Rozanova, claimed that for the most part the local 
party had come round rapidly behind the peace policy 
advocated by Lenin, a shift which had won the approval of 
the factory-plant committees. Moreover, on 25 February a 
joint meeting of the city Soviet and the executive committee 
of the provincial Soviet categorically came out in favour of 
peace. At lower levels across the province the same con
figuration of forces was reported, with the noted exception 
of Rostov where the local soviet championed revolutionary 
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war.21 Other provinces within the region, Voronezh, Tam
bov and Smolensk, also soon shed anJ; illusions about the 
feasibility of waging revolutionary war. 2 

In early March disillusion with revolutionary war spread 
rapidly, to encompass the majority of organisations which 
hitherto had firmly defended it. Moscow itself was a case in 
point. On 3 March, heeding Grigorii Zinoviev's arguments 
on the necessity of peace, the Soviet, with representatives of 
the factory-plant committees, the trades unions and the 
district soviets in attendance, voted to accept peace. The 
continued opposition of the Left Communists, led by Pok
rovskii and Usievich, who repeated that peace would be 
tantamount to the political and economic suffocation of the 
revolution, cut little ice, despite the support of the Menshe
viks and Left SRs present.23 Next day the executive commit
tee of the provincial Soviet followed suit. While Sapronov 
and Shternberg continued to challenge the view that peace 
would allow Soviet Russia any real breathing-space in which 
to rebuild its strength for a future struggle, even they were 
forced to admit that attitudes among the rank-and-file had 
shifted in favour of retreat. At best the workers and peasants 
were split on the question of peace or war, with the majority 
wavering in their resolve to continue to fight. 1. 1. Min'kov, 
the Okrug Committee's delegate to the Seventh Party Con
gress and himself a Left Communist, confirmed this gloomy 
picture of grass-roots sentiment in the province. Party activ
ists and other conscious proletarians still supported revolu
tionary war, he claimed, but the masses, who were 'not 
conscious, [did] not understand the gravity of the current 
situation and [were] becomin� increasingly demoralised . . .  
[were] for peace at any price'. 4 

The same transformation could be observed within the city 
party. On 4 March, apparently in response to rank and file 
pressure, the City Committee voted by ten to seven to accept 
peace. That night a City Conference revealed the extent of 
the decline in Left Communist support. The impassioned 
pleas of Osinskii not to lay down arms before the forces of 
counter-revolution led by Germany gathered only five votes. 
Zinoviev, who had come to Moscow with Sverdlov to win the 
party over to the cause of peace, emphasised the futility of 
prosecuting a war when Russia had no effective army and 
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was in the throes of economic collapse and hunger. Bellicose 
resolutions were not enough, he concluded, caustically point
ing out that less than 3000 workers had volunteered for the 
new Red Army.25 

Disillusion with revolutionary war had also penetrated to 
the grass-roots within the city. In comparison with the final 
days of February, early March witnessed few reports of 
enthusiasm for revolutionary war in the districts or among 
rank-and-file workers. Apparently the last major report of 
support for war came from a 2000-strong meeting of work
ers on 3 March, the day the peace treaty was signed, 
organised by the Union of Unions and the textile workers' 
union, which called on the proletariat to rally behind Soviet 
power and defend the conquests of the revolution, whatever 
the cost.26 

Support for the Left Communists also disintegrated rapid
ly in the region. Fel'dman reported that even those pro
vinces, such as Vladimir, which had formerly possessed 
substantial enclaves of militancy, now witnessed an almost 
universal groundswell in favour of peace at any price. The 
same pattern was to be found in Nizhnii Novgorod where 
both party activists and ordinary workers and peasants now 
almost all endorsed peace, and in Kostroma where a bitter 
rearguard action in favour of war, in this instance fought 
largely by the Left SRs, came to naught. Where widespread 
scepticism about the feasibility of revolutionary war had 
surfaced earlier, as it had in Voronezh, Smolensk and Iaros
lavl', the first half of March simply saw a consolidation of this 
attitude. In Iaroslavl', for example, by the middle of the 
month the Second Provincial Conference of trades unions 
and factory-plant committees overwhelmingly approved 
acceptance of peace, while numerous reports from the 
countryside indicated that the peasants bitterly opposed any 
continuation of the war.27 

As we saw in Chapter 1 ,  it is over-simplistic to explain the 
rapid dissolution of support for revolutionary war by refer
ence to Leninist, or Sverdlovean, 'bludgeoning' of the party 
or the soviets. Admittedly, Sverdlov and Zinoviev did put the 
case for peace in Moscow itself, but they appear to have won 
on the strength of their arguments. Beyond that, it remains 
doubtful if Lenin and his allies possessed sufficient able 
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orators, or manipulators, to effect conversions on such a 
broad scale across the region. Moreover, Pokrovskii's sugges
tion, that the workers of Moscow - and the central industrial 
region more generally - abandoned revolutionary war be
cause they were less militant than their Petrograd comrades, 
is equally simplistic.28 On the contrary, Moscow did witness 
every sign of militancy amongst the party and ordinary 
workers in February, if a militancy that was not always 
translated into effective, and sustained, mass action, as 
Zinoviev had pointedly argued. What remains to be ex
plained is the reason for this disparity between words and 
deeds. Part of the answer is given by Vindzberg, a member of 
the volunteer detachments sent from Moscow, first, to fight 
opponents of Bolshevism in the Ukraine, and then the 
Germans: 

The negotiations at Brest . . .  animated the workers and 
drove them to adopt a militant attitude. The majority . . .  
did not approve of the position taken by the Soviet 
government . . .  and willingly volunteered [to fight]. Only 
later, when we discovered what the real situation in fact 
was, the impossibility of waging war against a German 
army that remained organised and disciplined, only then 
did our jingoism begin to dissolve and we saw that [our] 
leaders had calculated quite correctly . . . and concluded 
the Brest peace [even though] it imposed Draconian condi
tions on US.29 

The growing realisation that the German advance would be 
halted neither by revolutionary propaganda, nor by the 
hastily-assembled forces available to Soviet Russia, appears to 
have had the same demoralising impact throughout the 
region. There too economic disintegration, unemployment, 
food shortages, especially in the towns, and the exhaustion 
caused by these problems and the preceding three and a half 
years of war meant that any surviving will to resist quickly 
crumbled in face of the apparently unstoppable German 
juggernaut.30 

After the Seventh Party Congress, the Left Communists' 
decline in Moscow and the central industrial region acceler
ated at all levels. On 10 March, the Bolshevik fraction at the 
Third Regional Congress of Soviets conceded that given the 
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relative economic and military strength of Germany and 
Russia peace was vital. The breathing-space so won must be 
used to consolidate the revolution and to prepare for the 
inevitable renewal of battle on an international scale.31 By 
the end of the month the Left Communists had also lost their 
control of the Okrug Committee. On 24 March the Seventh 
Okrug Conference rejected the pleas of Bukharin, Radek and 
their allies to condemn the CC for accepting a peace which 
had reduced Soviet power to no more than 'a scrap of paper'. 
Only the representatives from the Orekhovo-Zuevo indust
rial district supported them. Rather, the Conference re
solved to use the current respite from war to complete, in a 
vaguely defined manner, the construction of socialism within 
Russia, and to organise a volunteer army of workers and 
peasants, to resist future attack by the forces of world 
imperialism.32 Four days later, a Congress of Soviets of 
Moscow and region, with representatives of the district 
soviets and the factory-plant committees present, affirmed 
that the current exhaustion of the country meant that peace 
had been the only realistic policy to follow. 33 

Despite their decline, the Left Communists retained con
trol of the Regional Bureau, notwithstanding the refusal of 
an expanded plenary session of the Bureau to adopt the 
resolution proposed by its Left-dominated core in the second 
half of March.34 They continued to use it as a base from 
which to launch a sustained offensive against the policies of 
Lenin and his allies, until the Fourth Regional Party Confer
ence, convened in the middle of May, when they lost their 
hold on the Regional Bureau. Lomov's motion, condemning 
Lenin's foreign and domestic policies, was rejected decisively 
in favour of the latter's own theses. The Left Communists 
won the votes of only nine of the fifty-six delegates present, 
though Iakovleva disgustedly remarked that the extent of 
their defeat was in good measure the product of the packing 
of the Conference with Lenin's supporters.35 

In all probability there was an element of truth in Iakovle
va's charge,36 but it was by no means the sole, or most 
important, reason for their defeat. More to the point, the 
Left Communists' domination of the Regional Bureau was 
not justified by the amount of rank-and-file support that they 
possessed in the spring of 1918. This support, indeed, had 
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become very limited. In the city itself a meeting of delegates 
from the various party cells that convened in April expressed 
a general sympathy for their critique of Lenin's domestic 
programme. It called instead for the more consistent imple
mentation of 'the principles of Communism, in the economy 
and in politics'. To achieve this objective greater efforts 
would have to be made to 'straighten out' the policy of the 
Sovnarkom, which had deviated to the right, in order to bring 
it closer to the principles of the 'proletarian communist 
programme,.37 Later, on 8 May, a meeting of party activists 
from the districts of the city came close to endorsing a Left 
Communist resolution condemning the peace, and the perni
cious consequences that had flowed from it. The workers and 
peasants were to be mobilised to renew revolutionary war 
against German imperialism, while internally the consolida
tion of the revolution demanded the root and branch ex
propriation of the bourgeoisie. Sadly for the Left Commun
ists, they narrowly failed to win a majority, by a vote of thirty 
against twenty-seven.38 

Yet several district organisations continued to provide 
them with some solace. In April and May a significant 'group 
of Bukharinists' was active in Rogozhko-Simonovo district, 
bitterly attacking the 'bankrupt' central authorities for their 
isolation from the masses and their betrayal of the workers' 
revolution. Defying the directives of the City Committee, it 
allegedly conducted a campaign of intimidation against the 
bourgeoisie and the old spetsy, openly declaring that 'a 
deviation to the left was better than one to the right'. 39 
Similarly, in early May the party in the City (Gorodskoi) 
district passed a resolution which demanded 'straightening 
both the internal and external policies of the Sovnarkom and 
bringing them nearer to the principles of the proletarian 
Communist programme'. On 9 May the party committee in 
Basmannyi district, in joint session with representatives from 
various party cells and the Bolshevik fraction of the district 
soviet, took much the same line. After protracted debate, 
Stukov's report was endorsed, condemning the policy of 
concessions to foreign imperialist and the native bourgeoisie 
alike. It too advocated a return to 'proletarian Communist' 
principles, calling for a renewal of war to defend the 
revolution, aid to the Ukrainian proletariat to rise against its 
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German occupiers and their collaborators, and an end to all 
compromises with the bourgeoisie.40 

Such support within the city, sparse as it was, also proved 
to be ephemeral. Lenin and his faction tightened their hold 
at the City Conference on 1 3  May. Despite vitriolic attacks by 
Bukharin, Osinskii, Stukov, and M. P. Ianishev (who had the 
temerity to liken Lenin to the renegade Plekhanov and 
accuse him of creating a dictatorship within the party to 
match the dictatorship of finance capital that he was con
structing within the country at large), Lenin's theses were 
approved by an overwhelming majority of 1 26 to thirty-four. 
Next day the Okrug Conference also endorsed Lenin's 
strategy, but by the bare majority of thirteen to twelve.41 At 
the same time the Bolshevik fraction in the Soviet sU,Rported, 
virtually unanimously, the policy of the Sovnarkom. 2 Subse
quently, on 16 May the Left Communists lost their control of 
the party organisation in the City (Gorodskoi) district. An 
open meeting of party members adopted the motion prop
osed by V. N. Podbel'skii approving the foreign and domestic 
policies of the CC and Sovnarkom.43 Yet they succeeded in 
maintaining their position a little longer in Basmannyi dis
trict. On 20 May the district Soviet approved their resolution 
calling for the 'active defence' of the revolution and the 
immediate end to all compromises. On 3 1  May the district 
committee of the party adopted Stukov's resolution criticis
ing the delay in implementing the programme of the Octo
ber Revolution, particularly in carrying out the complete 
nationalisation of industry.44 

Support for the Left Communists was similarly meagre in 
the region. The Left Communists themselves could find only 
three instances to report. On 28 April, the City Conference 
in I vanovo-Voznesensk approved the theses of the Regional 
Bureau as outlined by Lomov, while on 1 0  May the Okrug 
Conference followed suit, adopting the resolution proposed 
by Bukharin by a vote of twelve to nine, with four 
abstentions.45 On 13 May the City Conference in Iaroslavl' 
unanimously passed the resolution proposed by Iakovleva on 
behalf of the Left Communists. Within two weeks, however, 
the provincial party had overturned this decision, despite 
bitter protests by Babich and Panin against Lenin's con
tinuing compromises in foreign and domestic policy.46 
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Finally, the Left Communists found considerable sym
pathy at the First Regional Congress of metal workers held 
between 19 and 22 April. Here a clear majority opposed the 
application of the Taylor system and the introduction of 
piece rates, as they themselves did. Moreover, a decisive 
majority rejected Lenin's policy of seeking agreements with 
the 'captains of industry', such as Meshcherskii. Instead, it 
demanded the rapid nationalisation of industry which alone 
would lay the foundations for the construction of socialism in 
the economy and ensure that the interests of the working 
class were safeguarded.47 

The implication, it would appear, that the Moscow region 
was a bastion of Left Communism is rather exaggerated. 
Admittedly, the Left Communists enjoyed a substantial body 
of support within the city and across the region in the first 
two months of 1918 ,  but as we saw in Chapter 1 this was in no 
way exceptional. Thereafter, from early March, it again 
proved to be no exception, with whatever grass-roots 
strength the Left Communists had possessed rapidly melting 
away. Their control of the Moscow Regional Bureau then did 
not reflect their continued popularity within the region. 

THE URALS 

In the Urals too, comprising the provinces of Orenburg, 
Perm', Ufa and Viatka, the Left Communists appear to have 
won much support, especially in the winter of 1918. Whatev
er indecision and confusion on the question of peace or war 
that reigned in the central organs of the party and govern
ment, here at least there seemed to be little doubt that the 
'obscene peace' should be rejected and revolutionary war 
fought. 

Within the party, the Third Regional Conference in early 
January set the tone. It categorically refused to consider 
separate peace with Germany, which would bring nothing 
but the destruction of all the gains of the revolution. The 
only possible alternative was to wage revolutionary war. The 
Regional Committee clung doggedly to this position, which 
met with considerable sympathy at lower levels in the party 
throughout the Urals. In the key industrial city of Ekaterin-
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burg, the Party Conference that convened on 2 March 
demanded that the forthcoming Party Congress reverse 'the 
policy of capitulation' being pursued by the CC, reflecting, it 
appears, the opinion of the district organisations that revolu
tionary war be waged. Earlier, in Zlatoust uezd a Party 
Conference on 25 February had similarly protested bitterly 
against accepting annexationist peace and adopted the re
solution critical of it proposed by Evgenii Preobrazhenskii, 
who, with Nikolai Krestinskii and Georgii Safarov, directed 
the Left Communist movement in the Urals.48 On the same 
day the Bolsheviks in Nizhnii Tagil' came out against peace. 
Other organisations, in the Cheliabinsk district (okrug), 
Izhevsk, Lys'va, Perm' and Votkinsk, and in Viatka province, 
also swunj their support behind the advocates of revolution
ary war.4 

The weight of opinion in the soviets mirrored that of the 
party, although here one must add that in many of them the 
still considerable SR and Menshevik contingents added their 
voices in protest against peace. For example, in the provinces 
of Perm' and U fa the Left SRs then remained as strong as, if 
not stronger than, the Bolsheviks while in Zlatoust and 
Nizhnii Tagil' the Mensheviks and SRs in general equalled 
them.50 At the end of February the executive committee of 
the regional soviet, in tune with the attitude of many 
lower-level soviets, repudiated the separate peace with 
Germany.51  For instance, on 23 February the Ufa soviet had 
urged mobilisation in defence of the revolution against the 
threat posed by German imperialism, a position it reaffirmed 
on 2 March.52 Similarly, on 25 February ajoint session of the 
provincial and city soviets in Perm' condemned peace as 
tantamount to 'the suicide of Soviet power'. At the same time, 
it would betray the European proletariat, first of all in the 
Baltic provinces which in effect would be sentenced to brutal 
domination by the Germans. An honourable death in battle 
was to be preferred to the shameful compromise of the ideals 
of international socialism. 53 Other local soviets followed suit. 
On 26 February, the Troitsk soviet rejected peace and, with 
apparent equanimity, was prepared to surrender most of 
western Russia if that was the price of waging revolutionary 
war. On 27 February, a conference of soviets in Zlatoust uezd 
adopted a similar resolution. On 28 February, the Nizhnii 



160 The Bolshevik Party in Conflict 

Tagil' soviet likewise denounced peace. On the same day the 
soviets in the Simskii mining district assembled and deman
ded that the Sovnarkom abandon its policy of peace in favour 
of one of revolutionary war. The soviets in Sterlitamak, 
Mariinsk, Okhansk, Nadezhinsk, Cheliabinsk, Neviansk, 
Revda, Lys'va, Sysert', Tobol'sk and Shadrinsk also came out 
against peace. Finally, the provincial soviet in Viatka too 
argued that peace on German terms would be suicidal 
and began to mobilise detachments to wage a partisan 
war. 54 

The views of ordinary workers and peasants in the Urals, 
as elsewhere in Russia, are difficult to ascertain with the 
desirable degree of certainty. Nevertheless, the existing 
evidence suggests that amongst them too there was much 
sympathy for the opponents of separate peace. Certainly, a 
series of meetings in the factories and plants of Ufa at the 
beginning of March reportedly supported the decision of the 
soviet to mobilise to fight the Germans. The Perm' soviet also 
claimed that it had the backing of the majority of workers in 
the city for revolutionary war. In the Simskii mining district, 
the trades unions and plant committees rallied behind the 
policy of revolutionary war, as did meetings in the Simskii 
plant itself on 1 March and in the Asha-Balashevskii plant on 
3 March. Moreover, V. A. Shumailov, present at the Seventh 
Party Congress as the delegate of the V otkinsk and Izhevsk 
organisation, claimed that the majority of the 60 000 workers 
in the region were resolute in their readiness to wage a 
revolutionary war, for all their uncertainty as to whether it 
would be successful or not. Finally, so great was the antipathy 
of the workers of the Zlatoust plant to peace that they struck 
in protest at its conclusion, although in this case the Menshe
viks and SRs, not the Left Communists, are credited with 
responsibility for inciting such opposition. 55 

It was with no mean degree of justification, then, that in 
early March Safarov claimed that across the Urals antipathy 
to a peace that was at one and the same time disgraceful and 
self-destructive was prevalent. Defending the resolution of 
the Regional Committee of the party, unanimously endorsed 
by an extraordinary meeting of the Urals Sovnarkom, the 
executive committee of the Ekaterinburg soviets , the region
al union of metal workers, and the Ekaterinburg Committee 
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at the end of February, he demanded that the Brest-Litovsk 
treaty be annulled. Revolutionary war, in the form of a 
class-based, partisan war against the forces of international 
imperialism, remained vital to advance the cause of world 
revolution, itself the sole guarantee of the salvation of the 
revolution in Russia. Should Petrograd and Moscow have to 
be surrendered in order to continue the struggle in the east, 
then such a price would have to be paid. Even ultimate 
defeat, he concluded, would inflict less harm on the cause of 
international socialism than the surrender of revolutionary 
socialist principles for the sake of a base and, in the final 
analysis, unworkable peace with German imperialism. 56 

However, as Safarov was writing, so the situation in the 
Urals was changing. Many party organisations and soviets 
rapidly came to accept the Brest peace as a fait accompli. On 6 
March, a general meeting of party members in Ufa rejected 
the impassioned defence of revolutionary war mounted by 
El'tsin. By a substantial m�ority it endorsed Iur'ev's and 
Sviderovskii's resolution approving peace. In the circumst
ances, of general economic chaos and exhaustion, and of the 
lack of any effective army, it agreed that peace had been the 
only realistic policy to pursue, to win a respite during which 
the revolution could consolidate itself internally and, conse
quently, be able to give real assistance to the European 
proletariat when it rose in the future. 57 Several other orga
nisations, in Beloretsk, Kotel'nich and Satka, too had come 
round to support peace before the Seventh Party Congress 
convened. 58 

Once begun, the rot spread rapidly. On 7 March, the 
Bolshevik-dominated Min'iarsk plant soviet conceded that 
there had been little choice but to accept the dictated peace. 
On 9 March, the party organisation in the U st Katavsk plant 
followed suit.59 By 13  March, the Nizhnii Tagil' organisa
tion, where Grigorii Usievich had been active earlier in the 
year, also abandoned its opposition to peace. In the face of 
growing economic ruin, it conceded that a breathin9;'space of 
any sort was vital if the revolution was to survive. 0 On 23 
March the Alapaevsk organisation accepted that peace had 
been inevitable, to be followed the next day by the Bolsheviks 
of Cheliabinsk. Party organisations in Orenburg, Kushva, 
Krasnoufimsk, Verkhne Ufalei, Novaia Liaglia and the Sims-
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kii plant followed suit. On 1 4  April a conference of Bolshevik 
organisations in Ufa province underlined rank-and-file dis
illusion with the whole idea of revolutionary war when it 
concluded that the Brest peace had been a necessary, albeit 
most painful, retreat.61 

Within the soviets the same decline in support for revolu
tionary war was evident. Before the Fourth All-Russian 
Congress of Soviets began in Moscow, the soviets in Oren
burg and in Orlov, Viatka province, had come round to 
favour the ratification of the peace treaty. After the Con
gress, many more shifted their ground. On 23 March the 
Gubakha soviet abandoned its advocacy of revolutionary war 
as utopian. Similarly, the Ufa soviet, apparently influenced 
by reports from the countryside that under no circumstances 
could or would the peasants continue any war, executed a 
volte face and approved ratification of the peace. At the 
beginning of April the Cheliabinsk soviet, after heated 
debate, also welcomed the peace by the narrow majority of 
sixty-six to sixty-four. The same reversal took place within 
the Ekaterinburg soviet itself. 62 

Dramatic and rapid as their loss of support was, the Left 
Communists were not yet beaten in the Urals. They continue 
to dominate the Regional Bureau of the party, from where 
they sought a union with the Moscow Regional Bureau in 
order to be able to resist more effectively the whole tenor of 
the policies advocated by Lenin and his allies. Moreover, 
they still possessed strongholds within the party in Ekaterin
burg and Perm'. To take one instance, in Ekaterinburg a 
party conference on 2 1  April adopted the resolution prop
osed by Safarov. Again castigating the Brest peace as fatal for 
the survival of socialism in Russia, he called for the renewal 
and uncompromising prosecution of revolutionary war. 
Whether this policy struck the same chord in the ranks of the 
workers of the city remains open to some doubt, but the lack 
of evidence permits no definitive answer to the allegation, 
repeated several times by the U fa party organisation, that the 
Ekaterinburg Bolsheviks were a group of 'intellectual ultra
Communists' who had no right to speak for the proletariat 
itself.63 

At the Fourth Regional Conference of the party that 
convened in Ekaterinburg on 25 April the Left Communists 
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again emerged triumphant. Over 130 delegates, represent
ing more than seventy organisations allegedly comprising 
about 35 000 workers, were present. Safarov, ably abetted by 
I. la. Tuntul' and Vorob'ev, renewed his attack on the Brest 
peace as marking the capitulation of the revolution, its 
surrender into the hands of world capitalism. At the same 
time, the Left Communists denounced the domestic policies 
of the Sovnarkom, railing in particular against Lenin's 
attempts to reach some agreement with the bourgeoisie 
whose assistance he sought in restoring Russia's shattered 
economy. If implemented, such a policy would stymie the 
construction of a genuine socialist economy which, they 
continued to assert, could be built only by the initiative of the 
proletariat from the grass roots up. In fact, the conference 
even resolved to create an autonomous Urals commune 
within which authentic socialist policies could be 
introduced.64 

There is little evidence, however, to substantiate Preob
razhenskii's contention that the majority of party organisa
tions in the Urals supported such a programme, which lends 
some credence to accusations that the Left Communists 
themselves had packed the conference.65 One notable excep
tion was the city of Perm'. On 12- 1 3  May a joint conference 
of the Perm' and Motovilikha organisations assembled, with 
Gabriel Miasnikov in the van of the Left's campaign. After 
fiery speeches by Borchaninov and Miasnikov himself conde
mning the Brest peace - for its failure to provide any real 
breathing-space and for the retreats from socialist policies 
that flowed from it - a resolution in support of the Regional 
Conference's decisions was adopted by a vote of thirty to 
twenty.66 But this case appears to have been an isolated 
instance, as the majority of party organisations in the Urals 
those already mentioned as well as organisations in Zlatoust, 
Sysert, Orenburg province and the Ziamskii district in Perm' 
itself, and the Balashov and Niaze-Petrov plants - rallied 
behind the policies of Lenin and the CC. What role the 
re-registration of party members ordered by the CC in May 
played in the Left Communists' failure to regain support at 
these lower levels of the party remains unclear. What is more 
certain is that many organisations saw this process as an 
integral part of the struggle to restore party unity in which 
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the Left Communists' followers presumably suffered.67 
The only other instances, it appears, of unequivocal sup

port for the Left Communists came, on the one hand, at a 
session of the executive committee of the Regional soviet on 
2 1  May when the resolution unsuccessfully put forward at 
the inter-district meeting in Moscow on 8 May was adopted, 
and, on the other, at the congress of workers of the Zinger 
company in mid-May, attended by thirty-three delegates 
from plants throughout the Urals. This congress approved 
the resolution by Iushkov, from the Regional soviet, castigat
ing the Brest peace in typical Left Communist fashion for 
providing no genuine respite from war and destroying any 
prospects for socialist reconstruction in Russia.68 

The spring of 19 18, it would appear, saw the same 
disintegration of support for the Left Communists on the 
question of war or peace as had occurred in the Moscow 
region. The party leadership and the rank and file within 
and without the party diverged more and more as news 
filtering east of the rapid and largely unchecked German 
advance convinced the latter of the foolhardiness of any 
attempt to pursue revolutionary war. The Germans were not 
the relatively easy meat that Dutov and his Cossacks had 
been, whom locally-organised detachments of workers had 
succeeded in defeating in February, 1 9 18.69 The renewal of 
civil war in May, possibly combined with a purge of Left 
Communist sympathisers within the party, brought to an end 
any debate on this question. Reality now demanded that the 
Bolsheviks fight, if not against the Germans, then against the 
Czech legions and the forces of counter-revolution rallying 
behind them in Siberia. However, the Left Communists were 
not yet completely crushed. Their ideas on the organisation 
of industry met with considerably greater sympathy. In 
particular, their stubborn opposition to any agreements with 
the bourgeoisie, to experiments in state capitalism and to 
one-man management, and their call for nationalisation of 
industry, subsequently to be administered by elected repre
sentatives of the workers, found a fertile soil among very 
many Urals workers. Indeed, Paul FIenley has concluded 
that the Urals witnessed perhaps the most thorough-going 
experiment in workers' management in the first half of 
19 1 8.70 
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Early in 1918  the Third Regional Congress of Soviets, 
echoing the resolution of the First Regional Conference of 
Factory-Plant Committees, endorsed the implementation of 
workers' management in an organised and coordinated 
manner throughout the Urals. Industry, from the level of 
the plant itself up to that of the region, was to be adminis
tered by elected boards (delovye sovety) in which the workers 
would have a two-thirds majority.7 1 Even after Lenin began 
his attempt to limit the scope of workers' control in the 
spring, support for workers' administration remained strong 
in the Urals. In mid-May the Second Regional Congress on 
the administration of nationalised enterprises firmly de
fended such a system, contending that it alone could prevent 
the re-emergence of a self-seeking 'administrative aristocra
cy' at the plant level. The same sentiments were to be found 
in the Ekaterinburg soviet and among many rank-and-file 
workers, for example, in the Zinger company and in 
Nev'iansk.72 Moreover, at a conference on the administra
tion of nationalised enterprises held in Moscow in May the 
delegate from the Urals, allegedly to thunderous applause, 
launched into a familiar leftist assault on those spetsy who 
denied the workers any role in the running of industry.73 
Finally, in late May, at the First Congress of Councils of the 
National Economy, the delegates from the Urals, with V. A. 
Andronnikov, the Commissar of Industry in the Urals re
gion, in the van (as we saw briefly in Chapter 5) argued that 
the actual experience of trying to maintain production in the 
region had clearly demonstrated the need for a system of 
workers' management, and one radically more decentralist in 
spirit than that advocated by leading Left Communists such 
as Osinskii and Smirnov. 74 

The question that remains is why the Urals should have 
proved to be such a bastion of radicalism, since the recent 
economic and social history of the region might have sug
gested otherwise. For long it had been something of an 
industrial backwater, dominated by a multitude of small, 
technologically backward enterprises often located in iso
lated settlements in the countryside. The character of much 
of its work force had matched the backward state of its 
industry, composed in its larger part of unskilled 'peasant 
proletarians' who laboured two-thirds of the year in industry 



166 The Bolshevik Party in Conflict 

and spent the summer working on their farms. Episodes of 
militancy notwithstanding, in the main they had shown 
themselves to be politically passive and resistant to 
organisation.75 The expansion of the rail network in the 
Urals after 1908, however, was followed by an influx of 
investment which saw the founding of new enterprises, as 
well as the concentration of existing production in mod
ernised plants to meet the competition of the rapidly de
veloping Donets basin. In turn, the years immediately pre
ceding World War I also had witnessed the attraction of 
skilled labour, yet still in insufficient numbers to radicalise 
the region, which remained relatively quiescent in the period 
when militancy rose rapidly in the other industrial areas of 
the country.76 

World War I itself produced marked changes in the Urals. 
Then a substantial migration of workers, from Petrograd, 
Riga, Revel, Warsaw and elsewhere in the west, swelled the 
work-force. In their ranks were politically active workers 
fleeing the repression of the authorities. These newcomers, 
arguably, brought with them what the hitherto depressed 
and down-trodden workers in the Urals had lacked, what 
Stephen Berk described as 'a core of class-conscious proleta
rians capable of providin� revolutionary leadership under 
the right circumstances'. The right circumstances soon 
emerged. Inflation well in excess of wage rises, a marked 
deterioration in working conditions, and the heavy-handed 
suppression of all protests provided the bases for a wave of 
strikes in the first half of 19 16. By the winter of 19 16-1 7 
food and fuel shortages had exacerbated an already in
flammable situation, although as yet this had not been 
translated into a mass influx into Bolshevik ranks.78 These 
developments, however, were not peculiar to the Urals, and 
in themselves are insufficient to account for the broad 
support for extreme left economic policies evident in 19 18. 
What also must be taken into account, as Preobrazhenskii 
claimed, were the particular experiences of many Urals 
workers in 1917  and early 19 18, experiences which radical
ised them and drove them to support economic strategies 
similar to those of the Left Communists.79 

The cruel exploitation and repression of the workers in 
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the region did not diminish with the fall of the autocracy. 
Even the Provisional Government conceded that economical
ly the position of the workers 'had become more parlous in 
the Urals . . .  than in the other regions of the state, .80 All 
attempts to improve conditions, for example, by the intro
duction of workers' control, faced bitter opposition. The 
industrialists, supported by the majority of their spetsy, 
threatened to close down production and so deprive workers 
of their livelihood in response to attempts to institute even 
minimal levels of workers' control. The Bolshevik seizure of 
power made the industrialists, if anything, even more deter
mined to resist any encroachments upon their traditional 
prerogatives. Hopes of any compromise between capital and 
labour in the Urals simply did not exist. As A. A. Andreev 
avowed in December 1917 ,  the sheer intensity of the econo
mic struggle in the Urals had radicalised many workers and 
heightened their political consciousness, so much so that at 
the grass roots they were intent on introducing workers' 
control and were even prepared to take over the running of 
industry should this prove to be necessary. Lenin himself 
acknowledged the gravity of the situation in the region, 
urging Shliapnikov and Dzerzhinskii in a letter of early 
December 1 9 1 7, that 'all works in the Urals should be 
confiscatetl . 8 1 

As the problems of maintaining industrial production, 
already jeopardised by food and fuel shortages and the 
accelerating breakdown of the transport system, were com
pounded by the sabotage of the owners, so soon after 
October the workers were forced to turn to nationalisation as 
a solution to this disruption. The refusal of the industrialists 
and their spetsy to cooperate in the operation of the national
ised enterprises soon placed the whole issue of workers' 
administration, not just control, on the agenda.82 

In these circumstances, the Left Communists' programme 
for the reconstruction of industry on socialist principles 
coincided in large part with the actual experiences of many 
Urals workers. For them, the former's call for the wide
spread nationalisation of industry and its administration by 
elected workers' councils seemed neither outrageously radic
al nor impractical. Rather it accurately reflected what had 
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increasingly been seen to be the only feasible strategy to keep 
the factories and plants working and the proletariat 
employed.83 

THE UKRAINE 

As the Urals, so the Ukraine frequently has been depicted as 
a particularly fertile region for the Left Communists. In
deed, John Bushnell has even singled it out as 'the most 
important center of Left Communist strength,.84 Admitted
ly, there is some substance to such an interpretation, as the 
Left Communists did dominate the leading organisations of 
the Ukrainian party in the spring and summer of 1918 .  On 
closer examination, however, we shall discover that the 
configuration of forces within the party, and in the Ukraine 
more generally, was considerably more complex that the 
above conclusion suggests. 

But before we can proceed, we must delineate what is 
understood by the Ukraine. In 1 9 1 7  and 1918  it had no 
universally accepted boundaries, as the Right SR M. A. 
Likhach remarked at the Fourth All-Russian Congress of 
Soviets. Then, apparently, the very name, according to 
Richard Pipes, 'was used loosely . . . to denote the region in 
the south-western part of the Russian empire,.85 At its 
narrowest, it was taken to include the five provinces of Kiev, 
Podolia, Volhynia, Poltava and Chernigov, while the Rada 
envisaged it encompassing nine, or even twelve, provinces 
the above, plus Khar'kov, Ekaterinoslav, Kherson and Tauri
da (inclusive of the Crimea), and the Ukrainian-populated 
parts of Kursk, Khol'm and Voronezh.86 The picture is 
complicated further by the fact that the Bolsheviks in the 
Ukraine, broadly defined, were not united in a single orga
nisation. Since July 1917, two major organisations had ex
isted. One centred on Kiev and embraced the provinces of 
Podolia, Volhynia, Chernigov and Poltava. The other en
compassed the more industrial and proletarian, and demog
raphically more Russian, provinces of Kharkov and Ekateri
noslav, including the 'Ruhr' of the Ukraine, the Donets basin. 
This disunity was compounded by the refusal of the Odessa 
Bolsheviks to unite with the Kiev organisation after the 
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October revolution, as the formerly autonomous organisa
tions of Nikolaev and Poltava had done, while the Bolsheviks 
and their Left SR allies in Taurida set up an independent 
Soviet republic. 87 The fundamental division, between the 
Kievan organisation on the Right Bank (west of the Dnepr) 
and the Left Bank, was consolidated early in 1918  when the 
Bolshevik-dominated Fourth Congress of Soviets of the 
Donets-Krivoi Rog region established its own separate Soviet 
republic. It did so seemingly to escape any contamination 
flowing from the peasant-dominated Right Bank which it 
feared might dam,Ren the revolutionary struggle for the 
Donets proletariat. Despite these complexities, the logic of 
the following discussion, as we shall see, warrants adopting a 
broad definition of the Ukraine. 

Another complication is the fact that it is incorrect simply 
to equate the Ukrainian variant of Left Communism with its 
Great Russian counterpart. Admittedly, some of 'the most 
extreme supporters of Left Communism of the All-Russian 
[species]' operated in both areas in 1918, particularly Iurii 
Piatakov, Andrei Bubnov, Stanislav Kosior and Karl Radek, 
but this was not universally the case. As Vladimir Zatonskii, 
himself on the Left in 19 18, recalled : 

'Right' and 'left' Ukrainian Communists were not at all the 
same as 'right' and 'left' Russian Communists. At least 
among the left Ukrainians were those (I include myself in 
that number) who in the Russian context were considered 
to be on the right (they defended the signing of the Brest 
peace, etc.). Among the 'right' Ukrainians far from all of 
them, especially the rank and file, were to the right to the 
same overtly opportunist extent as comrade Epshtein 
(Iakovlev).89 

One reason for this divergence, Zatonskii suggested, was 
the question of peace. Some Bolsheviks in the Ukraine 
agreed that Soviet Russia had but little choice to accept the 
Brest peace, yet insisted that the same policy was not at all 
appropriate for the Ukraine, given the quite different poli
tical conjuncture there. Another difference was to emerge 
with respect to the peasantry. In the Ukraine the Left 
Communists persistently advocated immediate action to oust 
the German imperialists, and their Ukrainian puppets, and 
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in so doing ignite revolution in the West. Yet if this strategy 
was to be carried out successfully, they believed that it was 
critical to mobilise the peasantry en masse in the struggle, as 
Bukharin and Bubnov had fleetingly suggested during the 
debate over Brest-Litovsk. But if the peasants were to be 
mobilised, concessions - temporary concessions - were in
evitable, as even a radical proletarian internationalist such as 
Piatakov conceded. For example, he was prepared to let the 
peasants keep the land they had won in the revolution even 
at the expense of establishing collectives. In this respect the 
Left Communists in the Ukraine were different from their 
counterparts in Russia who, as we have seen, opposed any 
conciliation of the peasantry that it despised and feared, 
attributing most of the compromises that the Soviet govern
ment had made to its pernicious, petty-bourgeois influence. 
Ironically, the conciliatory attitude of the Ukrainian Left to 
the peasants provoked Epshtein, the right 'opportunist', to 
accuse them of representinq,Jhe interests of not the proletar
iat but the middle peasants. 

Finally, Pipes has suggested that the Left Communists in 
the Ukraine came close to Lenin in recognising the sensitiv
ity, and potential power, of the national sentiments and were 
ready to compromise with these too. Certainly, they did 
support autonomy for the Ukraine and independence for 
the Ukrainian party . Yet it is doubtful if their proposals were 
anything other than expedients, whereby they could secure 
an organisational and territorial base from which to continue 
to push for revolutionary war. After all, Piatakov, the most 
influential leader of the Ukrainian Left, was renowned for 
his vitriolic attacks against any concessions whatsoever to 
national aspirations. As Kviring aptly remarked, ' . . .  any 
Communist who knew the position on the national question 
adopted by comrade Piatakov, both in that period [ 19 18] and 
even earlier, [could] not reproach him for his nationalism'.91 

But let us return to the primary objective of this chapter, to 
an examination of the strength of the Left Communist 
movement itself. In the early months of 19 18  the picture in 
the Ukraine was not dissimilar to that in the rest of Russia, 
with opposition to peace widespread. There, too, in face of 
the renewed and seemingly irresistible German advance, a 
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noticeable groundswell in favour of peace emerged. Howev
er, here this groundswell died away, not just because of the 
opposition, or machinations, of the Left Communists but 
largely because the circumstances pertaining in the Ukraine 
were markedly different than in the north. 

On the Right Bank, in the Ukrainian Soviet Republic 
which centred on Kiev, opposition to the whole idea of 
separate peace with Germany was prevalent at the beginning 
of 19 18. Having returned from Khar'kov to Kiev at the end 
of January, when the Rada was overthrown, the CEC of the 
Republic, and its executive organ, the People's Secretariat, 
issued an intransigent proclamation on 23 February in 
defence of partisan-based revolutionary war, which, in com
bination with a scorched-earth policy, it hoped would halt the 
Germans. Stressing the counter-revolutionary character of 
German imperialism, as well as its conviction that revolution
ary pressure within Germany would preclude a large scale 
attack, it summoned the Ukrainian workers and peasants to 
resist at all costs. If they did, then revolution would soon 
spread to the West and rescue them from danger once and 
for all. There was no alternative since the Germans would 
never permit a socialist regime to survive in the Ukraine, or 
in Russia itself for that matter. On 6 March, in Vestnik 
Ukrainskoi Respubliki, the official government newspaper, the 
CEC and Secretariat reaffirmed their opposition to peace 
and bitterly condemned as spurious all Lenin's arguments in 
favour of peace.92 

In the southern, or 'maritime', provinces, Kherson and 
Taurida, there was also considerable opposition to peace. In 
Odessa, the soviet called for revolutionary war, arguing that 
the bourgeoisie should be expropriated completely to pay for 
it. They found strong support among the Bolshevik
dominated union of young workers.93 In Nikolaev, the party 
considered Trotsky'S policy, of 'no war, no peace', to be 
correct, but on 25 February resolved to prepare to wage 
partisan war should propaganda and revolutionary conta
gion fail to stop the German advance.94 In Berdiansk, on 3 
March the soviet, supported by the local trades unions and 
factory-plant committees, condemned peace as fatal for the 
revolution and advocated revolutionary war.95 Similarly, at 
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the end of February the Military Revolutionary Committee 
of the Feodosiia soviet sought to mobilise rank-and-file 
support for revolutionary war.96 

On the Left Bank too there was much pressure for 
revolutionary war, and more uncompromising socialist eco
nomic policies, in February and March.97 In late February a 
conclave of the Khar'kov and Donets-Krivoi Rog Regional 
Committees, the Bolshevik fraction of the Sovnarkom of the 
Donets Republic, the Bolshevik fraction of the Regional 
Congress of Economic Councils, and other party activists 
witnessed a decisive victory for the Left Communists. Valerii 
Mezhlauk, Sudik and Osinskii, the last present on a mission 
to restore vital fuel supplies to Russia, strongly defended the 
by now familiar Left case. Peace on German terms, they 
contended, would consign all of Russia, including the 
Ukraine, to long years of reaction. At the same time, it would 
demoralise the Russian and West European proletariat and 
so deliver a mortal blow to the cause of international revolu
tion. These fears, and the same sanguine belief as their 
comrades on the right bank that the Germans would find it 
impossible to send large forces against the revolution, con
vinced manl of the necessity, and the feasibility, of armed 
resistance.9 

Moreover, revolutionary war against the German imperial
ists was to be accompanied by a radical attack on the 
indigenous bourgeoisie, involving the complete nationalisa
tion of large-scale industry and the expropriation of its other 
property. As in the Urals, the main impulse behind what 
amounted to a policy of workers' management was the 
industrialists' resistance to workers' control and their subse
quent attempts to sabotage production.99 Those who pro
tested against these decisions, as Voroshilov did, found little 
sympathy and were shouted down. Osinskii's resolution was 
adopted by a crushing majority of fifty-four to ten, with one 
abstention.99 

On 28 February, at the Regional Committee of the Soviets 
of the Donets Republic, S. F. Vasil'chenko spoke for the 
Bolsheviks. He reiterated the Left Communists' arguments 
that peace would be tantamount to the suicide of the 
revolution and would douse the growing flames of revolution 
in the West. His call for partisan war was accepted by a 



The Strength o/ the Left Communist Movement 173 

majority of four. 100 Later, on 6 March, the Sovnarkom of the 
Donets Republic issued a proclamation very much in the 
same spirit, above the signatures of Vasil'chenko, Mezhlauk 
and Rukhimovich. Summoning the workers, soldiers, poor 
peasants and even Cossacks to fight, it was sufficiently 
realistic to accept that revolutionary war might end in defeat. 
But there was no choice in the matter, it hastened to add, as 
the Brest peace itself would destroy the revolution. 10 1  

Important industrial centres and lower-level party orga
nisations endorsed this policy. In the largest industrial city of 
the Ukraine, Khar'kov, a mass meeting held in the People's 
Hall on 27 February to commemorate the first anniversary 
of the revolution denied that a real democratic peace was 
possible with Germany. War, to defend the revolution and 
extend it to the rest of Europe, was the only way forward. At 
the same time, it too called for more radical socialist policies 
within the country, including 'the comprehensive nationa
lisation of production' and the expropriation of the personal 
property of the bourgeoisie. 102 In Ekaterinoslav, too, on 26 
February, the soviet, with representatives from the soldiers' 
committees, the factory-plant committees and the trades 
unions in attendance, unequivocally condemned peace, 
arguing it would convert Russia into nothing more than a 
colonial appendage of Germany. The only way to avert this 
fate was to fi�ht, both the Germans and their Ukrainian 
'J unker' allies. 03 The same attitude was to be found in the 
well-organised Gorlovo-Shcherbinsk industrial region where 
a party conference on 24 February adopted the resolution 
proposed by the Left Communist, S. A. Gruzman. The 
district committee reaffirmed its commitment to revolution
ary war on 28 February, while at the Seventh Party Congress 
the delegate from the district, V. F. Stozhok, alleged that the 
mood of the masses was equally 'bellicose'. 104 The soviets in 
Bakhmut, Izium, Kupiansk, Liman and Pavlograd were 
equally militant. 105 

Early March, however, saw signs of growing uncertainty 
about the wisdom of revolutionary war. In face of the swift 
German advance a groundswell in favour of peace emerged 
across the Ukraine. Even the Left Communists, Bubnov in 
particular, conceded that in fact 'a move towards peace' had 
grown there, ascribing it to the fact that the decision of the 
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Russian Republic to sign the Brest treaty had undermined 
the will to resist in the Ukraine itself. 106 Not surprisingly, the 
CEC of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic was among the first to 
succumb to this loss of will. Compelled by the advancing 
Germans to flee from Kiev at the end of February, in Poltava 
on 8 March it abandoned its opposition to peace. It man
dated its delegates to the Fourth All-Russian Congress of 
Soviets to accept that the Russian Republic had no choice but 
to ratify the peace treaty if it was to preserve itself as a base 
from which to aid world revolution in the future. Even more, 
it was now prepared on behalf of the Ukraine to endorse the 
peace concluded between the Rada and the Central Powers 
on 9 February, provided that the latter did not intervene in 
internal Ukrainian affairs, in other words, provided they did 
not assist the Rada in its efforts to overthrow Soviet power. 107 

Doubts also emerged in Taurida about the sense of revolu
tionary war very soon after the Germans renewed their 
attack. In Sevastopol on 2 1  February the party committee 
and later, on 25 February, the soviet acknowledged that 
Russia had been correct to accept peace, given its manifest 
inability to mount any effective resistance. Implicit in this 
admission was their own preparednesss to do the same. 
Indeed, as late as 22 March, the Sovnarkom of the Taurida 
Republic, in apparent contradiction then to attitudes across 
the province, continued to advocate peace, not revolutionary 
war. lOS 

The same uncertainty appears to have made its presence 
felt on the Left Bank too. Artem (F. A. Sergeev),  a committed 
Leninist, who chided all who argued for revolutionary war 
for their foolishness, claimed to have won widespread sup
port, within the party, the soviets and the population 1ener
ally, in Khar'kov and elsewhere in the Donets basin. 1O Party 
organisations in Enakievo and the Iurevskii metallurgical 
plant bluntly stated that neither they nor the majority of 
workers and peasants in their environs had the will to 
continue the war. 1 10 The Lugansk soviet too voted to accept 
peace. I l I On 3 March, a congress of peasants in Ekaterinos
lav also passed a resolution in favour of peace, contending 
that the Ukraine, just as Russia, required a breathing-space 
in which to organise its forces for the inevitable final con
frontation with world imperialism. The miners and other 
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workers in the Ol'khovskii district were now convinced of the 
futility of revolutionary war toO. 1 1 2 Indeed, the advocates of 
peace appeared to have won an even more significant victory 
in Ekaterinoslav on 5 March. Then a meeting of the City 
Committee, with delegates from the districts, the Bolshevik 
fraction of the soviet and representatives of the factory-plant 
committees present, conceded that the Russian Republic had 
no alternative but to accept the Brest peace and so gain the 
respite that it needed to consolidate itself and rebuild its 
strength. Significantly, however, it added that what was true 
for Russia was not necessarily so for the Ukraine, where 
Soviet power had been given no breathing-space by the 
German imperialists and their Ukrainian allies. This crucial 
difference dictated that there was no choice but to continue 
to wage revolutionary war, accompanied, of course, by more 
radical socialist policies directed against the indigenous 
bourgeoisie. 1 13 

Indeed, the continued German advance best accounts for 
the transient character of the movement in favour of peace 
in the Ukraine in the spring of 1918.  It also was at the heart 
of the heated debates that took place at the Second Ukrai
nian Congress of Soviets that convened in the still Soviet-held 
city of Ekaterinoslav on 1 7  March. Many delegates who 
gathered there mirrored the attitudes of their counterparts 
at the All-Russian Congress and with no little passion de
fended the policy of revolutionary war, allegedly professing 
that 'we shall die or we shall emerge victorious.' Although 
their protests against peace were finally rejected by the 
Congress, they represented a still substantial and reviving 
current of opinion in the Ukraine. 1 14 

Moreover, on the Left Bank Artem's success in winning 
converts to Lenin's policy of peace appears to have been 
incomplete and but short-lived. On 1 1  March the Sovnarkom 
of the Donets Republic, supported by the Regional Commit
tee of the party, again came out unequivocally in support of 
revolutionary war. On 28 March it repeated that there was 
no alternative if the conquests of the revolution were to be 
saved. At the same time, it resolved to liquidate rapidly any 
vestiges of capitalism remaining within the Republic and to 
introduce universal labour conscription. 1 15 At lower levels a 
similar hardening of resolve to stand against the Germans 
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could be observed. On 19 March the Bolsheviks in the 
Khar'kov soviet repeated that the continuing offensive by 
the forces of counter-revolution, foreign and native, meant 
that the only possible policy to pursue was one of revolution
ary war against 'the armed White Guards of international 
imperialism'. Equally, measures to socialise the economy 
were also to be introduced immediately, amounting predict
ably to the nationalisation of all sizeable industrial enter
prises and the confiscation of the personal property of the 
bourgeoisie. 1 16 A 7000-strong meeting of the workers of the 
General Electric Company's plant in the city endorsed this 
policy of 'merciless revolutionary war' on 24 March, while the 
post and telegraph workers of the city and its environs 
concluded that there was no option left but to fight capitalism 
at the front or in the rear}!7 In Lebedin and Mariupol' the 
party, apparently with the support of many workers, also 
agreed that circumstances dictated that the only path before 
them was to fight to defend the revolution against its external 
and internal enemies. 1 18 

In the south too there was a comparable rise in militancy. 
The German advance dispelled all illusions about the possi
bility of gaining any breathing-space and generated risings, 
albeit ultimately unsuccessful ones, in Odessa, Kherson and 
Nikolaev. 1 19 In Taurida the situation was much the same. 
O. Aleksakis, chairman of the Sevastopol soviet and himself 
an advocate of revolutionary war, admitted that in late 
February and early March there had been growing pressure 
from the grass roots to accept peace as a tactical expedient. 
The growing realisation that this policy had brought no 
respite led to the revival of pressure in favour of revolution
ary war. On 30 March the Bolsheviks in Sevastopol resolved 
to fight the Germans 'to the last drop of their blood', and 
with the aid of the Left SRs began to arm partisan detach
ments. On 10 April the Military Revolutionary Committee of 
the Taurida Republic took up the mantle of revolutionary 
war again. 120 

Finally, the CEC of the now defunct Ukrainian Soviet 
Republic changed tack yet again. On 19 April it abandoned 
all hopes of accommodation or compromise with the Ger
mans and instead called anew for mass worker and peasant 
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insurrection against Rada and its German imperialist 
masters. 12 1 

Across the Ukraine, therefore, the grim warnings of the 
Left Communists that there could be no breathing-space 
from the crushing tentacles of German imperialism were 
vindicated in practice. Driven by a desperate need for grain 
the Germans ruthlessly swept through the Ukraine, restoring 
behind them puppet regimes - first, the Rada, soon to be 
replaced by the Hetmanate of Skoropadskii when the former 
was deemed to be insufficiently compliant - with whose aid 
they sou�ht to ensure the flow of supplies back to 
Germany. 22 The reactionary nature of these regimes soon 
became clear: the working day was lengthened; wages were 
reduced; requisitioning of the peasants' grain was intro
duced; and in places the land gained by the peasants was 
returned to its former owners. All thoughts of possible 
agreement with the Germans soon vanished, and the move
ment in favour of peace disappeared. Opposition mounted 
and became manifest in a series of risings in the towns and 
countryside. Here at least Left Communist, and SR, calls for 
partisan war fell on fertile soil, but with no lasting success as 
the sheer weight of German forces crushed all such 
resistance. 123 

Yet despite this renewed preparedness to wage revolution
ary war, the idea that the Ukraine remained a hotbed of Left 
Communism is simplistic. Admittedly, the leadership of the 
embryonic Communist Party of the Ukraine (CP(b)U) which 
fled to Moscow in late April was firmly in Left Communist 
hands. It was, however, largely isolated from, and far from 
wholly reflective of, the real state of affairs in the Ukraine 
itself in the later spring and summer of 1918. 

The collapse of Soviet power in the Ukraine in March and 
April, and the persisting fragmentation of the party, led the 
surviving Bolsheviks to convene a conference in Taganrog 
on 19-20 April. Present were representatives of the now 
deposed CEC, as well as activists from Kiev, Khar'kov, 
Ekaterinoslav, Poltava, Chernigov, Kherson and the Donets 
basin, sixty-nine in all. Its main objective was to create one 
united organisation for the Ukraine which would be able 
better to direct Bolshevik activities in the region. 124 The 
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conference itself for long has been seen as a clear-cut victory 
for the Left Communists. Certainly, by a vote of thirty-five to 
twenty-one their resolution in favour of the creation of an 
independent Ukrainian Communist Party was adopted, a 
decision which led K viring and others on the right to fear 
that they would dominate the new party and use it for dearly 
factional ends. Moreover, the Organisation Bureau (Orgburo) 
elected by the conference to take responsibility for convening 
a congress of this new independent party was almost totally 
Left Communist in composition, comprising Bubnov, la. B.  
Gamarnik, Zatonskii, Kosior, I. M. Kreisberg (Isaakov) and 
Piatakov, with the centrist, Skrypnik, the sole exception. 1 25 

But in fact the conference was not an unqualified triumph 
for the Left Communists. Piatakov's theses, calling for an 
immediate mass rising by the Ukrainian proletariat and 
peasantry against German imperialism, were rejected. Such a 
rising, Piatakov argued, would act as the spark to interna
tional revolution and so help to salvage Soviet power in the 
Russian Republic itself as well as the Ukraine. Instead, the 
theses proposed by Skyrpnik, the 'Brest Communist' as 
Piatakov sardonically described him, were adopted by a 
narrow margin. In them he insisted that an immediate 
attempt to oust the Germans was premature and predicated 
the very success of any such policy on the prior outbreak of 
revolution in the West. 1 26 

Forced to flee Taganrog on 2 1  April, the Orgburo took up 
residence in Moscow where it began publication of its own 
journal, Kommunist, edited by Bubnov, Piatakov and Zatons
kii. This journal reflected the Left Communist views domi
nant within the Orgburo. In its theses of 18 May it called upon 
the workers and poor peasants of both the Ukraine and 
Russia to unite to wage revolutionary war against the Ger
man imperialists and their indigenous capitalist and petty
bourgeois lackeys. 127 

Yet while the leadership of the emerging CP(b)U was 
dearly dominated by the Left Communists, this is not to say 
that they possessed much conscious support within the 
Ukraine itself. On the contrary, the available evidence sug
gests that there was little for the Left Communists to base 
themselves upon, as the occupying German forces had 
repressed almost the entire Bolshevik network that previous-
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ly had existed there. Answering the anxieties of those who 
feared that the Ukrainian party would split on the same 
factional lines as its Russian counterpart. Zatonskii rather 
wrily summed up the situation. Such a split, he remarked, 
was simply out of the question as there was virtually no party 
left to split. 1 28 His judgement was soundly based. At an 
underground conference of Bolsheviks still active in the 
Ukraine that took place in Kiev on 26 May, all who spoke 
reported that the party had all but been wiped out. For 
example, there was no organisation to speak of left in the 
towns of Khar'kov, Chernigov, Kremenchug, and Poltava. In 
Ekaterinoslav, Kiev and Odessa the rudiments of an orga
nisation had re-emerged, but the absence of politically
conscious activists remained a serious obstacle to further 
recovery. Moreover, the delegate from this conference who 
reported on the state of affairs in the Ukraine to the Orgburo 
confirmed that at the grass roots the party had been so 
shattered that any rapid revival was out of the question. Even 
more significantly, he also protested that little was known in 
the Ukraine of the situation within the party in Russia. What 
had transpired in detail at the Seventh Party Congress 
remained vague, and only recently had news filtered through 
of the renaming, from Social Democratic to Communist, of 
the party. Left Communism had remained something of a 
mystery throughout April and most of May, until recently an 
unnamed comrade had returned from Moscow bearing two 
issues of Kommunist. 1 29 In light of this evidence, the proposi
tion that the Ukraine remained a stronghold of Left Com
munism in the spring of 1 9 1 8  appears to require consider
able qualification. 

Indeed, the Orgburo itself was unsure of the mood of the 
Bolshevik rank and file left in the Ukraine. Skyrpnik evident
ly feared that at the forthcoming party congress the Left 
Communists would secure a majority. Bubnov, however, was 
not so confident, suggesting that the delegates from the 
Donets basin and Odessa might well tip the scales to the 
centre. 1 30 

The congress itself, the First Congress of the CP(b)U, duly 
took place in Moscow from 12-15 July. No single faction, 
however, could claim to have dominated it entirely. Certain
ly, the Left Communists did not possess an in-built majority. 
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Of the thirty-five organisations which responded to a ques
tionnaire circulated by the Orgburo, thirteen reported that 
the Left was dominant, six were professedly under the 
control of the Right, seven claimed to be Centrist, while five 
appear to have adhered to no particular current. 13 1 This 
complex configuration of forces was reflected in the debates 
and decisions taken during the congress. Piatakov's resolu
tion on the current situation, in which he argued, against 
Kviring and Epshtein, that the party, though not yet fully 
revitalised, should nevertheless prepare for an immediate 
insurrection against the Germans and their native puppets, 
was adopted, at the second count, by a bare majority of 
thirty-three to thirty-two. Similarly, Bubnov's resolution in 
favour of insurrection just prevailed, by a vote of thirty-one 
to thirty, over the counter-proposal that an immediate rising 
would be premature and contaminated by petty-bourgeois 
peasant influence. 132 However, on the question of the inde
pendence of the CP(b)U the Left Communists suffered a 
clear defeat. By a vote of thirty-three to five, with sixteen 
abstentions, Kviring's resolution was adopted and the deci
sion of the Taganrog conference reversed. 133 Moreover, 
Skrypnik's resolution in which Soviet Russia's acceptance of 
the Brest peace was defended was approved by a vote of 
forty-three to SiX. 134 Some solace for the Left Communists 
was the fact that they achieved a majority on the newly 
elected CC of eight to seven and also controlled the newly
established Military Revolutionary Committee, which was 
given the task of preparing for revolutionary war in the 
Ukraine. 135 But even these successes might exaggerate the 
strength of the Left Communists within the Ukrainian party. 
They were certainly accused of abusing their control of the 
Orgburo to pack the Congress with delegates favourable to 
their position, or so a grou� of twenty representatives from 
the Donets basin alleged. 36 Unfortunately, the existing 
evidence allows no definite conclusions to be drawn on this 
Issue. 

As the summer advanced, so the Left Communists lost 
even more ground. The insurrection that they had long 
desired did break out, begun in Chernigov province on the 
initiative of the Nezhinsk Military Revolutionary Committee. 
The Military Revolutionary Committee of the CP(b) U in 
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Moscow responded to what essentially was a fait accompli by 
calling for a general rising on 8 August. The response to this 
call was pathetic. Several largely uncoordinated attempts 
were made but they were quickly and easily crushed by 
German troops. 137 The Left Communists' analysis of the 
situation in the Ukraine appeared to have been quite un
realistic. Even where they claimed to have local support, as 
they did in Khar'kov, they proved unable to do anything 
effective to promote partisan war, as Gruzman admitted at a 
session of the CC on 8 September. 138 After this costly fiasco, 
the Left Communists within the CP(b) U found themselves on 
the defensive. At the Second Party Congress, again held in 
Moscow between 1 7-22 October, the Right assumed the 
leadership. However, the eclipse of the Left was to be 
temporary. With the collapse of the German Empire, a new 
conjuncture again emerged in the Ukraine. The re
establishment of Soviet power now became realisable and 
allowed the Left to make a strong comeback. What happened 
thereafter is another story, more properly told as part of the 
history of subsequent intra-party opposition groups. 

* * * 

What emerges from the preceding analysis in large part 
confirms much of the account presented in Chapter 1 .  
Support for the Left Communists' call for revolutionary war 
was widespread in the first two months of 1918,  but, with the 
notable exception of the Ukraine, rapidly disintegrated 
thereafter in face of the apparently omnipotent German 
military machine. Moreover, in the spring it also appears that 
the Left Communists won relatively little support for their 
own programme for the transition to socialism. However, in 
this respect the Urals remained an exception, where the 
question of workers' management continued to be an issue 
on which their views struck a responsive chord. Here the 
experiences of much of the organised work force belied 
Lenin's hopes of any compromise with the industrialists to 
restore production. On the contrary, the Left Communists' 
pleas for the extension of workers' participation in the 
administration of industry alone seemed to offer any hope of 
economic survival. Finally, the case of the Ukraine adds an 
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additional complexity. There the question of war or peace 
remained alive in the spring, simply because of the con
tinuing German advance and de facto occupation of the 
region. The Left Communists' contention that peace with 
German imperialism was impossible seemed to be vindicated 
in full here. Yet the strategy which they advocated as vital to 
the pursuit of revolutionary war in the Ukraine contradicted 
the stance of their Russian counterparts with respect to the 
peasantry. The latter refused to have any truck with peasant 
aspirations, viewing them as incompatible with the pursuit of 
socialist policies. Yet in the Ukraine they were prepared to 
compromise with the peasants, if that was the price to be paid 
for their mobilisation against the Germans. Their subsequent 
actions su��est that this was no more than a short-term 
expedient, but it certainly casts doubts on any attempt to 
depict Left Communism in 1918  as a uniform, coherent 
doctrine applicable in an unilinear manner across the old 
Russian Empire. The view from the centre did not necessari
ly correspond to the view from the provinces. 



Conclusion 

At many points in the preceding study, major challenges 
have been made to the Left Communists' image of them
selves as representatives of an alternative, a democratic 
socialist alternative, to Leninism. That is not to say, however, 
that their ideas should be dismissed as totally lacking in 
value. They did possess a certain strength, but of a negative 
rather than positive character. Their strength lay in their 
recognition of the threats to the construction of socialism in 
Russia posed by the policies that Lenin began to pursue after 
the revolution. In a sense, the Left Communists' were akin to 
that other great champion of democratic socialism, Rosa 
Luxemburg, in that they had a much greater awareness than 
Lenin of 'more or less what [socialists] must eliminate at the 
outset' if the path to socialism was not to become strewn with 
virtually insurmountable obstacles. l  It is to the strength of 
their critique that we should turn first. 

Their opposition to the 'shameful peace' of Brest-Litovsk 
was based not simply on a romantic defence of the principle 
of proletarian internationalism, but also on arguably realistic 
fears of its potential dangers for the revolution. Had it 
endured, it would have spelled the end of any prospect of 
socialism in Russia, with the country becoming at least a 
semi-colonial appendage of Imperial Germany and its work
ers and peasants victims of imperialist exploitation. That 
such a fate was avoided was no thanks to their advocacy of 
revolutionary war to ignite a socialist revolution that would 
sweep across Europe in one mighty wave and so eliminate, 
deus ex machina, the problems of building socialism in Russia. 
If carried out, such a policy would arguably have brought the 
full weight of German military power to bear down on Russia 
to crush the revolution. To their surprise, it was Germany's 
defeat in the West, for which neither they nor Lenin bore 
any responsibility, which 'saved' Soviet Russia from such a fate. 

Equally, their critique of the domestic policies introduced 
by Lenin and his faction in the first half of 1918  also 
demands serious attention. Let us start with agriculture. In 
the short term, 'neutral ising' the peasantry was probably the 
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only feasible strategy for the Bolsheviks to pursue when they 
took power. Yet the means by which Lenin sought to achieve 
this objective, essentially by the division of the land among 
the peasants, was to create grave economic and socio-political 
problems for the regime in the future, as the Left Commun
ists predicted. Land division increased the very numbers, 
and power, of a small, land-holding peasantry which proved 
resistant to the eventual transformation of agriculture along 
collective, socialist lines, and, more immediately, to Bolshevik 
policies which threatened to strip it of the fruits of its 
newly-won land. For example, at the end of the Civil War 
much of the peasantry, with the defeat of the Whites now 
secure in the gains that it had made during the revolution, 
rose in opposition to Bolshevik requisitioning of grain, and 
forced the party to 'retreat' again. The New Economic Policy 
- 'the peasant Brest-Litovsk' - was introduced in 192 1  
essentially to 'neutralise' peasant opposition again and en
sure the survival of the Communist regime. Yet this too 
proved to be a temporary palliative. Only six years later the 
regime was again threatened by the peasantry's unwilling
ness to market sufficient grain, an unwillingness in large 
measure caused by the prevailing pricing policy of the 
government and compounded by uncertainty about the 
future. On this occasion the crisis was resolved by brute 
force, with the dominant Stalinist faction coercing the 
peasants into collectivisation at a staggering cost in human 
life, and in the long term at the expense of agrarian 
productivity. The fears of the Left Communists in large part 
appear to have been vindicated. 

Moreover, their forebodings that the recrudescence of 
authoritarian, bureaucratic practices in the administration of 
industry and the state encouraged by Lenin's policies could 
only lead to the degeneration of the revolution from the 
democratic, egalitarian and collectivist goals of socialism 
were equally well-founded. More than Lenin, they were 
conscious of the fact that ends and means were inextricably 
inter-related. In particular, they perceived that a vital ele
ment in the construction of socialist society was mass parti
cipation in economic and political administration. Otherwise, 
how could the workers begin to learn these vital arts and 
liberate themselves from the tutelage of their old masters 
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and the ideology of the old order? If they failed to do so, 
then traditional forms of domination would revive. Indeed, 
in criticising Lenin's call for the reintroduction of one-person 
management in the spring of 19 18, Evgenii Preobrazhenskii 
developed this strand in their thinking to its logical and 
uncannily prescient conclusion. Echoing Leon Trotsky's ear
lier diatribe against the potential for dictatorship in Lenin's 
theory of class consciousness, and his concept of party 
organisation based upon it, he prophetically warned: 

The party apparently will soon have to decide the question 
as to what degree the dictatorship of individuals will be 
extended from the railroads and other branches of the 
economy to the Russian Communist Party.2 

In the 1930s the vast majority of former Left Communists 
were to fall victim to this party dictator, Joseph Stalin. 

The acuity of their critique remains striking. Yet when we 
turn to examine their own prescriptions, serious misgivings 
begin to arise. No doubt, they attempted to construct their 
own programme for the transition to socialism, but whether 
it was the 'relatively coherent and articulate alternative to 
Lenin's' that Sirianni suggests is open to question.3 Of 
course, they were operating in something of a vacuum. Their 
mentors, Marx and Engels, themselves offered little specific 
and unequivocal guidance on this matter. As Rosa Luxem
burg once remarked, no 'ready-made prescriptions' for 
building a socialist society existed.4 In common with most 
socialists, before 1 9 1 7  the Bolsheviks had given little thought 
to elaborating a blueprint for the construction of socialism. 
Reviewing Aleksandr Bogdanov's Questions of Socialism in the 
spring of 19 18, Bukharin conceded that no such plan 
existed. It could be formulated only 'in the very process of the 
revolutionary struggle of the proletariat, it itself depends on 
the changing conditions of this struggle and can be worked 
out in detail only after the victory of the working class on a 
global scale'. 5 Perhaps we should credit them for their efforts 
to provide some content for this lacuna in Marxist thinking. 
But whatever credit they are given must be qualified in light 
of their failure to articulate a path to socialism which would 
in fact have devolved power to the workers. At the root of 
their failure lay the fact that their conception of socialism 
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remained constrained by a series of assumptions which 
inevitably precluded the realisation of this goal. 

In a rather inchoate way the Left Communists arguably 
enunciated the desires of many ordinary workers who sought 
control over their own lives. As Rudolf Bahro has argued, 
they 'expressed in some way or other the disillusion of those 
strata of the workers who saw themselves robbed of their 
birthright, a disillusion which was by no means focused 
simply on the particular problem of supply, but was ultimate
ly related to the renewed subaltern role that the majority of 
workers had in society'. 6 Yet their proposals to transfer 
power into the hands of the workers foundered on a 
shibboleth of Marxism of that time, that socialism demanded 
the abolition of the market and its replacement by a central
ly-planned economy. They did not comprehend that their 
conception of central planning was incompatible with the 
devolution of authority to the shop floor that they aspired to. 
Their failure perhaps was unsurprising. After all they were 
pioneers, the first in practice to engage in experiments in the 
construction of socialism, with no historical experiences to 
alert them to deficiencies in their theory. 

Equally, their solution to the problem of burgeoning 
bureaucratic authority evident in the infant Soviet republic 
was fatally flawed by their conceptions of socialist politics. As 
much as Lenin they saw politics per se as the sphere of 
conflicts between classes. As such it would become redundant 
in socialist society where it would be replaced by the 'adminis
tration of things'. Hence they shied away from contemplat
ing the creation of an institutional nexus both to mediate any 
disputes that might arise and to check the untrammelled 
power of the bureaucracy. Instead, they sought the solution 
to bureaucratic abuse in what Thomas Remington has de
scribed as 'class purity in the composition of the state,.7 In 
other words, the workers were to be promoted to run all 
administrative organs. Yet their idealisation of the capacities 
and consciousness of the workers to do so proved to be a 
chimera, as they soon perceived. Then they looked to the 
most advanced element of the proletariat, supposedly repre
sented by the party. But even the party, in their eyes, had 
become insufficiently pure to solve the problem of bureauc
ratism. Their solution was to purge it of its non-proletarian 
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or weary and declassed members, whereafter all would be 
well. In fact, what this meant was the elimination from all 
positions of power of those who thought or acted contrary to 
their particular prescriptions of how they should behave. 
Ironically, the victims of the first of many such purges (in 
May, 19 18) were the Left Communists themselves, soon to be 
followed by the various Left factions after the Tenth Party 
Congress in 192 1 ,  and ultimately and more violently, all real, 
potential or imagined oppositionists in the time of Stalin. 

Even worse was their attitude to the peasantry. Even had 
world revolution occurred, the problem of how to deal with 
the peasantry in Russia, the overwhelming majority of the 
population, would have remained. But for the Left Com
munists, as for the majority of Russian Marxists, the peasants 
were a cancer, corruptive of socialism. Their objective was to 
transform them from petty proprietors into rural proleta
rians working in large, collective farms. But what was to be 
done should the peasants oppose the fate that the Left 
Communists ascribed to them? Implicit in their programme 
was the idea that force, if necessary, would have to be used to 
achieve this end. Here, most clearly of all, the anti
democratic character of Left Communism becomes appa
rent. In all, Ernst Haberkern's savage critique of another 
alleged prophet of democratic socialism, Jan Machajski, 
seems to be equally germane to the Left Communists. 
Beneath their radical democratic fa.;ade 'the authoritarian 
nature of their politics has tended to remain hidden'.8 

And yet the legacy of the Left Communists endured in 
Soviet Russia, and even beyond. Their defeat at Lenin's 
hands in the late spring of 19 18, and even the subsequent 
victory of the Bolsheviks over their opponents in the Civil 
War, did not resolve the questions that they had asked of the 
nature of development in post-revolutionary Russia. Survival 
in power was one thing, but not necessarily synonymous with 
the creation of a socialist society. Soon other factions 
emerged, the Democratic Centralists, the Military Opposi
tion and the Workers' Opposition, to raise again the critic
isms of the Left Communists that the revolution was de
generating from its libertarian goals .9 Pragmatism and com
promises may have contributed to Bolshevik success in 
retaining power, but had not assured many in the party that 
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all was for the best in the best of all possible socialist worlds. 
However, the proper study of these oppositions is the subject 
of another book in itself. 

Finally, since history arguably is present politics, and the 
Russian Revolution remains perhaps the most politically 
contentious subject of the twentieth century, what lessons, if 
any, can be drawn from this investigation? For those study
ing the Revolution in the hope of finding in Left Commun
ism a model for democratic socialism that was prevented 
from coming to fruition either by the exigencies of the Civil 
War, isolation or economic backwardness, the prospects are 
indeed gloomy. Even had the Left Communists triumphed in 
1 9 1 8, even had Russia been spared the horrors of Civil War, 
and, mirabile dictu, even had the workers of the world come to 
its aid, it remains doubtful if socialism with a human face 
would have flourished. The ideological preconceptions of 
the Left Communists would have spawned a centralised, 
bureaucratic system, not an emancipated society in which 
power was diffused to the workers. But there are more 
fruitful lessons to be drawn. Just as the Left Communists had 
some appreciation of what socialists must avoid lest their 
goals be perverted, so too their failures can alert us to the 
shibboleths to be destroyed if there is to be any prospect of 
winning the battle for socialism and democracy - for indeed 
they are inextricably linked, as Sirianni has argued 10 - in the 
future. Perhaps Mikhail Gorbachev, and other advocates of 
perestroika, have recognised this fact, but at the time of 
writing it remains uncertain how far, or how fast, the Soviet 
Union in fact will evolve in the direction of a democratic, 
market socialist society'" 
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APPENDIX A: LIST OF THE MORE IMPORTANT 
LEFT COMMUNISTS IN 1918  

Abramovich, R. ; Antonov, N. (Lukin);  Arkady (Krumin); 
Baryshnikov, V.;  Bela-Kun, K.; Bobinsky, S. I . ;  Bogolepov, 
D. ; Boky, G. ; Bronsky, M.;  Bubnov, A.; Bukharin, N. I . ;  
Fenigshtein, Va. (Doletsky); Inessa (Armand) ;  Ivanov, Vladi
mir; Kossior, S. ; Kollontay, A. ;  Kritsman, L.;  Kulibyshev, V. ;  
Lensky, Yu. ;  Lomov, A. (Oppokov); Lukina, N. (Bukharina); 
Min'kov, I . ;  Muralov, N. ;  Myasnikov, V. G. ; Osinsky, V. 
(Obolensky); Pokrovsky, M.; Preobrazhensky, E. ;  Pyatakov, 
G. ; Radek, K.; Ravich, S.; Safarov, G. ; Sapronov, T. ;  Save
liev, M. (I .  Vetrov); Shternberg, P.; Skvortsov-Stepanov, 1 . 1 . ;  
Smirnov, V. M. ;  Sorts, A. ;  Sorin, VI . ;  Spunde, A. ; Stukov, 
In. ;  Unshlikht, I . ;  Uritsky, M.;  Usievich, G. ; Vardin
Mgeladze, I . ;  Vyborgskaya, A. ; Vasiliev, M. (Saratov);  Yakov
leva, V. N . ;  Yaroslavsky, Em. ;  ZuI', B. G. 

Source: L. B. Schapiro, The Origin of the Communist Autocracy 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1 955), p. 366. 

APPENDIX B 

Signatories of the declaration of the group of Left Commun
ists at the Fourth Extraordinary All-Russian Congress of 
Soviets, 15 March 19 18 .  

Nikitin member of the Mytishchi dis
trict Soviet of Workers' and 
Peasants' Deputies, Moscow 
uezd 

P. K. Zarin Perm' provincial and city 
Soviets of Workers', Soldiers' 
and Peasants' Deputies 

M. V. Frunze (Mikhailov) I vanovo-Voznesensk provincial 
and Shuia uezd executive com
mittee 
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Pavel Dybenko CEC 

A. Kollontai CEC 

G. Oppokov (A. Lomov) CEC 

N. Bukharin CEC 

T. Sapronov (Moscow) provincial Soviet 

V. Baryshnikov 

V. Obolenskii [Osinskii] CEC 

I .  Armand CEC 

A. P. Stankevich Ivanovo-Voznesensk provincial 
and Shuia uezd Soviet 

S. Kosior CEC 

I. Unshlikht CEC 

G. Usievich member of the presidium of 
the Soviet of Workers', Sol
diers' and Peasants' Deputies of 
Moscow and region 

Vlad. Sivkov member of the Chusovoi ex
ecutive committee of the Soviet 
of Workers', Soldiers' and 
Peasants' Deputies 

A. Dugin Alapaevsk Soviet of Workers', 
Soldiers' and Peasants' De
puties, Perm' province 

Satin Kamyshlov Soviet of Workers' 
and Peasants' Deputies 

Vasia T. Biderman Kostroma Soviet 

Gurvich, Evsei P�vlograd, Ekaterinoslav pro
vmce 

Katenev, Andrei Nev'iansk, Ekaterinburg [pro
vince] (sic) 

T. Mikhelovich Aleksandrovka Soviet of Work
ers' and Soldiers' Deputies 
(Ekaterinoslav province) 



M. Gimov 

O. Aleksakis 

la. Klys 

G. K. Shchenin 

V. F. Logginov 

V. A. Pokrovskii 

I. Burluev 

G. A. Glikin 

G. Safarov 

V. Kuibyshev 

S. V. Sarychev 

I .  Krainiukov 

E. Zhdanov 

I. Z. Tkachenko 
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from Simbirsk, 10 a personal 
capacity 

Sevastopol' Soviet of Soldiers', 
Workers' and Peasants' De
puties 

Luga Soviet of Workers' and 
Soldiers' Deputies, Petrograd 
province 

Staryi Oskol' Soviet of Workers' 
and Soldiers' Deputies, Kursk 
province 

Kiev executive committee of 
the Soviet of Workers' and Sol
diers' Deputies 

Penza Soviet of Workers', Sol
diers' and Peasants' Deputies 

Epifan' soviet, Tula province 

representative of the united 
Ivanov, Khrustal' and Shterov 
Soviets of Workers', Soldiers' 
and Peasants' Deputies of 
Ekaterinoslav province and the 
Don region 

Ekaterinburg Soviet of Work
ers' and Soldiers' Deputies 

Samara Soviet of Workers' and 
Soldiers' Deputies 

[Kolomna Soviet] 

Samara Soviet of Workers' and 
Soldiers' Deputies 

Lys'va Soviet of Workers' and 
Soldiers' Deputies 

from the executive committee 
of the Soviets of the Kuban' 
region 
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N. Rychkov 

L. D. Sokol'skii 
O. P. Sokol'skaia 

V. Korneev 

G. N. Gusev 

Erman 

V. Goriachev 

Churkin 

Paramo nov 

D. Bulatov 

VI. V oznesenskii 

Ivan. Mikh. Egorov 

A. F. Borman 

Mikhailushkin 

Pokrovskii 

S. P. Kesarev 

P. Pentsev 

Iv. Kazakov 

P -
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N adezhdinsk district Soviet 

Bugurslan Soviet of Workers', 
Soldiers' and Peasants' De
puties 

Saratov Soviet of Workers', Sol
diers' and Peasants' Deputies 

Balashov executive committee 
of the Soviet of Workers' and 
Peasants' Deputies 

Tsaritsyn Soviet of Workers', 
Soldiers' and Peasants' De
puties 

luzov Soviet of Workers' De
puties 

luzov Soviet of Workers' De
puties 

Khoperskii okrug, the Don re
gion 

Korchevskii uezd executive 
committee of the Soviets, Tver' 
province 

member of the executive com
mittee of the Liskov Soviet 

Tsaritsyn Soviet 

Tsaritsyn Soviet 

Cossack military section, Tsar
itsyn 

Moscow Soviet 

Usol'skii uezd 

Khrustal', the Don 

Bel'skii uezd Soviet, Smolensk 
province 

south-eastern army staff 



M. Vetoshkin 

M. Sedov 

Sh -

V. Lochakov 

P. Gureev 

Banatov 

Kuznetsov 

Shan'gin 

Bryzgalov 

A. Bubnov 
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CEC 

Shuia uezd Soviet 

Perm' province 

Olonets uezd Soviet 

Khanzhenkovo, the Don region 

Sapozhkov Soviet 

Briansk district Soviet, Orel 
province 

Perm' province, Irbit uezd 
Soviet of Workers', Soldiers' 
and Peasants' Deputies 

Perm' province, Irbit uezd 
Soviet of Workers', Soldiers' 
and Peasants' Deputies 

CEC 

N. Temezhnikov requested that his name be added to the 
above list. 
Source: Sed'moi ekstrennyi s"ezd RKP(b), mart 1918 goda: stenog
raficheskii otchet (Moscow, 1962), pp. 294-6. 
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