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Rosa Luxemburg 

 
Maeve Connaughton 

 
The life of one of history’s finest revolutionaries began on 5 March 1871 when Rosa 
Luxemburg was born in Zamosc in Poland. The youngest of a Jewish middle-class family, 
she grew up under the rule of the Russian empire. The academic abilities she displayed as a 
young girl allowed her to become one of the limited number of Jews permitted to attend 
Warsaw’s state schools. The anti-Semitism was part of the Tsarist educational system’s 
Russification policy, which also banned children from speaking Polish. 

It comes as no great surprise, therefore, that Luxemburg’s opposition to oppression 
dates from her schooldays. “My ideal”, she wrote to a friend at the age of sixteen, “is a social 
system that allows one to love everybody with a clear conscience.” Although her exam 
results earned her a gold medal, the school authorities withheld it from her on account of her 
rebellious attitude. She had already made her first contact with the socialist movement, 
probably joining the illegal Proletariat party. To avoid falling victim to the state persecution 
of its members, and to continue her studies, she fled across the border to Switzerland. 

In Zurich she encountered a wide circle of socialist intellectuals, and was a founder 
member of the exile Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland. The SDKP stood on an 
uncompromising internationalist platform: rather than fight for the reconstruction of the 
Polish nation, Polish workers should unite with Russian workers in a common fight for 
democracy and socialism. Luxemburg was one of the party’s leading thinkers, putting its 
position forward in opposition to the right-wing Polish Socialist Party (the PPS) which 
refused to talk about the struggle for socialism until national independence had been won. 
Her writings in the SDKP paper Sprawa Robotnicza (Workers’ Cause) and her activity on the 
international socialist stage won her a respected role in the movement. (Although she was far 
from respected by the PPS, who, in a futile attempt to keep her out of the 1896 Socialist 
International congress, resorted to the claim that she was on friendly terms with the head of 
the Warsaw police!) 

Fighting reformism in Germany 
In 1898 Luxemburg moved to Berlin. Germany was the undisputed centre of European 
socialism, and the German Social Democratic Party (the SPD—all socialists went by the 
name of social democrats at the time) the jewel in its crown. She rapidly made a name for 
herself agitating amongst the Polish workers in eastern Germany, but it was her opposition to 
reformism that brought her to centre stage. 

Eduard Bernstein, a leading member of the SPD, published a series of articles 
attempting to revise the party’s politics completely. Marx’s analysis of capitalism was out of 
date, claimed Bernstein: the system was not headed for crisis, but showed an almost infinite 
adaptability. The SPD should abandon all talk of revolution, therefore, and come out openly 
as a plain and simple party of social reform. 

The most powerful reply to Bernstein’s attack was Luxemburg’s pamphlet Social 
Reform or Revolution? Firstly, she wrote, he was wrong to place the fight for reforms in 
opposition to the fight for revolution: 
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For Social Democracy there exists an indissoluble tie between social reforms and 
revolution. The struggle for reforms is its means; the social revolution, its goal.… 
Legal reform and revolution are not different methods of historical progress that can 
be picked out at pleasure from the counter of history, just as one chooses hot or cold 
sausages.… He who pronounces himself in favour of the method of legal reforms in 
place of and as opposed to the conquest of political power and social revolution does 
not really choose a more tranquil, surer and slower road to the same goal. He chooses 
a different goal. Instead of taking a stand for the establishment of a new social order, 
he takes a stand for surface modifications of the old order. 
Point by point Luxemburg refuted Bernstein’s propositions. Small business was not 

flourishing; trade unions could not end the exploitation of the workers; the credit system 
made capitalism less stable; the breakdown of the economy was inevitable; socialism could 
not be legislated for bit by bit. The reformist emperor had no clothes on, she concluded: 

What? Is that all you have to say? Not a shadow of an original thought! Not a single 
idea that was not refuted, crushed, ridiculed, and reduced to dust by Marxism decades 
ago! 

It was sufficient for opportunism to speak in order to prove that it had nothing to 
say. 
One of opportunism’s chief characteristics, she wrote, was its hostility to theory—and 

little wonder, for Marxist principles demand that activity serves the cause of the working 
class. “It is thus natural for those who only run after practical results to want to free their 
hands, i.e., to split our practice from ‘theory,’ to make it independent of theory.” Luxemburg 
always insisted on the importance of theory—not, as she wrote later, a set of holy texts, but a 
continuous and developing understanding of the world: 

it is only where economic matters are concerned that we are entitled to speak of a 
more or less completely elaborated body of doctrines bequeathed us by Marx. The 
most valuable of all his teachings, the materialist-dialectical conception of history, 
presents itself to us as nothing more than a method of investigation, as a few inspired 
leading thoughts, which offer us glimpses into an entirely new world, which open to 
us endless perspectives of independent activity, which wing our spirits for bold flights 
into unexplored regions. 
Her reply to Bernstein won Luxemburg her spurs in German social democracy, but 

the party leadership still had their suspicions. The old, reasonable, Teutonic men weren’t 
quite sure what to make of her—young, a Pole, a Jew, a woman, and above all a 
revolutionary. She was “not de la maison”, she wrote, not ‘one of us’, as far as the SPD was 
concerned. They were none too happy, for instance, with her criticisms of the party papers: 

The style is conventional, wooden, stereotypical… just a colourless, dull sound like that 
of a running engine. To my mind the reason behind it is that when people write they 
mostly forget to reach deep into their own selves, to relive the importance and truth of 
the subject. I believe that every time, every day, in every article you must live through 
the thing again, you must feel your way through it. Only then will the old, familiar 
truths, expressed in words new and bright, go from the writer’s heart to the reader’s 
heart. 

What kind of party? 
Luxemburg retained her link with the SDKP all the time, which meant that Vladimir Lenin’s 
efforts to build a revolutionary socialist organisation for the Russian empire concerned her 



4 
 

directly. In 1904 she reviewed his book One Step Forward, Two Steps Back and disagreed 
sharply with many of its conclusions. 

She agreed with Lenin that a centralised revolutionary organisation was necessary to 
replace the scattered circles of Russian socialists. But he was wrong to model this on the 
republican societies of the French revolution, with virtually unlimited powers for the party 
leadership: “the Social Democratic centralisation cannot be based on blind obedience, nor on 
the mechanical subordination of the party militants to a central power”. What was required 
was “so to speak, a ‘self-centralisation’ of the leading stratum of the proletariat; it is the rule 
of the majority within its own party organisation”. 

Lenin was wrong, she said, to believe that reformism could be warded off by correct 
organisational statutes. A socialist party would always have to steer, in practice, between two 
reefs: “the loss of its mass character and the abandonment of its goal, becoming a sect and 
becoming a bourgeois reformist movement”. What Russia needed was a leadership that 
would regulate and co-ordinate socialist activity, rather than “his majesty the central 
committee” prescribing and ordaining it: 

the true subject to whom this role of director falls is the collective ego of the working 
class, which insists on its right to make its own mistakes and to learn the historical 
dialectic by itself. Finally, we must frankly admit to ourselves that errors made by a 
truly revolutionary labour movement are historically infinitely more fruitful and more 
valuable than the infallibility of the best of all possible “central committees”. 
(Lenin, for his part, later admitted that he had pushed his point too far in an attempt to 

overcome his opponents. And subsequent writings of his on the question of party organisation 
advocated the exact opposite of the self-confessed bureaucratic conception he had earlier put 
forward.) 

The 1905 revolution 
The question assumed a more practical importance in 1905 when revolution broke out in 
Russia and Tsarist rule came under sustained attack by a wave of demonstrations, strikes, and 
uprisings. Luxemburg managed to get back to Warsaw by the end of the year to take part, but 
within three months was arrested for her trouble. On bail pending her trial, she went to 
Finland where she drew some of the revolution’s lessons for the German workers’ movement 
in the pamphlet Mass Strike, Party and Unions. 

She described the immediate effect of the revolution’s outbreak: 
it for the first time awoke feeling and class-consciousness in millions upon millions as 
if by an electric shock. And this awakening of class feeling expressed itself forthwith 
in the circumstance that the proletarian mass, counted by millions, quite suddenly and 
sharply came to realise how intolerable was that social and economic existence which 
they had patiently endured for decades in the chains of capitalism. Thereupon there 
began a spontaneous general shaking of and tugging at these chains. 

Here concessions on wages were won, hated foremen driven out; there an eight-hour day 
achieved, piecework abolished. The workers moved continually from one front to another: 
“Political and economic strikes, mass strikes and partial strikes, demonstrative strikes and 
fighting strikes, general strikes in individual branches and general strikes in individual cities, 
peaceful wage struggles and street battles, barricade fighting—all these run through one 
another, next to each other, cross one another, flow in and over one another; it is an eternally 
moving, changing sea of phenomena.” 

The fight against Tsarism and the fight against capitalism went hand in hand: 
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Between the two there is a complete reciprocal action. 
Each new rising and new victory of the political struggle simultaneously changes 

itself into a powerful impetus for the economic struggle by expanding the external 
possibilities of the latter, increasing the inner drive of the workers to better their 
situation, and increasing their desire to struggle. After every foaming wave of political 
action a fructifying deposit remains behind from which a thousand stalks of economic 
struggle shoot forth. And vice-versa. The ceaseless state of economic war of the 
worker with capital keeps the fighting energy alive at every political pause. It forms, 
so to speak, the ever fresh reservoir of strength of the proletarian class, out of which 
the political struggle continually renews its strength.… The economic struggle is that 
which leads the political struggle from one nodal point to another; the political 
struggle is that which periodically fertilises the soil for the economic struggle.… And 
their unity is precisely the mass strike. 
The German trade union leaders were wary, not to say frightened, of the Russian mass 

strikes, and concerned above all to prevent the idea catching on in Germany. The growth of 
the unions, wrote Luxemburg, had cultivated an entrenched bureaucracy at the top, placing 
their organisation and its petty gains above the general struggle of the working class. But the 
mass strike was not some proposal that could be implemented or rejected by means of 
conference resolutions: it was a spontaneously emerging form of the workers’ struggle itself 
—and “revolutions allow no one to play schoolmaster to them”. 

Pushing for revolutionary internationalism 
Luxemburg was far from the only revolutionary exiled in Finland. In discussions with leaders 
of the Russian Bolshevik party, a mutual respect and understanding grew, especially between 
herself and Lenin, despite their earlier differences. One result of this appeared at the 1907 
congress of the Socialist International, where they successfully proposed an amendment to 
sharpen up the compromise anti-war resolution: 

In the case of a threat of an outbreak of war, it is the duty of the working classes… to 
do everything to prevent the outbreak of war by whatever means seem to them most 
effective… Should war break out in spite of all this, it is their duty to intercede for its 
speedy end, and to strive with all their power to make use of the violent economic and 
political crisis brought about by the war to rouse the people, and thereby to hasten the 
abolition of capitalist class rule. 
But their agreement didn’t extend as far as the national question. Luxemburg had 

always argued, against the right wing of Polish socialism, that national independence should 
not be the Polish workers’ objective. They should unite with the other nationalities in the 
Russian empire to win a democratic state where the Poles would enjoy autonomy, control 
over their own national and cultural affairs. The right of national self-determination, she 
argued, was meaningless in the era of international capitalism, and socialists should ignore 
nationalist aspirations and strive to unite workers across national boundaries. 

Lenin insisted that international workers’ unity could only be achieved by fighting all 
national oppression—as did Luxemburg. But, he argued, this could only be done by 
demanding the right of oppressed nations to complete independence if they so wished. 
Limiting them to cultural autonomy would only give ground to the nationalists’ attempts to 
split the working class. While Polish socialists were correct to argue for Poland to stay linked 
with Russia, Russian socialists had to insist on its right to separate. On the national question, 
it was Lenin who was right and Luxemburg who was wrong. 

Meanwhile, back in Germany, Luxemburg was crossing swords more seriously than 
ever with the SPD leadership. In 1910 the SPD was supposed to be in the middle of a 
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campaign to win the right to vote for all workers, but Luxemburg was convinced that their 
hearts weren’t in it. In a series of articles and speeches she called for mass action, including 
strikes, to win the vote. If the party leadership weren’t willing to call for such action, rank 
and file workers should initiate it themselves. 

While Luxemburg had long been the bugbear of the SPD’s right wing, this brought on 
the opposition of the entire party leadership, from left to right. Karl Kautsky, the SPD’s 
leading theoretician and a personal friend of Luxemburg, was considered the intellectual head 
of the German left, but even he joined in the attack, advocating instead of radical action a 
strategy of wearing down the government gradually. Luxemburg gave as good as she got, 
reserving her worst for Kautsky. (Even Lenin, at this stage, retained his admiration for 
Kautsky: it took the events of 1914 to open his eyes.) 

Now she was in open opposition to the leadership there were no holds barred. In 1911 
war threatened when the German government sent a warship to Morocco to protect its 
interests against France. When the Socialist International inquired of the various parties what 
action should be taken, the SPD leaders thought it best to do nothing for fear that opposition 
to German imperialism would lose it votes in the following year’s elections. Luxemburg 
published their reply to the International, angering the leadership but promoting a debate in 
the party. The SPD would achieve nothing, she wrote, as long as it looked at the class 
struggle “merely from the point of view of the ballot slip”. The left wing of the party began to 
organise, taking a clear form at the end of 1913 with the appearance of their paper Sozial-
demokratische Korrespondenz (Social Democratic Correspondence). 

War and the great betrayal 
But even the left were surprised by the depth of the SPD’s betrayal in 1914. The long-
expected war for empire broke out, and on 4 August the SPD parliamentary deputies voted 
the money needed to wage it. After all the years of fine words and big resolutions against war 
social democracy joined hands with the ruling class. The workers of other countries now 
became the enemy as far as the SPD was concerned, all criticism of the government was 
stamped on, and the class struggle was postponed for the duration. The other socialist parties 
throughout Europe followed suit, with a few honourable exceptions, and the hopes of inter-
national workers’ solidarity were buried on the battlefields. 

Luxemburg was apparently suicidal at the news: the socialist movement had crumbled 
to pieces in front of her eyes. But slowly the forces of socialist opposition to the war began to 
gather: Franz Mehring, the socialist historian; Clara Zetkin, veteran agitator for the liberation 
of working women; Julian Marchlewski, an old comrade since the founding of the SDKP; 
Karl Liebknecht, soon to become the only SPD deputy to vote against the war; and Rosa 
Luxemburg. These, and others who joined them, managed to get a paper out, Die Inter-
nationale (The International), and to get their standpoint across despite everything. 

But this opposition was dealt a heavy blow six months into the war when Luxemburg 
was arrested. Apart from three months in 1916 she would spend the rest of the war under lock 
and key. If the authorities sought to silence her, however, they were disappointed. From her 
prison cell she still managed to smuggle out articles and documents for the struggle outside. 

Foremost among these was The Crisis in German Social Democracy—better known 
as the Junius pamphlet, from the pseudonym Luxemburg adopted—written in 1915 but not 
published until the following year. “The scene has fundamentally changed”, she began. Gone 
was the hysteria of the war’s beginning, as the mundane business of killing and profiteering 
took over and capitalism stood forth in all its glory: 

Shamed, dishonoured, wading in blood and dripping with filth—thus stands bourgeois 
society. And so it is. Not as we usually see it, pretty and chaste, playing the roles of 
peace and righteousness, of order, of philosophy, ethics and culture. It shows itself in 
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its true, naked form—as a roaring beast, as an orgy of anarchy, as a pestilential breath, 
devastating culture and humanity. 

And in the midst of this orgy a world-historical tragedy has occurred: the 
capitulation of Social Democracy. 

There was no use attempting to minimise the tragedy—it had to be faced up to in its full 
extent: 

Self-criticism, cruel, unsparing criticism that goes to the very root of things is life and 
light for the proletarian movement.… No other party, no other class in capitalist 
society can dare to expose its own errors, its own weaknesses, before the whole world 
in the clear mirror of criticism, for the mirror would reflect the historical limits which 
stand before it and the historical fate behind it. The working class can always look 
truth and the bitterest self-criticism in the face… 
Undoubtedly there were objective causes for the weakness of social democracy in the 

hour of need. But its failure was, at bottom, a failure of courage and conviction. It was a lame 
excuse to throw the blame on some mysterious ‘objective factors’: 

Scientific socialism has taught us to understand the objective laws of historical 
development. People do not make history according to their own volition. But they 
make it nonetheless. In its action, the proletariat is dependent upon the given degree 
of ripeness of social development. But social development does not take place apart 
from the proletariat. The proletariat is its driving force and its cause as well as its 
product and its effect. The action of the proletariat is itself a co-determining part of 
history. And though we can no more skip a period in our historical development than 
a man can jump over his own shadow, it lies within our power to accelerate or to 
retard it. 
The barbarity of the world war presented humanity with the starkest of choices: 

“Either the triumph of imperialism and the destruction of all culture and, as in ancient Rome, 
depopulation, desolation, degeneration, a vast cemetery. Or, the victory of socialism, that is, 
the conscious struggle of the international proletariat against imperialism and its method: 
war.” The decision would rest upon whether the working class threw its weight in the scales 
—and if it did, “the shame and misery will not have been in vain”. 

Luxemburg examined the history of German imperialism and the background to the 
war. She examined also the history of the SPD’s opposition to war and its mysterious 
disappearance on 4 August 1914. This was no war to defend the German people or to defeat 
Tsarism—it was a war in the interests of imperialist expansion. Whichever empire won, the 
war constituted a disaster—the world was witnessing “the mass destruction of the European 
proletariat” in the trenches: 

It is our power, our hope that is being daily mown down like swathes of hay under the 
sickle. It is the best, most intelligent and well-trained forces of international socialism, 
the bearers of the holiest traditions and the boldest heroism of the modern workers’ 
movement, the advance troops of the entire world proletariat—the workers of 
England, France, Belgium, Germany, Russia—that are now being gagged and cut 
down together. 
Only the revolutionary solidarity of the workers could call a halt to the horror: “The 

madness will only stop, and the bloody hellish nightmare will only cease, when the workers 
in Germany and France, in England and Russia finally wake up from their drunken sleep, 
clasp each other’s hands in brotherhood and drown out the bestial chorus of the imperialist 
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warmongers and the hoarse cry of the capitalist hyenas with the mighty battle cry of labour: 
Proletarians of all countries, unite!” 

Luxemburg’s period in prison was amazingly productive. As well as continuing her 
lifelong study and development of Marxist economics she found time to translate the 
memoirs of the Russian writer Vladimir Korolenko. It was pointless, she wrote in her intro-
duction, to judge literature by the author’s formal political viewpoint: 

Patterns such as “revolutionary” or “progressive” in themselves mean very little in art. 
Dostoyevsky, especially in his later writings, is an outspoken reactionary, a 

religious mystic and hater of socialists. His depictions of Russian revolutionaries are 
malicious caricatures. Tolstoy’s mystic doctrines reflect reactionary tendencies, if not 
more. But the writings of both have, nevertheless, an inspiring, arousing, and 
liberating effect upon us. And this is because their starting points are not reactionary, 
their thoughts and emotions are not governed by the desire to hold on to the status 
quo, nor are they motivated by social hatred, narrow-mindedness, or caste egotism. 
On the contrary, theirs is the warmest love for mankind and the deepest response to 
social injustice.… with the true artist, the social formula that he recommends is of 
secondary importance; the source of his art, its animating spirit, is decisive. 

Luxemburg’s letters from prison document her compassion and spirit, that endured against all 
odds. Her new year’s greeting to a friend was accompanied by a firm instruction: 

see to it that you remain a human being. To be human is the main thing, and that 
means to be strong and clear and of good cheer in spite of and because of everything, 
for tears are the preoccupation of weakness. To be human means throwing one’s life 
“on to the scales of destiny” if need be, to be joyful for every fine day and every 
beautiful cloud—oh, I can’t write you any recipes how to be human, I only know how 
to be human… The world is so beautiful in spite of all the misery and would be even 
more beautiful if there were no half-wits and cowards in it. 
But above all she smuggled out writings for the Internationale group—or Spartacus, 

as they soon be came known, after the leader of the famous slave revolt. In one Spartacus 
pamphlet she rounded on those who saw international solidarity as a strictly peacetime 
institution: “the proud old cry, ‘Proletarians of all countries, unite!’ has been transformed on 
the battlefields into the command, ‘Proletarians of all countries, cut each other’s throats!’” 
Luxemburg’s faith led in the opposite direction; “The world brotherhood of workers is the 
highest and most sacred thing on earth to me: it is my guiding star, my ideal, my fatherland. I 
would rather lose my life than be untrue to this ideal!” 

The Russian revolution 
That ideal came a little closer to realisation in Russia in February 1917 when the Tsar was 
overthrown, and closer still in October when the workers took power. Luxemburg greeted the 
news enthusiastically but doubted if the Russian working class could hold on for long. The 
German socialists had to behold the mote in their own eye, she concluded: a revolution in 
Germany was needed if the Russian workers were to be freed from the cleft stick of isolation. 

But her attitude to the Bolsheviks was never uncritical, and she wrote a critique of 
their policies—not for publication but to clarify her own and her comrades’ minds. The 
German workers would never take power themselves, she wrote, without learning to think 
critically: “Not by the creation of a revolutionary hurrah-spirit, but quite the contrary: only by 
an insight into all the fearful seriousness, all the complexity of the tasks involved, only as a 
result of political maturity and independence of spirit, only as a result of a capacity for 
critical judgment on the part of the masses, which capacity was systematically killed by the 
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social democracy for decades under various pretexts, only thus can the genuine capacity for 
historical action be born in the German proletariat.” 

There was no question, however, but that the Bolsheviks had achieved an un-
paralleled feat: 

Whatever a party could offer of courage, revolutionary far-sightedness and consis-
tency in a historic hour, Lenin, Trotsky and the other comrades have given in good 
measure. All the revolutionary honour and capacity which western social democracy 
lacked were represented by the Bolsheviks. Their October uprising was not only the 
actual salvation of the Russian Revolution; it was also the salvation of the honour of 
international socialism. 

At the same time, the revolution took place in desperate circumstances, and was forced to 
take desperate measures. Undoubtedly, said Luxemburg, the Bolsheviks “have taken many a 
decisive step only with the greatest inner hesitation and with most violent inner opposition”. 
It would be completely wrong, therefore, that every tactic forced upon them “should be 
regarded by the International as a shining example of socialist policy toward which only 
uncritical admiration and zealous imitation are in order”. 

Her first disagreement was with the Bolsheviks’ land policy. The classic Marxist view 
had always been that the land should come into common ownership: that rich farmers should 
be expropriated, and poor farmers encouraged to move voluntarily towards co-operative 
farming. The Bolsheviks, however, had allowed the farmers to seize the land and divide it 
among themselves. Instead of moving towards socialist agriculture, claimed Luxemburg, they 
had placed obstacles in its way. 

In the abstract Luxemburg was right enough; but in practice the Bolsheviks had little 
choice. The farmers were already taking over the land for themselves—all the Bolsheviks did 
was to accept the fact. To oppose the land seizures would have meant launching a civil war. 
The workers could never have come to power in the towns without the support of the small 
farmers in the country, and the Bolsheviks’ recognition of that fact was a key factor in the 
revolution’s success. 

Luxemburg’s next point of attack was the Bolshevik position in regard to the 
nationalities. Instead of defending the territorial integrity of revolutionary Russia, they were 
promoting the abstract right to self-determination, encouraging bourgeois nationalists to 
break territories away from the revolution. Luxemburg was here advancing her long-standing 
position on the national question once again. And again, the policy advocated by Lenin was 
the correct one: only by defending their right to separate could the oppressed nationalities of 
the old Tsarist empire be won to the new workers’ state. 

Luxemburg then criticised the dissolution of the constituent assembly following the 
revolution. The Bolsheviks, she felt, should have maintained this parliament alongside the 
workers’ councils that had taken power in October. But the workers’ councils were far more 
democratic institutions, directly expressing the will of the revolutionary working class. The 
constituent assembly could only have become, at best, a talking shop—or, at worst, a 
rallying-point for counter-revolution. 

Luxemburg’s strongest objection was to the restrictions that were placed on workers’ 
democratic rights: 

Freedom only for the supporters of the government, only for the members of one 
party—however numerous they may be—is no freedom. Freedom is always the 
freedom to think differently. Not because of a fanaticism for “justice” but because all 
that is animating, wholesome and purifying in political freedom depends on this 
essential characteristic, and its effectiveness vanishes when “freedom” becomes a 
privilege. 
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The right to dissent was a vital necessity if the people were to play a full and intelligent role 
in political life and contribute to overcoming the revolution’s many problems. She gave a 
grim warning of the shape of things to come if this didn’t happen: 

Without general elections, without unrestricted freedom of press and assembly, 
without a free struggle of opinion, life dies out in every public institution, becomes a 
mere semblance of life, in which only the bureaucracy remains as the active element. 
Public life gradually falls asleep, a few dozen party leaders of inexhaustible energy 
and boundless experience direct and rule. Among them, in reality only a dozen 
outstanding heads do the leading and an elite of the working class is invited from time 
to time to meetings where they are to applaud the speeches of the leaders, and to 
approve proposed resolutions unanimously—at bottom, then, a clique affair—a 
dictatorship, to be sure, not the dictatorship of the proletariat, however, but only the 
dictatorship of a handful of politicians… 
The problem with Trotsky’s and Lenin’s conception of workers’ dictatorship, she 

wrote, was that—just like their reactionary opponents—they saw it as a question of “Dictator-
ship or democracy”. In reality the workers’ rule is about putting real democracy into practice: 

We have always distinguished the social kernel from the political form of bourgeois 
democracy; we have always revealed the hard kernel of social inequality and lack of 
freedom hidden under the sweet shell of formal equality and freedom—not in order to 
reject the latter but to spur the working class into not being satisfied with the shell, but 
rather, by conquering political power, to create a socialist democracy to replace 
bourgeois democracy—not to eliminate democracy altogether. 

The working class needed untrammelled rule to defeat the resistance of the capitalists, to 
create the conditions in which a socialist society could grow: a dictatorship of the proletariat 
was necessary. “But this dictatorship must be the work of the class and not of a little leading 
minority in the name of the class—that is, it must proceed step by step out of the active 
participation of the masses; it must be under their direct influence, subjected to the control of 
complete public activity; it must arise out of the growing political training of the mass of the 
people.” 

Luxemburg’s picture of Russia was undoubtedly one-sided. The wonder of the 
revolution’s first years is how far it did manage to fulfil her vision of vibrant workers’ 
democracy. Given the attempts of world capitalism to physically strangle the revolution at 
birth, and the isolation of the Russian working class, it is hardly surprising that socialism 
failed to flourish—and that, within a short time, the Stalinist counter-revolution would 
succeed in wiping out what was left of workers’ power and fulfilling Luxemburg’s worst 
nightmare ten times over. 

She herself recognised the situation the revolution found itself in. Having described 
the democratic essence of socialism, she continued: 

Doubtless the Bolsheviks would have proceeded in this very way were it not that they 
suffered under the frightful compulsion of the World War, the German occupation 
and all the abnormal difficulties connected therewith, things which were inevitably 
bound to distort any socialist policy, however imbued it might be with the best 
intentions and the finest principles.… It would be demanding something superhuman 
from Lenin and his comrades if we should expect of them that under such 
circumstances they should conjure forth the finest democracy, the most exemplary 
dictatorship of the proletariat and a flourishing socialist economy. 
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But the problem was the tendency that the Bolsheviks had to make general principles 
out of measures that would never have been taken only for the unfavourable position the 
revolution was in: 

The danger begins only when they make a virtue of necessity and want to freeze into a 
complete theoretical system all the tactics forced upon them by these fatal 
circumstances, and want to recommend them to the international proletariat as a 
model of socialist tactics. When they get in their own light in this way, and hide their 
genuine, unquestionable historical service under the bushel of false steps forced upon 
them by necessity, they render a poor service to the international socialism for the 
sake of which they have fought and suffered; for they want to place in its storehouse 
as new discoveries all the distortions prescribed in Russia by necessity and 
compulsion… 
But nothing could take away from the Bolsheviks’ historical achievement. In the 

midst of mass slaughter and social democratic betrayal they had dared to fight for socialism. 
The ultimate responsibility for the shortcomings of the Russian revolution lay with the failure 
of the working class internationally, and especially in Germany. The revolution would have 
to become an international one if it was to succeed: “In Russia the problem could only be 
posed. It could not be solved in Russia, it can only be solved internationally. And in this 
sense, the future everywhere belongs to ‘Bolshevism’.” 

On some of the questions raised in this critique, Luxemburg later changed her mind. 
On the question of the constituent assembly, for example, she would soon spend half her time 
during the German revolution arguing against those who thought that a system of workers’ 
councils should be combined with a national assembly. But she quite rightly made no 
apologies for daring to criticise the Bolsheviks: “Enthusiasm coupled with the spirit of 
revolutionary criticism—what more could people want from us?” 

Revolution in Germany 
The horror of the world war was finally ended in 1918—not by peace conferences but by 
revolution. German soldiers and sailors refused to carry on fighting their rulers’ unwinnable 
war, and the mutiny was followed by an uprising in Berlin on 9 November. The Kaiser fled, 
workers’ and soldiers’ councils sprang up, and an SPD government took office. The revo-
lution was underway, and it was the revolution that opened the prison gates for Luxemburg. 

In the first issue of the new Spartacus paper Die rote Fahne (The Red Flag) she 
counselled a sober assessment of the situation. The German empire was gone but capitalism 
still ruled: “What is called for now is not jubilation at what has been accomplished, not 
triumph over the beaten foe, but the strictest self-criticism and iron concentration of energy in 
order to continue the work we have begun.” At the same time, mindful of the prisoners she 
had left behind her, she demanded the immediate abolition of the death penalty: 

Rivers of blood have flown in torrents during the four years of imperialist genocide. 
Now every drop of the precious fluid must be preserved reverently and in crystal 
vessels. Ruthless revolutionary energy and tender humanity—this alone is the true 
life’s breath of socialism. A world must now be destroyed, but each tear that might 
have been avoided is an accusation; and a man who, while hurrying on to important 
deeds, inadvertently tramples underfoot even a poor worm, is guilty of a crime. 
Now that the empire was gone Germany was faced with a simple choice: “bourgeois 

democracy or socialist democracy? For the dictatorship of the proletariat is democracy in a 
socialist sense.” And socialist democracy meant workers’ freedom: “The essence of socialist 
society is that the great working mass ceases to be a ruled mass and instead lives and controls 
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its own political and economic life in conscious and free self-determination.” 
In a Spartacus pamphlet she laid out the role and character of a socialist party: 
The Spartacus League is not a party which desires to achieve power over the working 
mass or through the working mass. 

The Spartacus League is only the most resolute part of the proletariat that at every 
step points out to the whole broad mass of workers its historical tasks, that at each 
individual stage of the revolution advocates the ultimate socialist goal, and that 
represents the interests of the proletarian world revolution in all national questions.… 

The Spartacus League will never assume governing power in any way other than 
through the clear, unambiguous will of the great majority of the proletarian mass in all 
Germany, never in any way other than on the strength of the masses’ conscious 
agreement with the views, aims and methods of struggle of the Spartacus League. 
Throughout the war Spartacus had remained a tendency within the SPD, and from 

1917 within the Independent SPD, a left-wing breakaway. The time had now come, they 
decided, to break away completely, to form a separate revolutionary organisation. 

They have been accused of leaving it too late and condemning the German revolution 
to failure for want of an established revolutionary party. And while it would be simplistic to 
reduce the failure of the revolution to the absence of an organisation, the organised presence 
of revolutionaries in the German working class was undoubtedly weak, and this was a major 
factor in the ultimate defeat. But the claim that that defeat would have been averted if 
Luxemburg and her comrades had organisationally separated from the SPD at an earlier date 
is, at best, unproven. 

Luxemburg was never averse to clear-cut revolutionary organisation—as her activity 
in the Polish movement shows—and she had politically separated from the SPD back in 
1913, if not before. But she was afraid that the mass of socialist workers would be left in the 
hands of the SPD leadership if Spartacus broke away: by staying in the party formally, they 
could reach a wider audience. The main obstacle to this work—both before and after the war 
—was not the lack of an organisational apparatus but the activity of the government’s 
censors, prison guards, and soldiers. Acting as a revolutionary organisation was more 
important than formally proclaiming one. 

The new organisation, the Communist Party of Germany (the KPD), was founded on 
30 December 1918. In her speech to the party’s first congress Luxemburg set out the task 
facing the German workers: no less than the destruction of capitalism. That would mean the 
revolution becoming economic as well as political, a struggle of labour against capital: 

The struggle for socialism has to be fought out by the masses, by the masses alone, 
breast to breast against capitalism, in every factory, by every proletarian against his 
employer. Only then will it be a socialist revolution.… Socialism will not and cannot 
be created by decrees; nor can it be established by any government, however 
socialistic. Socialism must be created by the masses, by every proletarian. Where the 
chains of capitalism are forged, there must they be broken. Only that is socialism, and 
only thus can socialism be created. 
But the new party was largely young and untested, and had to find its feet in the midst 

of a revolution. This was fatally exposed in January 1919 when the right-wing forces 
provoked a battle with the left, a battle for which the left were completely unprepared. The 
KPD saw it as their duty to take part in the struggle, bad as the odds were, and they shared in 
its defeat. The army officers now held the initiative and, with the tacit support of the SPD in 
government, attempted to press home their advantage and finish off the revolutionaries once 
and for all. 
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The witch hunt caught up with Luxemburg on 15 January when she was arrested by 
soldiers and taken to their temporary headquarters at Berlin’s Eden Hotel. After a session of 
verbal and physical abuse, she was taken out the front entrance, where a soldier smashed her 
skull with two blows of his rifle butt. She was dragged into a waiting car, where a lieutenant 
finished her off with a bullet through the left temple. They drove to the Liechtenstein Bridge, 
from where her body was dumped in the Landwehr Canal. 

Luxemburg today 
Luxemburg’s body was not washed up until the end of May, and in the meantime rumours 
began to circulate round Berlin. Was she still alive? Had she managed to escape? Was she 
lying low, waiting to emerge and lead the revolution to victory? Of course, the grain of truth 
contained in these rumours was that Luxemburg’s ideas were still alive, they had escaped the 
assassins, and would emerge again. 

Even now Luxemburg’s words and deeds remain powerful. Her stand against 
opportunism is still the greatest answer, not only to the reformist politicians who would sell 
their grandmother for a cabinet seat, but also to those further left who measure victory by 
their own petty day-to-day successes. Her opposition to war and imperialism still shames the 
labour leaders who send workers out to die for the greater glory of capitalism. Her under-
standing of the power of the working class in action is a standing reproach to the infallibility 
of self-proclaimed saviours of the proletariat, still attempting to play schoolmaster to the 
revolution. Her undying critical attitude, even faced with as magnificent a phenomenon as the 
Russian revolution, remains an absolute necessity for those who would follow her in the 
struggle for socialism. And above all, we cannot do without her determined recognition that 
that struggle means nothing if it is not a fight for complete human emancipation. 

Rosa Luxemburg’s life ended in defeat. But in her last article, published the day 
before her murder, she pointed out that the way to revolutionary victory is always prepared 
by defeats: “Where would we be today without these ‘defeats’ from which we have drawn 
historical experience, knowledge, power, idealism!” To those who crowed over their 
temporary triumph, she warned that they would soon get theirs: 

“Order reigns in Berlin!” You stupid lackeys! Your “order” is built on sand. The 
revolution will tomorrow “raise itself up clashing” and to your horror will proclaim, 
with trumpets blazing: 

I was, I am, I will be! 
Red Banner 1 

November 1997 
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Antonio Gramsci 

 
Aindrias Ó Cathasaigh 

 
When the Italian socialist leader Antonio Gramsci was imprisoned by Mussolini’s regime, his 
fame had preceded him. One day in the prison yard a fellow inmate “stared at me for a while, 
then asked, ‘Gramsci, Antonio?’ Yes, Antonio! I answered. ‘It can’t be,’ he said, ‘Antonio 
Gramsci must be a giant, not a little squirt like you.’” And Gramsci—shy, awkward, hunch-
backed—indeed went against every conventional stereotype of the rugged revolutionary. 

Gramsci was born in Ales on the island of Sardinia on 22 January 1891. His father 
was a government official, which meant that the Gramsci family were comfortably off. But 
Antonio’s personal destiny was interrupted in early life. A childhood accident led to a severe 
spinal deformity and set off a train of illnesses that would follow him all his life. And after 
his father made the mistake of backing the wrong clique in a local election, irregularities were 
suddenly discovered in his running of the land registry, and his imprisonment plunged the 
family into poverty. 

So Gramsci soon came to know the misfortune of ending up on society’s losing side. 
At the age of eleven he had to go to work—ironically enough in the land registry, although he 
was shifting registers about rather than writing in them. Despite doing very well in school he 
had to give up his education to support the family, while the less-gifted sons of shopkeepers 
went forward. He experienced the desperate conditions of the Sardinian working people, a 
consequence of Italian capitalism’s underdevelopment of the south and the islands. 

His father’s release after a few years allowed Gramsci to continue his schooling, 
though not without great sacrifice by the family, and in 1911 he managed to win a scholar-
ship to the University of Turin. So Gramsci moved from the economically backward island to 
the heart of industrial Italy—and of Italian socialism. He was already familiar with socialist 
ideas: not only had his elder brother sent socialist literature home while working in Turin, but 
the working class of Sardinia itself had begun to fight. Gramsci rejected the socialism on 
offer from the Socialist Party (the PSI), however. Its wooden version of Marxism reduced the 
achievement of socialism to a mathematical accumulation of economic data, and it saw the 
south as a “ball and chain” on the advanced workers of northern Italy. He nevertheless joined 
the party in 1913, and became involved in writing for and editing the city’s socialist papers, 
but the sources of his socialism weren’t those of the PSI leadership. 

He finally embraced Marxism, like so many others, under the influence of the Russian 
revolution of 1917. Here was a revolution, he wrote, which destroyed the ‘Marxist’ schema: 
instead of waiting for capitalism to embrace every last inch of Russia, the Bolsheviks had 
realised that the time was ripe for the workers to take power. Here was a Marxism that was 
about taking a real, active part in history, not passively accepting a role as its victims. 

These ideas became a practical reality during the ‘biennio rosso’, the ‘two red years’ 
of 1919 and 1920. The first world war was followed by a drastic economic crisis, in which 
the cost of living rocketed. In response, and in tandem with the revolutionary upsurge across 
Europe, the Italian workers launched wave upon wave of strikes and demonstrations, 
culminating in September 1920 when they seized control of their factories for a time. 

Gramsci and others launched the magazine L’Ordine Nuovo (The New Order) in the 
midst of the struggles. Consciously identifying themselves with the Russian revolution, the 
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‘ordinovisti’ asked themselves if the Italian working class had any native equivalent of the 
soviets—the workers’ councils used by the Russian workers to win power. They had: the 
internal commissions. These committees of trade union representatives in each factory had to 
transform themselves into factory councils, broaden themselves out to include unorganised 
workers, challenge the bosses’ power in the factories, and link up nationally to fight for 
political power. Gramsci wrote that 

the development of the internal commission became the central problem, the idea, of 
L’Ordine Nuovo. It came to be seen as the fundamental problem of the workers’ 
revolution; it was the problem of proletarian “liberty”. For ourselves and our 
followers, L’Ordine Nuovo became the “journal of the Factory Councils”. The 
workers loved L’Ordine Nuovo (this we can state with inner satisfaction) and why did 
they love it? Because in its articles they discovered a part, the best part, of themselves. 
Because they felt its articles were pervaded by that same spirit of inner searching that 
they experienced: “How can we become free? How can we become ourselves?” 
Because its articles were not cold, intellectual structures, but sprung from our 
discussions with the best workers; they elaborated the actual sentiments, goals and 
passions of the Turin working class, that we ourselves had provoked and tested. 
Because its articles were virtually a “taking note” of actual events, seen as moments 
of a process of inner liberation and self-expression on the part of the working class. 
Gramsci and the Ordine Nuovo insisted that the workers’ state already existed 

potentially in the organs of the working class. That state—which “will guarantee freedom to 
all anti-capitalist tendencies and offer them the possibility of forming a proletarian 
government, and externally will operate as an implacable machine crushing the organs of 
capitalist industrial and political power”—would need the economic power of the workers as 
a basis for its political sway. The socialist revolution, wrote Gramsci, was not just a matter of 
overthrowing the capitalist state, or of placing power in the hands of communists: “The 
revolution is proletarian and communist only to the extent that it is a liberation of the 
proletarian and communist forces of production that were developing within the very heart of 
the society dominated by the capitalist class.” And the factory council was the tool for the 
job: “The Factory Council, as an expression of the autonomy of the producer in the industrial 
sphere and as the basis for communist economic organisation, is the instrument for the final 
struggle to the death with the capitalist order, in that it creates the conditions in which class-
divided society is eliminated and any new class division is made ‘physically’ impossible.” 

PSI leaders condemned the Ordine Nuovo for concentrating on industrial issues to the 
exclusion of politics. This was a myth, replied Gramsci: “we simply made the mistake of 
believing that only the masses can make the communist revolution, and that neither a party 
secretary nor a president of the republic can achieve it by issuing decrees. Apparently this 
was also the opinion of Karl Marx and Rosa Luxemburg, and is Lenin’s opinion”. They also, 
unlike the Socialist leaders, wanted to win the small farmers of the south to their banner: “not 
only is it true that by emancipating itself the working class will emancipate all the other 
oppressed and exploited classes, but it is no less a fact that the only way these other classes 
will ever emancipate themselves is to enter into a close alliance with the working class”. 

The PSI proved unwilling and unable to seize the opportunity of the biennio rosso. 
While the party had a large reformist wing, and a bigger revolutionary wing, the main levers 
of power were held by the ‘maximalists’. The language of maximalism was revolutionary—
they opposed the war, supported the Russian revolution, called for communism in Italy—but 
its practice was all compromise. The ordinovisti demanded that the PSI expel the reformists, 
lead the factory council movement towards political power, become a real revolutionary 
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socialist party. All this the maximalist leaders refused to do, abandoning the struggles of 
1919-20 to a lack of direction. 

The battle for the PSI was fought out at its congress in January 1921. When the dust 
settled, the reformist resolution won 14,000 votes, the maximalists won 98,000, and the 
revolutionaries 58,000. This left wing walked out and set up the Communist Party of Italy 
(the PCI). 

Gramsci had written prophetically the year before that 
The present phase of the class struggle in Italy is the phase that precedes: either the 
conquest of political power on the part of the revolutionary proletariat and the 
transition to new modes of production and distribution… —or a tremendous reaction 
on the part of the propertied classes and governing caste. No violence will be spared 
in subjecting the industrial and agricultural proletariat to servile labour: there will be a 
bid to smash once and for all the working class’s organ of political struggle (the 
Socialist Party) and to incorporate its organs of economic resistance (the trade unions 
and co-operatives) into the machinery of the bourgeois State. 
This was the period when the fascist squads began to grow, breaking strikes of 

agricultural workers, burning down the offices of trade unions and socialist papers. Without 
the benefit of hindsight, it proved very difficult for the Italian socialists to get to grips with 
fascism, but Gramsci’s writings provide brilliant insights. He recognised that fascism was not 
just any old reactionary movement, but a new, specific, and dangerous phenomenon, based in 
the Italian middle class. It was supported and employed by big landowners and businessmen, 
but had a definite degree of autonomy. It would face internal contradictions between its anti-
establishment rhetoric and its conservative reality. The rise of fascism demanded a serious, 
united working-class response—ultimately, the overthrow of capitalist society itself. 

What could have been the beginnings of such a response sprang up in the form of the 
Arditi del Popolo, popular anti-fascist militias. Rank-and-file Socialists, Communists, and 
trade unionists joined and supported the Arditi, but the leaderships of both the PSI and the 
PCI opposed them. Gramsci publicly expressed his own support, but the PCI line demanded 
separate Communist militias—which failed to materialise, even after the Arditi del Popolo 
died out in the face of such opposition. 

This was typical of the PCI’s sectarian attitudes. The 58,000 congress votes didn’t 
translate into anything like 58,000 members for the new party, and the majority of left-wing 
workers stayed elsewhere. Amadeo Bordiga emerged as Communist Party leader—a 
powerful fighter but rigidly sectarian. Under his leadership fascism was regarded as just 
another form of capitalist reaction, which would succeed only in paving the way for socialist 
victory. A united front with other working-class organisations was off the cards, as was any 
attempt to make the PCI a mass workers’ party. As long as the Communists kept themselves 
pure in readiness for the revolution, all would be well. 

Little trace of Ordine Nuovo politics was to be found in the young PCI. Gramsci made 
no challenge to Bordiga at first, however. If Bordiga was too far to the left, others in the party 
were too far to the right, and he was concerned not to allow them assume leadership. And 
indeed, Gramsci himself was by no means free of Bordigan tendencies. But he soon became 
convinced that the party had to be turned around. 

Bordiga’s dominance, he concluded, arose from his willingness to organise a faction 
within the PSI years before. If the ordinovisti hadn’t been reluctant to do the same, the 
factory occupations of 1920 could have found a socialist leadership and a different result. 
Instead, when the split came, the PCI became an ultra-left rump, and too fixated on itself to 
become anything else: 
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The error of the party has been to have accorded priority in an abstract fashion to the 
problem of party organisation, which in practice has simply meant creating an 
apparatus of functionaries who could be depended on for their orthodoxy towards the 
official view. It was believed, and is still believed, that the revolution depends only on 
the existence of such an apparatus; and it is sometimes even believed that its existence 
can bring about the revolution.… Any participation by the masses in the activity and 
internal life of the party, other than on big occasions and following a formal decree 
from the centre, has been seen as a danger to unity and centralism. The party has not 
been seen as the result of a dialectical process, in which the spontaneous movement of 
the revolutionary masses and the organising and directing will of the centre converge. 
It has been seen merely as something suspended in the air; something with its own 
spontaneous and self-generated development; something which the masses will join 
when the situation is right and the crest of the revolutionary wave is at its highest 
point, or when the party centre decides to initiate an offensive… 

A major educational effort was required inside the PCI to make its activists into real 
Marxists, “who in other words have brains as well as lungs and a throat”. 

Gramsci eventually won the argument, and by 1924 was effectively leader of the 
party. (He was elected as a parliamentary deputy in the same year.) He attempted to point the 
Communists in a new direction: 

The principle that the party leads the working class must not be interpreted in a 
mechanical manner. It is necessary not to believe that the party can lead the working 
class through an external imposition of authority.… these deviations lead to an 
arbitrary, formal over-estimation of the party, so far as its function as leader of the 
class is concerned. We assert that the capacity to lead the class is related, not to the 
fact that the party “proclaims” itself its revolutionary organ, but to the fact that it 
“really” succeeds, as a part of the working class, in linking itself with all the sections 
of that class and impressing upon the masses a movement in the direction desired… 
And it could only become a real party of the working class in so far as it tackled the 

concrete problems that the struggle for power threw up. For instance, “In no country is the 
proletariat capable of winning power and keeping it with its own forces alone”, wrote 
Gramsci. “It must therefore obtain allies: in other words, it must follow a policy that will 
enable it to place itself at the head of the other classes who have anti-capitalist interests, and 
guide them in the struggle to overthrow bourgeois society.” 

In Italy this meant above all winning the small farmers of the south. Looking back on 
the years of the Ordine Nuovo, Gramsci claimed as one of its great merits “that of bringing 
the Southern question forcibly to the attention of the workers’ vanguard, and identifying it as 
one of the essential problems of national policy for the revolutionary proletariat.… The 
revolutionary worker of Turin and Milan became the protagonist of the Southern question” 
instead of the southern middle-class politicians. But these same revolutionary workers would 
first have to shed every trace of craft or regional prejudice: 

The proletariat can become the leading and dominant class to the extent that it 
succeeds in creating a system of class alliances which allows it to mobilise the 
majority of the working population against capitalism and the bourgeois State.… 
They must think as workers who are members of a class which aims to lead the 
peasants and intellectuals. Of a class which can win and build socialism only if it is 
aided and followed by the great majority of these social strata. If this is not achieved, 
the proletariat does not become the leading class; and these strata (which in Italy 
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represent the majority of the population), remaining under bourgeois leadership, 
enable the State to resist the proletarian assault and wear it down. 
Gramsci’s leadership of the PCI was abruptly terminated on 8 November 1926. On 

the pretext of an attempt to assassinate Mussolini, the fascists moved to wipe out all 
opposition. Gramsci was arrested and sent to a prison colony. Despite the regime’s reputation 
for punctuality, his parliamentary immunity from arrest wasn’t removed until the following 
day. 

“Some call me satanic, some saintly, but I have no intention of appearing a martyr or 
a hero”, wrote Gramsci to his brother while awaiting trial. “I think of myself as an ordinary 
man who refuses to barter his deep convictions for anything in the world.” Shortly before his 
trial began he told his mother not to worry, that he was a political prisoner: 

I’m not ashamed, nor will I ever be ashamed of this fact. Basically, I myself willed 
this arrest and condemnation. I’ve always refused to compromise my ideas and am 
ready to die for them, not just to be put in prison. For this reason, I feel serene and 
satisfied with myself.… There was no other way to act. Yes, life is difficult, and 
sometimes sons, for the sake of their own honour and dignity, have to make their 
mothers suffer. 
The trial of twenty two Communists before the fascist Special Tribunal for the 

Defence of the State lasted a week. In the case of Gramsci the state prosecutor demanded: 
“We must prevent this brain from functioning for twenty years.” The judges duly obliged, 
adding another four months and five days for good measure. But if they thought to close 
down Gramsci’s brain they were to be sorely disappointed. 

The last thing someone as susceptible to illness as Gramsci needed was prison and, 
although it was clear from the beginning that a plea for mercy to Mussolini would have been 
favourably received, he refused to recant. As he wrote to his mother, “Imprisonment is a 
terrible thing, but for me dishonour on account of moral weakness or cowardice would be 
even worse”. Instead he insisted on everything he was entitled to and no more—the right to 
medical treatment, to visits, to read and to write. 

Gramsci’s isolation was increased by a clear falling-out with the PCI. He disagreed 
with the disastrous so-called ‘left turn’ pursued by the international Communist movement 
from 1929, which branded the labour parties ‘social fascists’ and cut revolutionaries off from 
the working class. At the same time, while disagreeing with Trotsky and the Russian 
opposition, he had opposed their suppression, and now opposed the expulsion of dissidents 
from the Italian party. 

But Gramsci planned to use his enforced separation from the immediate struggle to 
develop his political thoughts. The eye of the prison censor forced him to make arguments by 
analogy, and to employ roundabout phraseology when describing Marxist thinkers and 
concepts. But the thirty three copybooks Gramsci filled with the results of his prison 
reflections represent not just a triumph of revolutionary will, but one of the twentieth 
century’s most valuable contributions to Marxism. 

From the rise of the Italian capitalist class he drew conclusions on the nature of 
political leadership in general: 

the supremacy of a social group manifests itself in two ways, as “domination” and as 
“intellectual and moral leadership”. A social group dominates antagonistic groups, 
which it tends to “liquidate”, or to subjugate perhaps even by armed force; it leads 
kindred and allied groups. A social group can, and indeed must, already exercise 
“leadership” before winning governmental power (this indeed is one of the principal 
conditions for the winning of such power); it subsequently becomes dominant when it 
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exercises power, but even if it holds it firmly in its grasp, it must continue to “lead” as 
well. 

Gramsci was here continuing the thinking he had put forward outside prison, and consciously 
developing what he saw as a major theme of Lenin’s thought in particular. 

The prison copybooks also examine the role of intellectuals, both as a separate 
stratum, and as a part of each class. His concern was to develop a layer of “organic 
intellectuals” in the working class, “intellectuals of a new type which arise directly out of the 
masses, but remain in contact with them to become, as it were, the whalebone in the corset”. 
He wrote a sustained critique of the Communist International’s handbook of Marxist theory, 
attacking its dead and mechanical approach and arguing for a living, active Marxism. 

The role of the revolutionary party, he wrote, should be to lead as the ordinovisti led 
the factory councils movement in Turin: 

This leadership was not “abstract”; it neither consisted in mechanically repeating 
scientific or theoretical formulae, nor did it confuse politics, real action, with 
theoretical disquisition. It applied itself to real men, formed in specific historical 
relations, with specific feelings, outlooks, fragmentary conceptions of the world, etc., 
which were the result of “spontaneous” combinations of a given situation of material 
production with the “fortuitous” agglomeration within it of disparate social elements. 
This element of “spontaneity” was not neglected and even less despised. It was 
educated, directed, purged of extraneous contaminations; the aim was to bring it into 
line with modern theory—but in a living and historically effective manner.… This 
unity between “spontaneity” and “conscious leadership” or “discipline” is precisely 
the real political action of the subaltern classes, in so far as this is mass politics and 
not merely an adventure by groups claiming to represent the masses. 
And all the time, Gramsci was physically deteriorating. Constant attacks of dizziness 

and insomnia combined with severe stomach disorders. He was suffering from arterio-
sclerosis, as well as pulmonary tuberculosis and Pott’s disease, a tubercular infection of the 
back. An international campaign for his release forced Mussolini to relent somewhat: at the 
end of 1933 Gramsci was transferred to a prison clinic, and in 1935 to a proper clinic, where 
he was still kept under constant watch by fascist guards. His condition worsened, with the 
doctors adding high blood pressure, gout, and angina to the list. 

Gramsci planned to move home to Sardinia when his sentence expired on 21 April 
1937. But his imprisonment had left him in no condition to go anywhere. On the 25th, hours 
after receiving official confirmation that he was free to go, he suffered a brain haemorrhage. 
He lingered until 4:10 am on 27 April 1937. 

During an extremely serious attack in 1933 Gramsci, hovering between life and death, began 
to rant against religion, as he told his sister-in-law in a letter: “Apparently, I talked for one 
whole night about the immortality of the soul in a realistic and historical sense, claiming that 
immortality is a necessary survival after death of man’s noblest actions and the incorporation 
of them, beyond human will, into the universal process of history.” In this sense, Antonio 
Gramsci is immortal. His life and work—from his contribution to the factory councils 
movement to his fight against fascism, from his attempts to build the forces of socialist 
revolution in Italy to his development of Marxist thought in Mussolini’s jails—do survive 
after him, and will as long as workers fight for freedom. The central fascist police report on 
Gramsci in 1935, as he lay dying, got it spot on: “Antonio Gramsci is one of the most 
outstanding personalities in the communist world and as such, consequently, is an element 
worthy of the most intensive and careful surveillance.” 

Red Banner 2 
May 1998 
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Friedrich Engels 

 
Joe Conroy 

 
Friedrich Engels has suffered a curious fate in the century since his death. Some have 
consigned him to the role of Karl Marx’s other half, fashioned from one of the ribs that 
surrounded Marx’s dodgy liver. According to this view, he had imbibed Marx’s ideas by 
symbiosis and was to spend his days repeating them, never daring to have an independent 
thought of his own. The phrase “Marx ’n’ Engels” trips off the tongue like “rock ’n’ roll”, but 
the second word is only there to make up the numbers when necessary. 

The estranged twin brother of this conception paints Engels as Marx’s evil genius, 
engaged for forty years in corrupting that nice young man and his nice young ideas with his 
own infernally unpleasant politics. It usually turns out that the pedlars of this view are 
rejecting Marxism, not Engels, and are only using him as a scapegoat upon which to heap any 
element of Marxism they find distasteful. Both versions miss the point altogether—the point 
being that Engels was a great revolutionary in his own right, and a revolutionary whose 
independent contribution plays a vital part in Marxist theory and practice. 

The making of a communist 
Friedrich Engels was born on 28 November 1820 in Barmen in Germany to a family of textile 
manufacturers. As a result his upbringing was economically secure but spiritually stifling. His 
family were intensively conservative in politics and puritan in religion, and Engels had to 
fight to gradually emancipate himself from this atmosphere. This area, the Wupper valley, 
was at the heart of Germany’s weak industrial revolution, and Engels’s break with religious 
and political tradition coincided with a recognition of the injustices that capitalism was 
bringing with it. 

After leaving school he went to work as a clerk in his father’s office, but also 
developed a talent as a journalist. A series of anonymous articles scandalised the local 
establishment, mercilessly satirising the narrow-minded tyranny prevailing in the region. 
Going to Berlin to do his year’s military service, he soon became a leading light amongst the 
Young Hegelians, the radical philosophers of the capital’s intellectual world. 

On returning, in 1842, he was sent to England to work in the family firm’s mill in 
Manchester. He went willingly, because by now he was becoming convinced of the need for 
a revolution to establish common ownership of wealth, and in industrial England he would 
see the conditions of such a revolution growing. He established contact with the workers’ 
movement in Manchester and reported on it for German radical papers, while at the same 
time spreading German communist ideas in British working-class papers. 

An article on the ‘Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy’ attacked capitalist 
economics and its law of supply and demand, a law which could operate only through regular 
economic slumps: 

If the producers themselves knew how much the consumers needed, organised 
production, shared amongst themselves, the fluctuations of competition and its 
tendency towards crisis would be impossible. Produce consciously, as people, not as 
splintered atoms without consciousness of our kind, and you throw out all these 
artificial and indefensible contradictions.… The community will have to work out 
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what it can produce with the means available and, in the light of the relation of this 
productive power to the number of consumers, determine how far to raise or lower 
production, how far it allows luxury or has to restrict it. 
Engels’s experience of the English working class led to his first book, The Condition 

of the Working Class in England (published in 1845). The book relentlessly catalogues the 
oppression of the workers: the overworking, the toll of industrial injury and death, the slum 
housing, the desperate poverty and demoralisation of the early working class. The book is 
marred by a romanticised picture of life before the industrial revolution, and by its acceptance 
of racist portrayals of Irish immigrants, but its indictment of the capitalist class is un-
paralleled. Engels didn’t waste his time trying to remain ‘objective’ about the misery he saw, 
but put the blame where it lay. He openly sided with those “condemned to work”: 

As voluntary productive activity is the highest enjoyment known to us, so is 
compulsory toil the most cruel, degrading punishment. Nothing is more terrible than 
being constrained to do some one thing every day from morning until night against 
one’s will. And the more a human being the worker feels himself, the more hateful 
must his work be to him, because he feels the constraint, the uselessness of it for 
himself. Why does he work? For love of work? From a natural impulse? Not at all! 
He works for money… 

In such a society the workers “can maintain their consciousness of humanity only by 
cherishing the most glowing hatred, the most unbroken inward rebellion against the 
bourgeoisie”. 

The Condition of the Working Class stands out from the literature of social problems 
in nineteenth-century England because it not only describes the suffering of the workers, not 
only sympathises with them, but recognises the power that this new class had to end its 
suffering: 

The workers begin to feel as a class, as a whole; they begin to perceive that, though 
feeble as individuals, they form a power united; their separation from the bourgeoisie, 
the development of views peculiar to the workers and corresponding to their position 
in life, is fostered, the consciousness of oppression as workers, and the workers attain 
social and political importance. The great cities are the birthplaces of labour 
movements; in them the workers first began to reflect upon their own condition, and 
to struggle against it; in them the opposition between proletariat and bourgeoisie first 
made itself manifest; from them proceeded the Trade Unions, Chartism, and 
Socialism. 

Engels dedicated the book “To the Working Classes of Great Britain”, and forecasted their 
victory in “the war of the poor against the rich”. 

Enter Marx 
Engels left Manchester in August 1844 but stopped off in Paris on his way home, where he 
met Karl Marx. They had met two years earlier—in the offices of a paper which Marx edited 
and Engels wrote for—but Marx was distant, taking Engels for one of the Young Hegelian 
dilettantes he’d had cause to row with. But he continued to publish Engels’s articles from 
England, and published his ‘Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy’ earlier in 1844 in a 
journal he co-edited in Paris. This article made a big impression on Marx and launched his 
own researches in economics. The two found themselves in agreement politically and agreed 
to work together. The collaboration would last until Marx’s death in 1883. 

They decided to write a pamphlet criticising the Young Hegelians. Engels wrote his 
own twenty-odd pages, attacking amongst other things their deification of History: “History 
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does nothing, it ‘possesses no immense wealth’, it ‘fights no battles’! On the contrary, it is 
humanity, real, living humanity, that does all that, that possesses and fights; it is not that 
‘history’, using people as a means, works for its aims—as if it were a separate person; no, it 
is nothing but the activity of people pursuing their own aims.” Much to Engels’s surprise, 
Marx’s contribution had grown on his hands, and when The Holy Family was published in 
1845 it was a hefty enough work. 

The French government expelled Marx a few months later, and Engels—his relation-
ship with his father becoming more strained by the day—joined him in Brussels. The pair got 
down to writing a more comprehensive criticism of the Hegelians, The German Ideology—
but this book would also contain a more positive statement of their own views. 

The understanding of history, they wrote, begins with “the real individuals, their 
action and their material conditions of life”—people as they actually are, not imaginary 
beings existing all on their own. People produce their means of existence in a certain way, 
and the way they produce influences the way they think. “People are the producers of their 
conceptions, ideas etc, but real, active people as they are conditioned by a certain 
development of their productive forces and the intercourse that corresponds to it”—people’s 
conceptions can’t be understood without understanding the way they live and work: 

In complete contrast with German philosophy, which descends from heaven to earth, 
here we ascend from earth to heaven. I.e., we don’t set out from what people say, 
imagine, conceive, nor from people as described, thought of, imagined, conceived, 
going from there until living people are reached; we set out from real, active people 
and from their real life process demonstrate the development of the ideological 
reflections and echoes of this life process. 

So religion, morality, ideology in general have no independent history of their own: people 
change the way they work and, along with it, the way they think. “It is not consciousness that 
determines life, but life that determines consciousness.” 

The most basic condition of history is “that people must be in a position to live in 
order to ‘make history’”—they have to eat, drink, clothe and shelter themselves, reproduce, 
and they have to co-operate in one way or another to do so: “a certain mode of production or 
industrial stage is always combined with a certain mode of working together or social stage”. 
People’s consciousness is formed by these economic relations. 

When these relations take the form of a fixed division of labour, of classes, 
a person’s own act becomes an alien power standing against him, enslaving him 
instead of being controlled by him.… each person has a certain exclusive sphere of 
activity, which is forced upon him, which he cannot escape from; he is a hunter, 
fisherman or shepherd or critical critic and has to remain so if he isn’t to lose his 
means of existence—whilst in communist society, where no one has an exclusive 
sphere of activity, but can train himself in any branch he likes, society regulates the 
general production and therefore makes it possible for me to do this today, that 
tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, drive cattle in the evening, 
criticise after dinner, just as I please, without becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd 
or critic. 
In class society the state pretends to look after the common interest, but in reality it 

serves the interests of the dominant class. “It follows from this that all struggles within the 
state, the struggle between democracy, aristocracy and monarchy, the struggle for the right to 
vote etc, etc, are only the illusory forms in which the real struggles of the various classes with 
each other are fought out”. 

As people’s productive forces expand they outgrow the old economic relations, and 
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this conflict leads to ideological and political battles, to revolutions. “So all collisions in 
history have their origin, according to our view, in the contradiction between the productive 
forces and the form of intercourse.” 

Those who deny such a basis for history “have to share the illusion of the epoch”—if 
people fought in a religious guise, these historians tell us it was a religious epoch, instead of 
investigating the real roots of the conflict: “Whilst in everyday life every shopkeeper knows 
well how to tell between what a man claims to be and what he is in reality, our historiography 
still hasn’t reached this trivial insight. It takes every epoch at its word”. 

The class which controls production controls the production of ideas as well, and so 
“The ideas of the ruling class are in each epoch the ruling ideas”. These ideas are challenged, 
but “The existence of revolutionary ideas in a certain epoch presupposes the existence of a 
revolutionary class”. 

To overthrow class society requires a huge development of productive forces: 
“without it privation is only made general, and so with need the struggle for necessities 
begins again and all the old shite has to come about”. A class has to exist “which has all the 
burdens of society to bear, without reaping its advantages”. This has to happen international-
ly, “making each revolution dependent on the others”, otherwise communism would be no 
more than a local, short-term phenomenon: “Communism is only empirically possible as the 
act of the dominant peoples ‘all at once’ and at the same time”. Finally, those making the 
revolution would have to revolutionise themselves: “the revolution is therefore not only 
necessary because the ruling class can’t be overthrown any other way, but because the over-
throwing class can only in a revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the old rubbish and 
become fit to establish society anew”. 

Instead of setting up a new division of labour, this communist revolution would 
abolish classes, and for the first time bring humanity’s products under the common control of 
society. But “Communism for us is not a situation which should be established, an ideal 
according to which reality is to be corrected. We call communism the real movement which 
abolishes the present state of affairs.” 

Despite Marx’s and Engels’s best efforts, however, The German Ideology found no 
publisher, and they had to abandon the manuscript, as Marx later wrote, “to the gnawing 
criticism of the mice”. But they spread their ideas amongst the German workers in Brussels 
and in Paris, to where Engels moved in 1846, setting up Communist Correspondence 
Committees. 

They began to win over the League of the Just, an organisation of emigrant German 
workers in various European countries. Engels attended their conference in London in June 
1847, where the League dropped most of its conspiratorial and utopian trappings and 
renamed itself the League of Communists. He and Marx travelled to London at the end of the 
year when, at another conference, the League adopted their outlook and appointed them to 
write a manifesto. This, of course, took final shape as the Communist Manifesto, completed 
by Marx in early 1848. But Engels had written the first draft, and his influence is clear in the 
finished product. 

Revolution 
1848 saw revolution spread throughout Europe: beginning in France, the old ruling classes 
from one end of the continent to the other faced a serious challenge to their rule. Germany’s 
turn came in March, when the king of Prussia was forced to concede democratic rights in the 
face of popular unrest. Engels and Marx reached Cologne, the centre of the democratic 
movement, at the end of April and began to publish the Neue Rheinische Zeitung (New 
Rhenish Gazette). Engels’s attack in the first issue on the weak-kneed deputies of the 
National Assembly frightened away half the paper’s shareholders—an event which 
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prefigured in microcosm the middle class’s reluctance to fight the aristocratic regime 
throughout the revolution. 

In September Cologne was put under a state of siege: the paper closed down, and 
Engels fled from a warrant the authorities had out on him. Although the paper reappeared the 
following month, it wasn’t safe for Engels to return from hiding in France until January 1849. 

It was he, for the most part, who dealt with international affairs in the Neue 
Rheinische Zeitung, including the various national movements that sprang up in 1848. The 
only nationalities within the Austrian empire, he wrote, that were capable of independence 
were the Germans, the Poles, and the Hungarians, because they had sided with the revolution. 
The other Slav peoples were counter-revolutionary, condemned to extinction as “national 
refuse” (‘The Magyar Struggle’). When some proclaimed independence for the Slav 
nationalities while supporting the revolution, Engels described them as “Peoples which have 
never had a history of their own”. The Croats, for example, were “a naturally counter-
revolutionary nation”, and historical development couldn’t take place “without forcibly 
crushing the occasional sensitive specimen of national plant life” (‘Democratic Pan-
Slavism’). 

Engels was motivated by the fact that the national claims of these peoples were being 
exploited by Tsarist Russia, the heart of the counter-revolution, and he saw opposition to 
Russia as paramount. And of course, no nationality’s right to self-determination should be 
conceded when doing so would strengthen the forces of reaction in general. But Engels’s 
mistake was that he didn’t address the question in such a tactical manner, and instead set up a 
historically false division between viable great nations and petty nationalities doomed to 
extinction. As well as having little historical basis, this failed to take account of the shifting 
nature of national politics, which often leaves established nationalities behind and awakens 
those that once seemed gone, and which often transform yesterday’s enemies of the 
revolution into tomorrow’s friends. This led him (and Marx)—despite their constant support 
for particular national movements, such as the Poles and the Irish—to underestimate the role 
that national movements in general could play in weakening the capitalist system. 

The initiative in the German revolution had already passed to the old governments, 
but the revolution gave its last kick in May when uprisings in support of a democratic 
constitution broke out. Engels took part in Elberfeld, in his own neck of the woods, where he 
was in charge of the town’s defences. But when the local middle classes, although full of 
praise for his military expertise, expressed the fear “that Engels might proclaim the red 
republic at any time”, he decided to give way to them and leave, despite the workers 
supporting him. He had the chance to fight, however, in the revolution’s last stand, playing a 
leading part in the Baden insurrectionary force, which held out until late July before 
retreating to Switzerland. 

In November Engels moved to London, where Marx had gone after his expulsion 
from Germany, and the two planned to rally the communist forces for the imminent return of 
the revolutionary opportunity. In March 1850 they wrote a circular to the League of 
Communists on behalf of its central board. Individually, they wrote, the League’s members 
were to the fore throughout the revolution, but the League’s organisation had weakened 
considerably. “An end must be put to this situation, the independence of the workers must be 
restored.” 

In the next outbreak of the revolution the middle classes, the petty bourgeoisie, would 
play the same treacherous role that the capitalists played in 1848-9. The communists’ position 
in relation to them was: “they stand together with them against the faction whose overthrow 
they aim for; they stand against them in every case where they seek to establish themselves”. 
These middle-class democrats want only to modify society, in their own interests: to lessen 
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the pressure of big capital, to set up parliamentary democracy, to grant wage rises to the 
workers. 

Whilst the democratic petty bourgeois want to bring the revolution to a conclusion as 
quickly as possible, carrying out the above demands at most, it is our interest and our 
job to make the revolution permanent until all more or less possessing classes are 
ousted from their rule, the proletariat has conquered state power, and the association 
of the proletarians—not only in one country but in all the dominant countries of the 
entire world—has progressed so far that the competition of the proletarians in these 
countries has ceased and that at least the decisive productive forces are concentrated 
in the hands of the proletarians. For us it cannot be a question of altering private 
property, but of destroying it; not of hushing up class antagonisms, but of abolishing 
classes; not of improving existing society, but of establishing a new one. 
The workers will be told they should unite with the middle classes against the 

common enemy, instead of putting forward their own divisive demands. “It comes out in the 
end that all such phrases mean that the proletariat is to be swindled.” The workers must 
organise their own clubs and councils alongside the official ones, they must stand their own 
candidates in elections to affirm their independence, they must always be pushing the 
revolution forward instead of being satisfied with what has been achieved. They have to 
prepare for their victory “by clarifying their class interests for themselves, by taking up their 
independent party position as soon as possible, by not letting the hypocritical phrases of the 
democratic petty bourgeoisie mislead them for a moment from the independent organisation 
of the party of the proletariat. Their battle cry must be: The revolution in permanence.” 

But within a few months it became obvious to Engels and Marx that revolution would 
have to wait, that capitalism had survived the revolutions of 1848 and could look forward to a 
period of sustained development. In October they wrote: “In the light of this general 
prosperity, in which the productive forces of bourgeois society develop as exuberantly as is 
possible within bourgeois relations in general, there can be no question of a real revolution.… 
A new revolution is only possible in the wake of a new crisis. But it is as certain as this 
crisis.” 

“Responsible only for ourselves” 
The League of Communists split at the end of 1850 and led only a shadow existence until 
being formally wound up two years later. Engels, in spite of himself, went to Manchester to 
work in his father’s mill again. This sacrifice meant that he would be able to keep the Marx 
family’s head above water financially while Marx continued to study and write. They had no 
connection with any organisation at all, and Marx wrote to Engels that they were well rid of 
all the petty squabbles that went with all that. Engels agreed (13 February 1851): 

We now finally have again—for the first time in ages—an opportunity to show that 
we need no popularity, no support from any party of any country and that our position 
is totally independent of such shabby tricks. Henceforth we are responsible only for 
ourselves, and when the moment comes that the gentlemen have need of us we will be 
in a position to dictate our own terms.… How do people like us, who run from official 
positions like the plague, fit into a “party”? What do we, who spit on popularity, who 
get mad whenever we start to become popular, want with a “party”… ? Truly, it’s no 
loss… 
The fifties and sixties were the quietest period of Engels’s career, busy as he was 

playing the role of respectable businessman. He helped, advised and encouraged Marx, 
writing articles for him when Marx’s grasp of English, or grasp of the question at hand, was 



26 
 

wanting. It wasn’t until 1869, when he sold out his interest in the family firm, moving to 
London the following year, that Engels could take an active part in the workers’ movement 
again. 

He joined the general council of the International Working Men’s Association, and 
was especially involved in spreading the International in southern Europe. When the workers 
of Paris took power for a couple of months in 1871 Engels was active in supporting the Paris 
Commune before and after its suppression, a suppression that dragged the International itself 
down with it. 

In 1874 a group of exiles of the Commune published a programme for the revolution 
they believed to be just around the corner. They proclaimed themselves atheists—which, 
wrote Engels, was meaningless posturing. For most class-conscious workers, “it can be said 
that atheism has already outlived its usefulness for them… they are simply through with God” 
and had no need to waste time proclaiming his non-existence. The plan of the exiles to ban 
religion would do nothing to remove the causes that gave rise to it—on the contrary, it would 
probably be the best way to strengthen it. 

They were communists, they declared, because they refused to stop at intermediate 
stations or enter into compromises. But, replied Engels, it was historical development that 
created such stops and compromises on the way: the thing was to work through them towards 
socialism. These exiles, however, “imagine that as soon as they have the goodwill to jump 
over intermediate stations and compromises everything is assured… What childish naïveté to 
advance impatience as a convincing theoretical argument!” 

The exiles’ manifesto not only stood by the Paris Commune, but expressly claimed 
responsibility for every single act of violence carried out by the Commune. Engels was not so 
uncritical: 

A lot of mistakes are unavoidably made in every revolution, as they are indeed at all 
other times, and when at last people calm down sufficiently to be able to review 
events critically, they inevitably draw the following conclusion: we have done many 
things which it would have been better to leave undone, and have failed to do many 
things which it would have been better to do, and that is why things took a bad turn. 
But what a lack of critical attitude is needed to declare the Commune impeccable and 
to assert that every time a house was burned down or a hostage shot, this was a case 
of retributive justice, down to the dot on the “i”. Is this not tantamount to asserting 
that during the week in May [the Commune’s last stand] the people shot exactly those 
persons that it was necessary to shoot, and no more, that exactly those buildings were 
burned down that had to be burned down, and no more?… Such childish patter results 
when essentially quite good-natured people give in to the urge to appear savagely 
brutal [‘Programme of the Blanquist Commune Emigrants’]. 
The German socialist party stood its ground best of all in the wave of reaction after 

the Commune’s defeat, and it naturally claimed much of Engels’s and Marx’s attention. But 
when it merged with another socialist group in 1875 to form the SPD (the Social Democratic 
Party of Germany—socialists at the time had picked up the habit of calling themselves social 
democrats) they were by no means satisfied with the basis of unity. Engels had thought 
anyway that the best way was “not to entice away a few individuals and local groups here and 
there from one’s opponent, but to work on the great mass which is not yet taking part in the 
movement” (letter to August Bebel, 20 June 1873). But the actual draft programme for the 
united SPD exasperated him further. 

The programme declared everyone but the working class to be a single reactionary 
mass, cutting off the workers from their potential allies. It watered down the principle of 
internationalism. It proclaimed that it was impossible to raise wages above a bare minimum, 
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and said nothing about the unions—“the real class organisation of the proletariat, in which it 
wages its daily struggles with capital, in which it trains itself”. The demands for democratic 
rights were weak, and its main social demand was for the state to set up workers’ co-ops. One 
of its aims was “a free state”: 

Taken in its grammatical sense, a free state is one where the state is free in relation to 
its citizens, hence a state with a despotic government. The whole talk about the state 
should be dropped, especially since the Commune, which was no longer a state in the 
proper sense of the word.… Since the state is only a transitional institution which is 
used in the struggle, during the revolution, to hold down one’s adversaries by force, it 
is pure nonsense to talk of a free people’s state: so long as the proletariat still uses the 
state, it does not use it in the interests of freedom but in order to hold down its 
adversaries, and as soon as it becomes possible to speak of freedom the state as such 
ceases to exist. We would therefore propose to replace state everywhere by Gemein-
wesen, a good old German word which can very well convey the meaning of the 
French word “commune” [letter to Bebel, 18-28 March 1875]. 

First fiddle 
A year and a half after Marx’s death Engels wrote to a comrade of theirs: 

All my life I have done what I was cut out to do—I played second fiddle—and I think 
that I did it fairly well. I was glad to have so splendid a first violin as Marx. And now 
that I am unexpectedly called upon to replace Marx in theoretical matters and play 
first fiddle, I cannot do so without making slips of which nobody is more keenly 
aware than I [to Johann Becker, 15 October 1884]. 

But effectively Engels took up this role a few years before Marx’s death. Marx’s worsening 
health meant that, from the mid-1870s on, it largely fell to Engels to defend and advance their 
political standpoint, so that he took up the first fiddle before 1883 as well as after. For the last 
twenty years of his life, Friedrich Engels became the senior partner in the Marx-Engels 
business. 

When a certain Eugen Dühring proposed his own superior socialism in place of 
Marx’s, and got a favourable reception in the SPD, it was Engels who hit back with a series 
of articles. In book form Herr Eugen Dühring’s Revolution in Science (1878—more 
commonly known as simply Anti-Dühring) became one of the most influential expositions of 
Marxism, especially when a section of it was published as a pamphlet: Socialism Utopian and 
Scientific. Engels researched and wrote on the natural sciences in the seventies and eighties, 
although his scientific manuscripts were only published after his death. His The Origin of the 
Family, Private Property and the State (1884) examined the social development of the human 
species. Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy in 1886 attempted 
to show how Marxism had developed from its philosophical ancestors. Engels acted as 
literary executor for Marx, editing and publishing Books Two and Three of Capital, and 
writing introductions to new editions of his works. A steady flow of articles and letters 
advised and argued with the socialist movement internationally, of which he became a sort of 
elder statesman until his death on 5 August 1895. 

Defending Marxism 
In 1878 the SPD was made illegal, its members subject to arrest. Some of its leaders believed 
the party had brought it upon itself, that they should now moderate themselves, concentrate 
on achievable reforms, and try to attract a more respectable class of supporter. Engels wrote a 
reply on his own and Marx’s behalf, characterising reformism sharply: “The programme is 
not to be given up, only postponed—indefinitely. One accepts it, only not actually for oneself 
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and one’s own lifetime, but posthumously, as an heirloom for one’s children and one’s 
children’s children. In the meantime one devotes one’s ‘entire strength and energy’ to all 
kinds of trifles and patching-up of the capitalist social order”. This was only the old middle-
class fear that the workers might go ‘too far’, that it was better therefore to reach a servile 
compromise with the capitalists than to overthrow them. 

It was entirely natural that people from other classes joined the socialist movement, as 
long as “they bring no leftovers of bourgeois, petty bourgeois etc prejudices with them, but 
that they adopt the proletarian outlook unreservedly”. 

As far as we are concerned, in light of our entire past only one way is open to us. We 
have for nearly 40 years stressed the class struggle as the most immediate driving 
force of history, and especially the class struggle between bourgeoisie and proletariat 
as the great lever of the modern social revolution; it is therefore impossible for us to 
go along with people who want to strike this class struggle out from the movement. 
When the International was founded we expressly formulated the battle cry: The 
emancipation of the working class must be the work of the working class itself. We 
therefore cannot go along with those who openly declare that the workers are too 
uneducated to emancipate themselves… [letter to Bebel and others, 17-18 September 
1879] 
Marxism had its followers amongst the German workers in the United States, but 

according to Engels, “most of them do not understand the theory themselves and treat it in a 
doctrinaire and dogmatic way as something that has got to be learned by heart and which will 
then satisfy all further requirements without more ado. To them it is a credo and not a guide 
to action.” (Letter to Friedrich Sorge, 29 November 1886.) The actual movement of the 
workers would clear the way: “The great thing is to get the working class to move as a class; 
that once obtained, they will soon find the right direction, and all who resist… will be left out 
in the cold with small sects of their own.” (Letter to Florence Kelley-Wischnewetsky, 28 
December 1886.) 

The German anti-socialist law was repealed in 1890, and the SPD began to draw up a 
new programme the following year. Engels contributed to the debate firstly by publishing the 
scathing criticism Marx had made of their 1875 programme. It trod on the party leaders’ toes, 
and some of them opposed its publication, but Engels wrote to one of them, August Bebel: 

What is the difference between you people and Puttkamer [the Prussian minister of 
police] if you pass anti-socialist law against your own comrades? It does not matter to 
me personally. No party in the world can condemn me to be silent when I am 
determined to speak. But I think you should reflect whether you would not be wise to 
be a little less Prussian in your behaviour. You—the party—need socialist science, 
and such science cannot exist unless there is freedom in the party. 
In his critique of the draft new programme itself, he criticised the “attempts to 

convince oneself and the party that ‘present-day society is developing towards socialism’ 
without asking oneself whether it does not thereby just as necessarily outgrow the old social 
order and whether it will not have to burst this old shell by force”. This attitude often led the 
SPD to bring immediate everyday questions to the foreground and push the big issues into the 
background. “This forgetting of the great, the principal considerations for the momentary 
interests of the day, this struggling and striving for the success of the moment regardless of 
later consequences, this sacrifice of the future of the movement for its present, may be 
‘honestly’ meant, but it is and remains opportunism, and ‘honest’ opportunism is perhaps the 
most dangerous of all!” 

But Engels failed to see the greater danger—not naked reformism, but the belief that 
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the inexorable growth of the SPD’s support was its surest guarantee of ultimate victory. 
Indeed it was an attitude he himself did something to encourage: 

The two million voters whom it [the SPD] sends to the ballot box… form the most 
numerous, most compact mass, the decisive ‘shock force’ of the international 
proletarian army.… it increases incessantly. Its growth proceeds as spontaneously, as 
steadily, as irresistibly and at the same time as tranquilly as a natural process.… To 
keep this growth going without interruption until it of itself gets beyond the control of 
the prevailing governmental system, not to fritter away this daily increasing shock 
force in vanguard skirmishes, but to keep it intact until the decisive day, that is our 
main task [introduction to Marx’s Class Struggles in France, 1895]. 
He had a surer touch when the Italian socialists asked for his advice. Hangovers of 

feudalism still haunted Italian society, and the working class was small and the socialist 
movement weak. How should they stand in relation to those who wanted to set up a modern 
democratic republic in Italy? The place of socialists was always, replied Engels, “in the ranks 
of those fighting to achieve immediate results in the interests of the working class. They 
accept all these political or social achievements, but merely as payments on account.” A 
republic would give the workers democratic rights and greater room to manoeuvre, so they 
should obviously take part in it “without ever losing sight of the fact that these phases are just 
so many stages leading to the final goal: the conquest of political power by the proletariat as a 
means for reorganising society”. 

They should strike in their own time, though, “to see that the scarcely formed nucleus 
of our proletarian Party is not sacrificed in vain”. If a genuine democratic movement got 
underway, however, the working class would not be found wanting. 

But in such a case it should be clearly understood, and we must loudly proclaim it, 
that we are participating as an independent party, allied for the moment with radicals 
and republicans but wholly distinct from them; that we entertain no illusions whatever 
as to the result of the struggle in case of victory; that far from satisfying us this result 
will only mean to us another stage won, a new base of operations for further 
conquests; that on the day of victory our ways will part; that from that day on we shall 
constitute the new opposition to the new government… 

Above all they should refuse seats in any new government, where they would play the role of 
a minority sharing responsibility for the government’s treacheries but powerless to do 
anything about them. 

Engels stressed that this was only his own opinion, expressed reluctantly in response 
to a request, but said that these tactics had never failed him. As for applying them in the 
Italian situation, however, “that must be decided on the spot… by those who are in the thick 
of events” (letter to Filippo Turati, 26 January 1894). 

Making sense of history 
Marx’s understanding of history was another aspect of Marxism that Engels attempted to 
promote and defend. At Marx’s funeral he praised the idea that “the production of the 
immediate material means of existence, and consequently in each case the stage of economic 
development of a people or a period, form the foundation upon which the state institutions, 
the legal conceptions, the art and even the religious ideas of the people in question have 
evolved, and from which they must be explained”. In Anti-Dühring he wrote that “The 
materialist conception of history starts from the principle that production, and next to 
production the exchange of its products, is the basis of every social order… Accordingly the 
ultimate causes of all social changes and political revolutions are to be sought… not in the 
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philosophy, but in the economics of the period in question.” 
But this was somewhat different to the idea that Marx had put forward (together with 

Engels in the case of The German Ideology): that people enter into certain social relations 
that correspond with their economic development, and that these relations form the basis of 
politics and ideology in general. Engels here makes the economic development into the basis, 
rather than the social relations of human beings in production, and thus shifts the emphasis 
away from human activity in society and towards the technological background. 

And indeed, the phrase Engels coined to describe the Marxist view of history—“the 
materialist conception of history”—isn’t strictly accurate. Obviously, in the great philo-
sophical debate of materialism versus idealism—whether the world exists independently of 
human consciousness—Marxism comes down on the side of materialism. But it developed as 
much in opposition to traditional materialism as to idealism, insisting that we are not simple 
creatures of our environment, but active creators and changers of it. 

Engels insisted, however, that Marxism didn’t downplay the role played by individual 
will in history. “People make their own history, however this turns out, by everyone pursuing 
their own conscious, desired aims, and the resultant of these many wills acting in different 
directions, and their diverse effects on the external world, is precisely what history is.” Their 
motives can be noble or ignoble, political or personal. The thing is to go deeper into the story, 
to ask “what driving forces in turn stand behind these motives, what historical causes exist 
which transform themselves in the heads of the actors into such motives?” (Ludwig 
Feuerbach.) 

And while ideology is dependent on economic relations, it does develop to a certain 
extent in its own terms: 

each ideology develops, once it comes into existence, in conjunction with the given 
conceptual material, elaborates on it; otherwise it wouldn’t be an ideology, i.e., 
something that deals with ideas as with autonomous entities developing independently 
subject only to their own laws. That the material conditions of existence of the people 
in whose heads this thought process goes on ultimately determines the course of this 
process, these people necessarily remain unaware, for otherwise there would be an 
end to all ideology [Ludwig Feuerbach]. 

The law, for instance, reflects the economic basis it arose on, but is very rarely “the rough, 
unmitigated, unadulterated expression of a class’s rule: That would itself go against the 
‘concept of justice’”. The law expresses class domination but it must be “an expression 
coherent in itself”, meaning that “the faithfulness of the reflection of the economic relations 
more and more comes to grief” (letter to Conrad Schmidt, 27 October 1890). 

This relative independence of law, the state, ideology plays its own part in history: 
in the last instance, the determining factor in history is the production and 
reproduction of actual life. More than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted. If 
someone now distorts this so that the economic factor is the only determining one, 
they transform that proposition into an abstract, absurd phrase that says nothing. The 
economic situation is the basis, but the various aspects of the superstructure—political 
forms of the class struggle and its results—constitutions established by the victorious 
class after a successful battle etc—judicial forms and especially the reflection of all 
these real struggles in the brains of those involved, political, judicial, philosophic 
theories, religious views and their further development into systems of dogma 
exercise their influence on the course of the historical struggles and in many cases 
determine chiefly their form. There is an interaction of all these aspects, in which 
ultimately through all the endless mass of accidents… of necessity the economic 
movement asserts itself [letter to Joseph Bloch, 21-22 September 1890]. 
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So, for instance, a certain government policy can hold back economic development as well as 
promote it; a certain legal system can help the concentration of capital ownership or hinder it; 
a certain religious outlook can lead to the acceptance of the economic system or a rejection of 
it. “It is not that the economic situation is cause, solely active and that everything else is only 
passive effect. No, there is interaction on the basis of economic necessity in the last instance 
asserting itself.” (Letter to W Borgius, 25 January 1894.) 

But Engels stressed that this view of history was not the answer to every question. 
“You would hardly succeed in explaining economically”, he warned, the existence of every 
petty principality in German history, or the different dialects of the German language, 
“without making yourself laughable” (letter to Bloch). Too many people were using 
“historical materialism” as a label to stick on things, as an excuse to avoid serious 
investigation of history. “I must say first of all that the materialist method is turned into its 
opposite when it is used, not as a guide in historical study, but as a ready-made pattern to 
which the facts of history are trimmed.” (Letter to Paul Ernst, 5 June 1890.) 

The origins of women’s oppression 
The Origin of the Family is now in many respects an outdated work: a century of anthropo-
logical study has refuted some of Engels’s propositions, and turned up paths of historical 
development besides those he traced. But his central idea has been generally confirmed. 
Humanity originally lived in hunting-gathering communities without private ownership, 
without classes, without oppression. When changes in productive methods led to a surplus of 
wealth, however, a class arose to take control of it. The traditional division of labour between 
the sexes based on biology became one in which the decisive means of production belonged 
to men, and women were more and more pushed into a subordinate role. “The first class 
antagonism that appears in history coincides with the development of the antagonism 
between man and woman… the first class oppression coincides with that of the female sex by 
the male.” 

This oppression continues in the present-day family: 
The modern individual family is founded on the open or concealed domestic slavery 
of women, and modern society is a mass composed of these individual families as its 
molecules. In the great majority of cases today, at least among the possessing classes, 
it is the husband who is obliged to earn a living and support his family, and that in 
itself gives him a position of supremacy without any need for special legal privileges. 
Within the family he is the bourgeois and the wife represents the proletariat. 

But modern industry draws women into the social workforce, giving them a greater in-
dependence and undermining the foundations of inequality. It also creates the conditions 
where housework can be transformed from a private, domestic responsibility into a public, 
social one. 

The overthrow of capitalism would remove economic considerations from personal 
relationships. Whether this would loosen monogamy further, or on the contrary make it a 
reality for the first time, is not up to us, wrote Engels: 

That will be answered when a new generation has grown up: a generation of men who 
never in their lives have known what it is to buy a woman’s surrender with money or 
any other social instrument of power; a generation of women who have never known 
what it is to give themselves to a man from any other considerations than real love, or 
to refuse to give themselves to their lover from fear of the economic consequences. 
When these people are in the world, they will care precious little what anybody today 
thinks they ought to do; they will make their own practice and their corresponding 
public opinion about the practice of each individual—and that will be the end of it. 
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Dialectics in nature 
Engels’s work on the natural sciences was mainly concerned to show that, like society,  
nature has a dialectical development—that it develops through constant change and self-
contradiction, rather than through straightforward, simple progress. Some Marxists have 
since criticised him for this, claiming that he laid part of the ground for Stalinist philosophy, 
by seeing human beings as just another part of nature subject to blind natural processes 
beyond our control. 

But, firstly, dialectical movement can be seen in nature. In human history gradual 
changes in quantity tend to become sudden changes in quality—as when the development of 
trade and commerce reached a point where it broke the bounds of feudalism and established 
capitalist societies. The same thing happens in nature—water gets gradually hotter, until it 
reaches 100°C and is transformed into steam (or indeed gradually colder, until it changes into 
ice at 0°C). Of course there are plenty of natural phenomena that aren’t dialectical and can be 
understood with simple common sense—but such straightforward facts exist in human 
history too. 

As Engels put it, “there could be no question of superimposing the laws of dialectics 
on nature but of discovering them in it and developing them from it” (Anti-Dühring). But his 
enthusiasm did sometimes get the better of him, leading him occasionally to see dialectics 
where there weren’t any. It was also wrong to see dialectics in terms of “laws”, like scientific 
laws, rather than tendencies; and certainly wrong to reduce them to three laws, as he did at 
one point. 

Dialectics works differently in nature than in society. But no one stated this more 
clearly than Engels himself: 

In nature there are—in so far as we leave aside humanity’s reaction upon nature—
nothing but unconscious, blind agencies that act upon one another and in whose inter-
play the general law comes into effect. Whatever happens… doesn’t happen as a 
consciously desired aim. On the other hand, in the history of society the actors are 
always endowed with consciousness, people who act with deliberation or passion, 
who work towards certain aims; nothing happens without conscious intention, without 
desired end [Ludwig Feuerbach]. 
Finally, it is impossible to build some kind of brick wall between humanity and the 

rest of nature. We are fundamentally different from the natural world, but at the same time 
inescapably a part of it. For all our victories over nature (Engels pointed out in ‘The Part 
Played by Labour in the Transition from Ape to Human’, an essay begun in 1876) it still 
revenges itself upon us: cutting down forests to bring land into cultivation eventually 
deprives the land of water and nourishment and ruins it—which is only to be expected under 
an economic system which puts the quick buck before long-term benefit. 

Thus at every step we are reminded that we by no means rule over nature like a 
conqueror over a foreign people, like someone standing over nature —but that we, 
with flesh, blood and brain, belong to nature, and exist in its midst, and that all our 
mastery of it consists in the fact that we have the advantage over all other creatures of 
being able to learn its laws and apply them correctly.… we are more than ever in a 
position to realise, and hence to control, even the more remote natural consequences 
of our day-to-day production activities. But the more this progresses the more people 
will not only feel but also know their oneness with nature, and the more impossible 
will become the senseless and unnatural idea of a contrast between mind and matter, 
humanity and nature… 
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The state 
The state arose at the same time as class division arose, wrote Engels, as “a power seemingly 
standing above society that would moderate the conflict and keep it within the bounds of 
‘order’”. This state was a coercive power existing apart from the people, something that was 
unknown in pre-class societies. It is “as a rule the state of the most powerful, economically 
dominant class, which, through the medium of the state, becomes also the politically 
dominant class and so acquires new means of holding down and exploiting the oppressed 
class”. Even in the most democratic republic the state remains an instrument of the ruling 
class. (By way of exception, though, sometimes “the warring classes balance each other so 
nearly that the state power, as ostensible mediator, momentarily acquires a degree of in-
dependence of both”.) (Origin of the Family.) 

The abolition of class society would mean getting rid of the state, although the 
working class would have to use state power temporarily in order to suppress any attempts at 
counter-revolution and the re-establishment of capitalism. This is how Engels saw the death 
of the state in Anti-Dühring: “The interference of a state power in social relations becomes, in 
one sphere after another, superfluous and fizzles out of itself.… The state isn’t ‘abolished’, it 
withers away.” 

But surely the state won’t just go away of its own accord once its work is done? 
Surely the victorious working class would have to consciously decide to get rid of its 
coercive forces as and when this becomes possible? Curiously enough, Engels in Origin of 
the Family pointed towards such an active casting aside of the state rather than its passive 
decay: “Society, which will reorganise production on the basis of a free and equal association 
of the producers, will put the whole state machinery where it will then belong—into the 
museum of antiquities, by the side of the spinning wheel and the bronze axe.” 

While maintaining, correctly, that the workers would need a state to maintain their 
revolution against its enemies, Engels now and again presented this as a reformed version of 
the capitalist state. For example: “the victorious proletariat must first refashion the old 
bureaucratic, administratively centralised state power before it can use it for its own 
purposes” (letter to Eduard Bernstein, 1 January 1884). It finds the state “ready-made for use” 
although “It may require adaptation to the new functions” (letter to Phil van Patten, 18 April 
1883). 

Socialist revolution, however, isn’t about reconditioning the capitalist state, but 
scrapping it altogether and putting an entirely different one in place for the duration. And 
once again Engels corrected himself. In his 1891 introduction to Marx’s Civil War in France 
he praised the Paris Commune precisely for its “exploding of the former state power and its 
replacement by a new and truly democratic one”. 

Engels’s place in Marxism 
When examining the development of Marxism as a theory in Ludwig Feuerbach and the End 
of Classical German Philosophy Engels referred in a footnote to his own role: 

That I, before and during my forty years of working together with Marx, had a certain 
independent share in both the foundation and especially the elaboration of the theory, 
I cannot deny. But the biggest part of the leading ideas, particularly in the economic 
and historical spheres, and especially their final sharp formulation, belongs to Marx. 
What I contributed—except for a couple of specialised fields at most—Marx would 
have achieved without me. What Marx accomplished I could not have achieved. Marx 
stood higher, saw further, surveyed more and quicker than all the rest of us. Marx was 
a genius, we others were at most talents. Without him the theory would be far from 
what it is today. Therefore it rightly bears his name. 
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This passage is characteristic of Engels’s modesty regarding his own achievements, 
and his fierce loyalty regarding the achievements of his lifelong comrade Marx. But he 
wouldn’t thank us for dismissing the above as mere sentiment. Engels was second fiddle to 
Marx, which in no way belittles him: coming second to Karl Marx is no mean feat. Engels’s 
role as Marxism’s greatest populariser often meant that he was forced to stress the particular 
point at issue at a particular moment, rather than to dot all the i’s and cross all the t’s at all 
times and in all places. And, not surprisingly, he missed the instinct of Marx, straying from 
time to time into the odd confused interpretation. 

But Marx would have missed the instinct of Engels if the roles were reversed, and it 
was pure conjecture for Engels to claim that his contribution would have been discovered by 
Marx anyway. A much surer proposition would be to say that Marxism wouldn’t be what it is 
today without Engels. The work of Friedrich Engels stands on its own two feet, and stands 
proud, playing its leading part in fighting for the socialist revolution he outlined in Anti-
Dühring: 

It is humanity’s leap from the realm of necessity to the realm of freedom. 
To carry through this world-emancipating act is the historical vocation of the 

modern proletariat. To get to the bottom of its historical conditions, and with it its 
very nature, and so to bring the conditions and the nature of its own action to the 
consciousness of the now oppressed class which is called to act, is the task of the 
theoretical expression of the proletarian movement—scientific socialism. 
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John Maclean 
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John Maclean was born on 24 August 1879 in Pollokshaws, not far from Glasgow. His father, 
a potter, died less than nine years later, leaving his mother to struggle at a variety of jobs in 
order to rear four children. Thanks to her sacrifices John was able to stay on at school, and 
eventually train as a teacher. 

His involvement with the socialist movement began in late 1902 or early 1903 when 
he joined the Social Democratic Federation (SDF), being already a convinced Marxist. He 
soon became a central figure in Glasgow socialism, throwing himself into speaking at street 
meetings and writing for the left-wing press. He also began a class in Marxist economics 
which drew large numbers of workers, and socialist education remained a constant concern 
for Maclean. The capitalists had colleges and universities to turn out the type of human being 
their system required; the working class, he said,  needed “such education as will make 
revolutionists”. 

Marxism was never a matter of repeating formulas, as far as Maclean was concerned, 
but of engaging with and understanding the world: “Marxians do not fall back upon what 
Marx said here or there, but apply his principles to each set of circumstances as it arises. 
‘Thus spake Marx’ is not the Marxian but the anti-Marxian method.” Not that Marx’s words 
were unimportant, as he stressed at the end of one particular talk: 

I want you to go home and read the works of Karl Marx. If you read one or two good 
books they will do more good for your head and heart than a library of rubbish. What 
we want in this country today is an educated working class. The millenium, if it is to 
come, must come from an educated working class. Today you can be swayed by 
speeches and pamphlets. But the person who has studied Marx and applied him to 
literature, to life in all its phases, can see things as they really are. 

Theory, though, had to develop in close connection with practice: “Fighting leads to new 
facts, thus to our new theory and thence to revolution.” 

Maclean shared many of the shortcomings of the contemporary socialist movement, 
however. He tended to downplay strikes, seeing them as justified defensive actions but with 
no part to play in achieving socialism. This changed after he visited Belfast at Jim Larkin’s 
invitation in 1907. The strikes there were a radical movement of unskilled workers, a far cry 
from the staid trade unionism of skilled tradesmen that he was used to in Glasgow. When the 
British version of Larkinism spread a few years later in the ‘great unrest’ that preceded the 
world war, Maclean was fully involved. 

One of the biggest faults of the socialism of this period, internationally as well as in 
Britain, was its misunderstanding of the state, a misunderstanding that Maclean too was 
guilty of. He accused those who said socialism would come about by direct seizure of work-
places of denying “the naturalness of the state”; the state’s responsibilities had progressively 
expanded, and the job of socialists was “to carry forward this growth of the duties of the state 
until the social revolution has been accomplished”. He claimed that “the various states were 
the supreme representatives of associated mankind.… these states must be captured by the 
workers.” There is nothing in the least natural about the existence of parliaments, police, 
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prisons and the rest, of course; but it wasn’t until the Russian revolution that Maclean—and 
others—would grasp that such states had to be got rid of, not taken over. 

Waging the class war 
When war broke out in 1914, Maclean and his family were on holiday in the Highlands: his 
initial response was to write anti-war graffiti on any available wall. Back in Glasgow he 
began regular meetings in the city centre, arguing that the war was a crime born of 
capitalism’s desire for profit, and that British workers should stand together with German 
workers instead of going out to kill them. Many other socialists went to ground and retreated 
from their regular round of meetings, but Maclean always managed to draw a crowd and get a 
hearing. 

Such a stand was not only extremely brave at the start of the war, but also extremely 
rare. Like most of its counterparts in Europe the leadership of the British Socialist Party (the 
BSP, as the SDF had become in 1911) capitulated, arguing that the war effort should be 
supported to defeat the evil of German militarism. “Our first business is to hate the British 
capitalist system”, replied Maclean. Amidst all the patriotic slaughter, he wrote, “it is our 
business as socialists to develop ‘class patriotism’, refusing to murder one another for a 
sordid world capitalism”. The real enemies of German militarism were the German socialists, 
and the defence of capitalist profit should be left to the capitalist class themselves. 

The class war at home broke out in earnest in 1915. Attempts to raise rents in 
Glasgow led to a rent strike across the city; when munitions workers threatened to strike in 
support, the government restricted all rents to pre-war levels. In the munitions factories 
themselves workers faced a concerted attack: unskilled workers were introduced, workers 
faced the prospect of conscription, and it was made illegal to strike or even to move to 
another factory. As government, employers and even union officials lined up in the attempt to 
smash militant trade unionism in Glasgow, the rank and file organised independently, and the 
Clyde Workers’ Committee was born. 

In this situation revolutionary socialism got a ready audience, and Maclean steadily 
pushed the revolt of the Clydeside workers. The fight, he argued, should broaden out to 
involve all sections of the working class, and should take on the wider issues: opposition to 
the war, and to capitalism itself. “The only war that is worth waging is the Class War,” he 
wrote, “the workers against the world exploiters, until we have obtained industrial freedom.” 

The authorities were not about to let such activity go unchecked. At the end of 1915 
Maclean received five days’ imprisonment for making statements likely to prejudice 
recruiting, and was sacked from his job. He was arrested again the following February as the 
government moved to break the Clyde Workers’ Committee. This time the courts were not so 
lenient, and he was sentenced to three years’ penal servitude. In prison he wasn’t allowed to 
read, write, or associate with others, and the harsh criminal regime began to affect his health. 

But the stand of Convict 2652 was drawing international attention. In Zürich Lenin 
instanced Maclean as a representative of the trend that had remained loyal to socialism. In 
June 1917 the first All-Russian Congress of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, following the 
overthrow of Tsarism, sent greetings and solidarity to the political prisoner. In Britain a 
working-class campaign for Maclean’s release was gathering momentum. When the prime 
minister Lloyd George visited Glasgow to receive the freedom of the city, he was met by 
huge crowds, not to welcome him but to demand freedom for John Maclean. The government 
backed down and let him go after serving just over a year. 

He took up where he left off, never neglecting the task of socialist education: over 500 
Glasgow workers enrolled for the classes he organised. The October revolution in Russia 
vindicated the revolutionary opponents of the war, and recognised Maclean’s own contrib-
ution. He was elected among the honorary presidents of the Congress of Soviets, and 
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appointed consul for Soviet Russia in Glasgow. The important thing now was to emulate the 
Russian revolution in Britain—not to wait, like some socialists, for capitalism to ‘inevitably’ 
fall apart: he insisted that “if capitalism is to be ‘sent west’ it will only be the result of the 
delivery of the greatest knock-out blow ever given, and that this blow must be given by a 
united, revolutionary working class”. 

Maclean’s activity was again interrupted in April 1918 when he was arrested on a 
charge of sedition. He turned his trial the following month into a propaganda platform. When 
informed of his right to object to any of the respectable Glaswegians on the jury, he replied: 
“I object to the whole of them!” In his speech from the dock he proclaimed that no 
government would prevent him speaking and protesting. “I am not here, then, as the accused: 
I am here as the accuser of capitalism dripping with blood from head to foot.” In conclusion 
he threw down the gauntlet: 

I am a Socialist, and have been fighting and will fight for an absolute reconstruction 
of society for the benefit of all. I am proud of my conduct.… I have nothing to retract. 
I have nothing to be ashamed of. …my appeal is to the working class. I appeal 
exclusively to them because they, and only they, can bring about the time when the 
whole world will be one brotherhood, on a sound economic foundation. That, and that 
alone, can be the means of bringing about a re-organisation of society. That can only 
be obtained when the people of the world get the world, and retain the world. 

The jury didn’t even bother to retire before finding Maclean guilty on all counts, and the 
judge condemned him to five years’ penal servitude. As he was led away to the cells Maclean 
turned to his comrades in the public gallery and shouted: “Keep it going, boys! Keep it 
going!” 

They did keep it going: demonstrations in Glasgow demanded Maclean’s release, and 
he was nominated as a candidate in the forthcoming general election. He refused to take 
prison food and was force-fed by the authorities. Following the end of the war the govern-
ment found, for the second time, that he was more dangerous in prison than out, and released 
him in December. His ill-health left him unable to play a big part in his election campaign, 
but what campaigning he did focussed not on catching votes but on the class struggles that 
would follow the war. 7,000 voters agreed with him. 

The Irish situation 
At the same election Ireland voted for independence, and John Maclean supported the 
demand wholeheartedly. On a visit to Dublin in July 1919, however, he showed his 
ignorance. He was not the first or last British socialist who needed putting right when he 
referred to Britain as ‘the mainland’. While correctly pointing out that “Irish Labour would 
not be free under a Sinn Fein Republic, but only under a Socialist, Workers’ Republic”, at 
this stage he saw the fight for Irish independence as subordinate to the struggles of British 
workers—soldiers included: “I urged that Ireland alone could never gain her freedom, that 
her Republic depended on the revolt and success of British Labour, and that therefore the 
Irish workers ought not to antagonise the soldiers of occupation in Ireland, but should try to 
win them over to the Irish point of view”. 

He later came to understand that a defeat for the British in Ireland would mean “the 
beginning of the end of the British empire… British labour will consequently have an easier 
task in seizing political power”. He saw the Irish working class overtaking the British: 
indeed, he was unfortunately optimistic in his hope that they would “before the republic has 
really been started convert it into a socialist republic”. 

Overcoming its apathy as regards British rule in Ireland was therefore paramount for 
the British working class. “This is more important than protesting against higher rents or the 
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high cost of living. It is acquiescing and participating in the murder of a race rightly 
protesting its own right to rule itself.” Socialists who failed to recognise this much were no 
revolutionaries as far as Maclean was concerned: 

The Irish situation, obviously, is the most revolutionary that has ever arisen in British 
history, but unfortunately lads who fancy themselves the only revolutionaries are too 
stupid or too obsessed with some little crotchet to see with sufficient clarity the tight 
corner the Irish are placing Britain in. 

The Irish Sinn Feiners, who make no profession of Socialism or Communism, and 
who are at best non-Socialists, are doing more to help Russia and the Revolution than 
all we professed Marxian Bolsheviks in Britain… 

He called for a general strike to force a British withdrawal from Ireland. 

Marxism in Britain 
In the aftermath of the war British socialists were busy trying to bring the various groups on 
the left together into a united revolutionary party able to organise for socialist revolution. But 
the process was flawed from the beginning. As in much of Europe, revolutionaries were in 
too much of a hurry to separate themselves, and were inspired more by the Russian example 
than by the workers’ movement in their own country. 

With his Marxist training, his stand against the war, and his opposition to reformism, 
no one was better qualified than John Maclean to play a leading role in a revolutionary party 
in Britain. Instead an assortment of recent converts and simple fly-by-nights came to assume 
leadership positions. Maclean insisted that the best help British workers could give the 
Russian revolution was to develop a revolution of their own. The BSP leadership wanted a 
single-issue Hands Off Russia campaign, with Maclean abandoning all his other agitation to 
be the campaign’s paid full-timer. Instead of winning unity on an honest theoretical and 
practical basis, the formation of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) was, to a large 
extent, characterised by organisational manoeuvre and liberal use of Russian subsidies. 
Maclean was effectively expelled from the BSP in 1920, and thus excluded from the 
Communist Party being formed. 

Maclean was determined to put together a revolutionary organisation with its roots in 
the British working class, not an outfit operating on a Russian franchise. “We stand for the 
Marxian method applied to British conditions. The less Russians interfere in the internal 
affairs of other countries at this juncture, the better for the cause of Revolution in those 
countries.” For all his admiration for the Bolsheviks, he recognised that the tactics that 
proved successful in Russia couldn’t just be transferred to different situations: “I am not 
prepared to let Moscow dictate to Glasgow. The Communist Party has sold itself to Moscow, 
with disastrous results both to Russia and the British Revolutionary Movement.” Instead of 
getting to grips with the situation in Britain, “the Socialists are discussing whether Lenin can 
wink as well with the right eye as the left eye”. 

A Scottish workers’ republic 
Maclean gathered a small group of socialists who brought out a paper and engaged on a 
tireless round of campaigning, drawing hundreds of workers to their meetings. They called 
for a separate Scottish communist party to be formed, to fight for an independent Scottish 
workers’ republic. 

Firstly, Maclean argued, breaking up the British empire could only help socialism: 
“Scottish separation is part of the process of England’s imperial disintegration and is a help 
towards the ultimate triumph of the workers of the world.” An independent Scotland would 
frustrate the war plans of the English ruling class. Secondly, he claimed that Scottish workers 
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were more socialist than English workers: “The Social Revolution is possible sooner in 
Scotland than in England.” Thirdly, the demand for a Scottish republic could help in 
“utilising our latent Highland and Scottish sentiments and traditions” in the cause of 
socialism: “The Communism of the clans must be re-established on a modern basis.” And 
fourthly, “an entente between the Celts of Scotland and the Celts of Ireland” would be 
established, and Irish workers in Scotland would rally to the Scottish workers’ republic. 

Maclean wildly overestimated the sense of Celtic solidarity between Irish and Scottish 
workers, and was to complain a couple of years later that Glasgow’s Irish community voted 
against him en masse. While Maclean’s work for socialism in the Highlands was outstanding, 
the clans’ common ownership of land was barely even a memory by this stage. While 
Clydeside workers had indeed scaled heights of militancy during and after the war, any idea 
that Scotland as a whole was more ripe for revolution than the rest of Britain was untrue. 
Separation from England would, of course, have helped break up the British empire—but 
Scottish workers showed no inclination to go any further than home rule within Britain. 
Although it should have gone without saying that all socialists should uphold Scotland’s right 
to separate from England if it so desired, Maclean was mistaken to put separation forward as 
his central demand. 

Espousing a Scottish road to socialism was a completely new departure for Maclean. 
Until now he had always insisted on the working class fighting together in an all-British 
context. Before the war he had gone so far as to describe the proposal for a Scottish 
parliament as “a retrograde step”. And even now, while advocating a separate organisation 
for Scottish socialists, he still advocated a single organisation for all of Britain’s trade 
unionists. 

The change in direction was undoubtedly influenced by Ireland. Maclean’s solidarity 
with the fight for Irish independence led him to attempt a Scottish imitation. His call for a 
Scottish communist party explicitly cited the Irish precedent: “We in Scotland must not let 
ourselves play second fiddle to any organisation with headquarters in London, no more than 
we would ask Dublin to bend to the will of London.” The Scottish situation was very 
different from the Irish, however: any disadvantages that Scotland suffered within Britain 
paled beside the British imperial oppression of Ireland. 

The main motivation for Maclean’s new policy must have been an attempt to break 
new ground after being pushed out of the embryonic CPGB. He quoted “The corruption of 
the London communists” as one justification for a separate Scottish party. His new-found, 
albeit deeply-felt, support for a Scottish socialist republic has to be seen in this context. 
Establishing Scotland as a new theatre for revolutionary practice (an idea that other Scottish 
socialists were considering) would allow him to take part in establishing a real socialist party 
—revolutionary and in full sympathy with the Bolsheviks, but free of the sectarianism and 
Russophilia of the CPGB. 

Maclean’s shift was never a retreat to Caledonian parochialism, however, but an 
attempt to find a new path towards the internationalist vision he still remained loyal to: 

When all empires are broken up and the workers by political control start to make 
land and wealth-producing property common property, when of the wealth produced 
all get sufficient to give them life abundantly with leisure and pleasure and education 
added thereunto, then all the independent workers’ republics will come together into 
one great League or Parliament of Communist Peoples, as a stage towards the time in 
the future when inter-marriage will wipe out all national differences and the world 
will become one. 
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Bolshevik, communist, revolutionary, Marxist 
Maclean and his supporters were to the fore in organising Glasgow’s unemployed—work 
which again attracted the authorities’ attention in April 1921 when Maclean was arrested for 
inciting sedition. At his trial the following month he denied that the revolution he called for 
meant uncontrolled bloodshed. When the prosecutor asked him what exactly he did mean by 
revolution, Maclean held out one hand above the other, saying that they represented the two 
classes in society. Then he turned them around so that the lower hand was now on top. That, 
he said, was revolution. He was sentenced to another three months in prison. 

He was only out a couple of months before he was arrested again, for telling the un-
employed to take food rather than starve. While in jail he stood as a revolutionary candidate 
in a local election, and easily beat the Labour candidate into third place. At his trial he was 
once again sent to prison, this time for twelve months. Yet again he was nominated for 
election while a prisoner, and doubled his vote. In the 1922 parliamentary election he stood, 
according to his election address, “as a Bolshevik, alias a Communist, alias a Revolutionist, 
alias a Marxian”. The 4,000 votes he got were obviously not due to watering down his 
politics! 

In February 1923 Maclean formed the Scottish Workers’ Republican Party, an 
organisation which made up for its smallness by its activism. But at this stage his personal 
situation was desperate. Since being dismissed as a teacher he had lived on whatever was 
collected at his meetings, but now most of his listeners were unemployed and had nothing to 
give. He was subsisting on a diet of porridge, and the fact that he had spent half of the last 
seven years in prison had taken a terrible toll on his health. 

That winter he stood in the general election, calling on the working class to end 
capitalist robbery by a revolution that would transfer the means of production to the 
community. But he didn’t live until polling day: he had to be carried from an election 
platform, and on 30 November 1923 John Maclean died of double pneumonia aged only 44. 
Three days later 10,000 people attended his funeral, remembering a life that was dedicated to 
the freedom of the working class in Scotland, in Britain, in all the world. 

Red Banner 5 
November 1999 
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Vladimir Ilyich Lenin 

 
Joe Conroy 

 
November 1918: Lenin is engaged in a fierce polemic with an opponent. He tears his 
antagonist’s arguments to pieces, shreds the pieces some more, and heaps contempt on his 
foe. The archetypal Lenin, some would say, and not without reason: the dogged polemicist 
refusing to yield an inch. And yet, in the midst of all the flying accusations, Lenin points out 
that his anger isn’t caused by someone daring to disagree with his own answer to the question 
of the day. On the contrary: “Perhaps my answer is wrong”, he says. “Nothing would have 
been more welcome to us than a Marxist criticism of our analysis by an outsider.”1 

This is precisely what Lenin has not got. Attacks upon him and his ideas have come in 
abundance. But there have been all too few attempts to judge him by the standards he himself 
set, to soberly examine how far his ideas can help in the liberation of the working class. The 
towering figure of twentieth-century socialism needs above all to be critically reviewed if his 
work is to play a part in the twenty first century. 

On 10 April 1870—22 April by the western calendar—Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov was born in 
Simbirsk in central Russia. He was the son of a schools inspector, and his upbringing was 
comfortable and apolitical. Politics forced itself upon his mind at the age of seventeen, 
however, when his older brother was executed for attempting to assassinate the Tsar. Later 
that year he took part in a student protest and was expelled from university. 

It was still a few years before he got involved in the Russian socialist movement. 
When he did, he wasn’t long in earning himself a prominent place in the Marxist propaganda 
and agitation groups of St Petersburg. That wasn’t all he earned: he was sentenced to a year 
in prison in 1895, followed by deportation to Siberia. In 1900 he moved abroad, joining many 
other socialists forced to work beyond the clutches of the repressive Tsarist empire. Here he 
began using the pen name by which history knows him: Lenin. 

Establishing a party 
The most pressing task facing Russian socialists at the start of the twentieth century was 
uniting their scattered individual groups into a unified organisation. Some—nicknamed the 
‘economists’—believed that this could best be achieved by limiting the role of socialists to 
practical support for the economic struggles of the working class. Lenin fought the idea tooth 
and nail. 

The working class had a duty, he wrote, to fight against all oppression, not just  
their own. 

Working-class consciousness cannot be genuinely political consciousness unless the 
workers are trained to respond to all cases, without exception, of tyranny, oppression, 
violence and abuse, no matter what class is affected. Moreover, to respond from a 
Social-Democratic [i.e., socialist], and not from any other point of view.… 

The Social-Democrat’s ideal should not be a trade-union secretary, but a tribune 
of the people, able to respond to every manifestation of tyranny and oppression…2 

The socialist party Lenin envisaged would consist not so much of workers, but “first 
and foremost and mainly of people who make revolutionary activity their profession”.3 In the 
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conditions of Tsarist Russia, an open party of workers was obviously not on: it would have to 
be a secret underground organisation of revolutionary intellectuals. But Lenin resorted to 
some strange theoretical propositions in support of this idea. 

“The history of all countries”, he wrote, “shows that the working class, exclusively by 
its own effort, is able to develop only trade union consciousness”. Socialism, on the other 
hand, was a theory elaborated by intellectuals from the propertied classes. The working class 
couldn’t come to socialism under its own steam or through its own struggles: “Class political 
consciousness can be brought to the workers only from without”. No good could come if the 
workers were left to their own devices, because “the spontaneous development of the 
working-class movement leads precisely to its subordination to bourgeois ideology”, and the 
job of socialists was therefore “to combat spontaneity”.4 

History, however, is full of examples of workers becoming socialist with little or no 
input from middle-class socialists, and even taking power on the odd occasion. It is true that 
most of the great socialist theorists up till now have been intellectuals from middle-class 
origins, but all of them, including Marx and Engels, learnt their socialism from the 
movements of the working class. And all of them realised that their theories could only have 
any effect if they guided the struggles of workers, rather than combating them. 

Of course Lenin was arguing against people, middle-class socialist intellectuals, who 
saw their role as praising the efforts of the working class instead of helping them with their 
own understanding of socialist theory. He obviously exaggerated in his polemic with them. 
He later argued that “the Economists bent the stick in one direction. In order to straighten the 
stick it was necessary to bend it in the other direction, and that is what I did.”5 

But if the metaphor has any meaning, it should be to remind us that a stick breaks 
when it is bent beyond a certain point. There is nothing wrong with putting heavy emphasis 
on the main task at hand. If Lenin had said that the spontaneous movements of the working 
class weren’t enough, and that socialist intellectuals should stop admiring the workers and get 
down to spreading their socialist ideas amongst them, then no one could argue. But opposing 
a wrong theory with another wrong theory didn’t help Lenin’s attempts to put together a 
coherent socialist party to fight against all oppression. If someone believes that 2+2=3, telling 
them that 2+2=5 isn’t correcting them, it’s adding another error to theirs. 

1905 
At the beginning of 1905 the Tsarist edifice began to crack. The regime was engulfed by 
revolution as workers and the oppressed attacked, by demonstration, strike, and uprising. 
Lenin was able to return to Russia, but all talk of the impossibility of working-class socialism 
had to go out the window. “The working class is instinctively, spontaneously Social-
Democratic”, he wrote,6 and later recalled how the workers “became Social-Democratic as if 
by the wave of a hand”.7 

His earlier arguments came back to haunt him as many of his comrades in the 
Bolshevik party insisted on maintaining a tightly knit organisation of professional revolution-
aries, wary of the untamed actions of the workers. He was forced to retreat from some of his 
earlier positions—while never explicitly saying as much—as he called for the party to open 
itself up to the masses of workers who were revolutionised by the events of 1905. The 
freedoms won in the revolution meant that the party could be organised on a democratic 
basis, from the grassroots up instead of from the leadership down, with every right for 
members to disagree. It should be run on the principle “unity of action, freedom of discussion 
and criticism”, he wrote; “the proletariat does not recognise unity of action without freedom 
to discuss and criticize”.8 

The Russian working class faced not just an ordinary capitalist government, but a 
dictatorship that suppressed the most basic of democratic rights and presided over an 



43 
 

economy that was still largely feudal. The revolution’s job, according to Lenin, was to 
overthrow this dictatorship, but not the capitalist system. The changes to be won “do not in 
themselves imply the undermining of capitalism, the undermining of bourgeois rule”, he 
wrote, claiming that “Only the most ignorant people can close their eyes to the bourgeois 
nature of the democratic revolution now taking place”. The working class was not big enough 
or class-conscious enough in Russia to carry out a socialist revolution.9 

Lenin was not advising the workers to follow in the train of the capitalists: they were 
so weak and cowardly that the workers would have to fight for democracy without them and 
even against them, and do so in their own interest: “We cannot get out of the bourgeois-
democratic boundaries of the Russian revolution, but we can vastly extend these boundaries, 
and within these boundaries we can and must fight for the interests of the proletariat, for its 
immediate needs and for conditions that will make it possible to prepare its forces for the 
future complete victory.”10 He saw Russia’s democratic revolution sparking off socialist 
revolution in Europe, which the Russian workers would then join; and he built no brick wall 
between the two revolutions: “from the democratic revolution we shall at once, and precisely 
in accordance with the measure of our strength, the strength of the class-conscious and 
organised proletariat, begin to pass to the socialist revolution. We stand for uninterrupted 
revolution. We shall not stop half-way.”11 

But despite Lenin’s insistence on working-class independence, and his hope of 
moving as quickly as possible from one revolution to the other, he clearly saw two distinct 
and separate revolutions ahead: first overthrow Tsarism, and then overthrow capitalism. His 
scenario supposed that the Russian working class would go to the trouble of winning political 
power and then refuse to use that power to fight against their subjection to the capitalists. If 
the capitalists tried to sabotage this revolution by closing down factories and locking out 
workers, would the workers in the revolutionary government not be forced to take those 
factories over, to subordinate the capitalist economy to the interests of the working people—
and thereby undermine the foundations of capitalism? In practice the revolution would have 
to burst the banks of capitalism, to combine its ‘bourgeois-democratic’ work with socialist 
work. Socialists arguing for democracy first, socialism second would end up with neither; 
they would have to fight for both at the same time. 

Squabbling in exile 
The 1905 revolution eventually went down to defeat, and by the end of 1907 Lenin was once 
more forced out of Russia. Not for the first time, defeated revolutionaries faced a period of 
crisis and dissension. “Life in exile and squabbling are inseparable”, Lenin wrote.12 

One section of the socialists wanted to abandon underground work and restrict them-
selves to legal activity. This would mean an end to the socialist party, as Lenin argued, 
because socialism tailored to fit what Tsarism allowed would be no socialism at all. On the 
other hand, some argued that socialists should abandon legal activity altogether, taking no 
part in elections or the trade unions. This, as Lenin pointed out, would isolate socialists from 
the mass of the working class, giving up valuable platforms for socialist ideas. Even in 
Russia’s undemocratic excuse for a parliament the Bolsheviks put their handful of deputies to 
good use, although they were, to use Lenin’s phrase, “not a general staff… but rather a unit of 
trumpeters”.13 

But Lenin’s method of putting these arguments generated more heat than light. His 
polemics in this period consist for the most part of an accumulation of accusations, of varying 
degrees of accuracy, liberally garnished with insults and name-calling. Those who went too 
far to the left were lumped together with those on the right under Lenin’s sledgehammer, and 
those who tried for a rapprochement amongst socialists came off worst of all. The broad 
democracy that had blossomed in the party was cast aside as Lenin insisted on laying down a 
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party line and making it prevail, by means of expulsion if necessary. While Lenin’s position 
was right against his opponents, his approach meant that his internal victories were Pyrrhic 
ones, leaving little of the vibrant Bolshevik party of 1905 standing. 

War and renewal 
The outbreak of world war in 1914 came as little surprise to Lenin, but he was taken aback by 
the betrayal of the socialist movement. In country after country labour parties and unions 
conveniently forgot their speeches about peace and international brotherhood, and mobilised 
workers to take part in a war to see which group of empires would exploit the world most. 
Lenin was one of the quickest off the mark organising opposition to the war both in Russia 
and internationally. He called on socialists to break with the traitors in the labour movement, 
and turn the war into a chance for revolution. 

His break with the reformists was more than just an organisational one. The depth of 
their treachery led him to rethink and renew his socialism. Until now his understanding of 
Marxist philosophy went no further than a stubborn but rigid defence of orthodoxy; now he 
went back to the roots of Marxist dialectics, replacing the old fatalism with a new, dynamic 
view of the world. He unearthed the original Marxist teaching on the state in place of the 
distorted version then prevailing. He studied the new developments in the capitalist economy 
and their political implications. 

Not least of these was the increased importance of the national question, and the duty 
of socialists to uphold nations’ right to independence. This gave the revolution a wider sweep 
than before: 

The socialist revolution is not a single act, it is not a battle on one front, but a whole 
epoch of acute class conflicts, a long series of battles on all fronts, i.e., on all 
questions of economics and politics, battles that can only end in the expropriation of 
the bourgeoisie. It would be a radical mistake to think that the struggle for democracy 
was capable of diverting the proletariat from the socialist revolution or of hiding, 
overshadowing it, etc. On the contrary, in the same way as there can be no victorious 
socialism that does not practice full democracy, so the proletariat cannot prepare for 
its victory over the bourgeoisie without an all-round, consistent and revolutionary 
struggle for democracy.14 

So the revolution would be more complex and layered than previously imagined. It 
wouldn’t be that “one army lines up in one place and says, ‘We are for socialism’, and 
another somewhere else and says, ‘We are for imperialism’, and that will be a social 
revolution!” 

Whoever expects a “pure” social revolution will never live to see it. Such a person 
pays lip-service to revolution without understanding what revolution is.… The 
socialist revolution in Europe cannot be anything other than an outburst of mass 
struggle on the part of all and sundry oppressed and discontented elements. 

Many of these elements would bring confused views with them, but their struggles would 
nevertheless attack capitalism. The job of socialists was “to unite and direct” the discordant 
upsurge, not to belittle it.15 

Lenin also tried to come to grips with the basis of reformism. How come the leaders 
of labour parties and trade unions believed in receiving reforms from the capitalist system 
instead of overthrowing it? How come so many workers supported them? It arose, he 
concluded, from the superprofits available in modern capitalism: “The receipt of high 
monopoly profits by the capitalists… makes it economically possible for them to bribe 
certain sections of the workers, and for a time a fairly considerable minority of them, and win 
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them to the side of the bourgeoisie”.16 The upper layer of the working class, the labour 
aristocracy, was bought off. 

Obviously, capitalists with higher profits can afford to concede higher wages to their 
workers, and this may well lead workers to support them. But why should this only apply to 
the better-off section of the working class, and not the class as a whole? And there are 
countless cases of better-paid workers opposing capitalism, even when their wages are paid 
out of imperialist profits. Lenin’s understanding of reformism was weak, which is hardly 
surprising when reformism—and indeed reforms—were all but non-existent in Russia. 

1917 
Revolution broke out in Russia again in February 1917. Workers overthrew the Tsar, set up 
their own councils or soviets, and power was precariously balanced between them and a 
provisional government that failed to solve the most basic problems of the working people—
ending the war, feeding the people, giving land to the peasants, and establishing a democratic 
system. 

From exile in Switzerland Lenin called for the workers to take power through the 
soviets. Only they could satisfy the basic democratic demands, by breaking with capitalism. 
At the same time they would have to start bringing the capitalists under their control, 
implementing socialist measures. The schema of 1905 went out the window: Lenin 
understood that the fight for democracy and the fight for socialism could only succeed in 
combination. As he later wrote, looking back on the 1917 revolution: 

We solved the problems of the bourgeois-democratic revolution in passing, as a “by-
product” of our main and genuinely proletarian-revolutionary, socialist activities.… 
[Others] were incapable of understanding this relation between the bourgeois-
democratic and the proletarian-socialist revolutions. The first develops into the 
second. The second, in passing, solves the problems of the first. The second 
consolidates the work of the first.17 

When Lenin returned to Russia in April his new position met with stiff resistance 
from the leadership of the Bolshevik party, most of whom wanted to stick to his former 
position. He replied: “The Bolshevik slogans and ideas on the whole have been confirmed by 
history; but concretely things have turned out differently; they are more original, more 
peculiar, more variegated than anyone expected.” The slogan of 1905 was now outdated.18 

This kind of argument was a bit jesuitical, to say the least. Lenin’s old approach 
hadn’t been proved right in an unexpected way: it had been proved wrong in a very straight-
forward way. It hadn’t passed its sell-by date: it was no good to begin with. Lenin effectively 
dropped it, but the reorientation of the Bolshevik party would have been clearer and easier if 
he had openly admitted and corrected his mistake. 

While in hiding from the forces of the provisional government during 1917 Lenin 
wrote The State and Revolution. Continuing his rediscovery of the original Marxist teaching 
on the state, he reiterated that the capitalist state was not a neutral force but an instrument to 
maintain class rule. The socialist revolution could not take over or reform this state: it had to 
get rid of it altogether. The working class would have to replace it with a new type of state, 
that wasn’t really a state at all, a temporary rule to defeat capitalist resistance. It would mean 
“Democracy for the vast majority of the people, and suppression by force, i.e., exclusion 
from democracy, of the exploiters and oppressors of the people”.19 

As in the Paris Commune of 1871, workers would elect representatives who would be 
paid no more than a worker’s wage and could be replaced at any time. Armed force would be 
under the control of the working class, not the monopoly of an army separate from them. 
Bureaucracy would be swept away: 
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Under socialism much of “primitive” democracy will inevitably be revived, since, for 
the first time in the history of civilised society, the mass of the population will rise to 
taking an independent part, not only in voting and elections, but also in the everyday 
administration of the state. Under socialism all will govern in turn. and will soon 
become accustomed to no one governing.20 

Even this minimal state would go as soon as its work was done: 
Only in communist society, when the resistance of the capitalists has been completely 
crushed, when the capitalists have disappeared, when there are no classes… Only then 
will a truly complete democracy become possible and be realised, a democracy 
without any exceptions whatever. And only then will democracy begin to wither 
away, owing to the simple fact that, freed from capitalist slavery, from the untold 
horrors, savagery, absurdities and infamies of capitalist exploitation, people will 
gradually become accustomed to observing the elementary rules of social intercourse 
that have been known for centuries and repeated for thousands of years in all copy-
book maxims. They will become accustomed to observing them without force, 
without subordination, without the special apparatus for coercion called the state.21 

The State and Revolution is very much a product of 1917: as the soviets of workers’ 
deputies sprang up and jostled for power, the potential for socialist society was there for 
Lenin to see as he wrote. He abandoned a planned chapter on the experience of the Russian 
revolution because “It is more pleasant and useful to go through the ‘experience of the 
revolution’ than to write about it.”22 

As Lenin went through the experience of the revolution his abilities came into their 
own. From the early months when he called for the Bolsheviks to patiently explain the need 
for soviet power, through the times when he had to dampen the enthusiasm of those who 
wanted to take power before they had the support to keep it, to October when he fought for 
the Bolsheviks to organise an insurrection before it was too late—Lenin’s tactical skill shines 
through. 

None of it would have been possible, though, without him mobilising rank-and-file 
Bolsheviks, and even workers outside the party, to put pressure on the conservative leader-
ship. The Bolshevik party was itself revolutionised in 1917. It was as much a case of the 
working class winning the Bolshevik party as the other way round. While the party’s 
traditions played their role, without the discontinuity of its development during the 
revolution, its growth into a mass organisation alive with debate and activity, it would have 
got nowhere—and neither would Lenin’s influence over it. 

The rise and fall of the revolution 
On 25 October the provisional government was overthrown in the capital and a government 
based on the soviets, with Lenin at its head, took control. For workers in Russia and 
throughout the world the October revolution held the promise of real freedom. But even as it 
tentatively began to fulfil that promise, it came under an onslaught that ultimately proved too 
strong for it. Within a decade the workers of Russia were once again under the heel of a 
dictatorship. The death of the Russian revolution remains the greatest of socialism’s lost 
possibilities. 

Lenin repeated again and again that the workers’ revolution in Russia could only 
survive if it became part of an international socialist revolution. Only a few months after the 
revolution he said: “there would doubtlessly be no hope of the ultimate victory of our 
revolution if it were to remain alone”.23 He repeated the point years later: 
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It was clear to us that without the support of the international world revolution the 
victory of the proletarian revolution was impossible. Before the revolution, and even 
after it, we thought: Either revolution breaks out in the other countries, in the 
capitalistically more developed countries, immediately, or at least very quickly, or we 
must perish.24 

The Russian workers were holding on until workers took power in other countries: “We are 
now, as it were, in a besieged fortress, waiting for the other detachments of the world 
socialist revolution to come to our relief.”9 Sacrifices would have to be made in the 
meantime, but “I repeat, our solution from all these difficulties is an all-Europe revolution”.25 

In Russia itself, the strength of the revolution was that it was the creation of the 
working class itself. In the first weeks of the revolution Lenin stressed that 

Creative activity at the grass roots is the basic factor of the new public life.… 
Socialism cannot be decreed from above. Its spirit rejects the mechanical bureaucratic 
approach; living, creative socialism is the product of the masses themselves.26 

He drove the point home the following day in a proclamation: 
Comrades, working people! Remember that now you yourselves are at the helm of 
state. No one will help you if you yourselves do not unite and take into your hands all 
affairs of the state. Your Soviets are from now on the organs of state authority… Get 
on with the job yourselves; begin right at the bottom, do not wait for anyone.27 

He insisted that “socialism cannot be introduced by a minority, a party. It can be introduced 
by tens of millions of people when they have learnt how to do everything themselves”.28 

Lenin’s faith in international revolution was by no means misplaced. The end of the 
war saw a wave of revolutionary upheavals from one end of Europe to the other. But when 
none of these revolutions succeeded, the Russian workers were left high and dry. 

Within Russia the working class suffered a serious decline. Hundreds of workers were 
killed in the civil war, as the world’s capitalists tried to strangle the revolution at birth, and in 
the famine and disease that followed. Thousands of others left the factories to work in the 
apparatuses of the state, the Red Army, and the Communist Party (as the Bolsheviks had 
renamed themselves). Even more went back home to the countryside where the chance of 
eking out a living was slightly easier than in the devastated cities. The industrial working 
class, said Lenin, “owing to the war and the desperate poverty and ruin, has become de-
classed, i.e., dislodged from its class groove, and has ceased to be a proletariat.… the 
proletariat has disappeared.”29 

Working-class democracy cannot survive where there is no working class; nor can it 
survive in a single isolated, beleaguered country. The soviet power rapidly declined to a one-
party rule, a state that was not withering away but piling on the pounds—the opposite of what 
Lenin envisaged in The State and Revolution. The view that this was due to a lust for power 
on Lenin’s part cannot be supported: the situation arose in spite of his intentions, not because 
of them. Questions can and must be asked, however, about his reaction to it. 

Lenin began to justify the divergence between the theory of workers’ power and the 
reality of Communist Party rule. He claimed that “the dictatorship of the working class is 
being implemented by the Bolshevik Party”.30 He bluntly characterised the situation: “The 
proletarian class equals the Russian Communist Party which equals the Soviet state. Don’t we 
agree on all this?”31 The theoretical excuse for party rule rather than class rule came later: 
“the dictatorship of the proletariat cannot be exercised through an organisation embracing the 
whole of that class… It can be exercised only by a vanguard that has absorbed the 
revolutionary energy of the class.” This vanguard supremacy was necessary not only in the 
harsh conditions of Russia but “in all capitalist countries”.32 
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Lenin at the same time said that “ours is a workers’ state with a bureaucratic twist to 
it”.33 It would be closer to the truth to say that, by this stage, it was more of a bureaucratic 
state with a working-class twist to it, the socialist good intentions of the best Communists 
keeping some elements of socialism alive. Lenin cursed the bureaucracy of the state 
incessantly, but put the problem down to bureaucrats inherited from the Tsarist apparatus, 
who the Communist Party had to bring under control. All the time, the biggest danger lay in 
the bureaucratisation of the party itself, and increasing its power only added to the problem. 

It was further worsened by the silencing of revolutionary opposition. The repression 
directed against the counter-revolution and those who went along with it was completely 
justified: no socialist revolution can roll over and allow the capitalists to organise resistance 
against it. But the repression of those who opposed the Communist Party while supporting 
soviet power cannot be excused, and in fact weakened the revolution by depriving it of the 
criticism it needed. The Communist Party itself, which had enjoyed a wide freedom of 
debate, became increasingly monolithic. “We will not permit arguments about deviations, we 
must put a stop to this”, Lenin told the party congress,34 and successfully proposed a ban on 
the right of members to organise against the leadership’s policies, with expulsion for those 
who disobeyed. 

International revolution remained the only salvation for the ever weaker revolution in 
Russia. But this became a much rarer note in Lenin’s speeches and writings. By the end of 
1920 he was saying that “today we can speak, not merely of a breathing-space, but of a real 
chance of a new and lengthy period of development”. A year later he asked: 

Is the existence of a socialist republic in a capitalist environment at all conceivable? It 
seemed inconceivable from the political and military aspects. That it is possible both 
politically and militarily has now been proved; it is a fact.35 

Lenin never ceased to hold out hope for world socialist revolution. He devoted a great deal of 
time and effort trying to foster it, by means of the Communist International. But he did begin 
to hedge his bets when that revolution seemed unlikely to appear. 

The last fight 
At the end of 1922 Lenin was struck down by illness and forced to take a back seat in the 
work of government. The distance gave him the chance to consider more thoughtfully what 
had become of the revolution. Battling against the party leadership’s attempts to withhold 
information from him (for the good of his health, supposedly) he began to realise just how 
profound the problem was. 

He condemned the imperialist way that the Russian state and party bureaucracy 
treated the non-Russian nationalities. He proposed measures to counteract the growth of 
bureaucracy. He even tried to get Stalin removed from the power base he had built up for 
himself. Right to the end Lenin was fighting a rearguard action against the betrayal of the 
revolution. 

But who would put these reforms into effect? The working class was in no fit state. 
Those in the Communist Party who would oppose the leadership faced marginalisation and 
exclusion, and Lenin’s personal prestige only went so far. In the circumstances, the anti-
bureaucracy institutions Lenin proposed could only become bastions of bureaucracy 
themselves. His reforms seem more and more like shifting deckchairs around on the Titanic, 
when only international workers’ revolution could tow Russia away from the iceberg. 

A stroke in March 1923 put an end to Lenin’s political career. He died on 21 January 
1924. 
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At the Communist Party congress in 1920, some bright spark hit upon the idea of celebrating 
Lenin’s approaching fiftieth birthday. Lenin did all he could to stop it, but soon speakers 
were rising to laud the great leader of the world’s proletariat. He got out of the room as fast as 
his feet would carry him, and phoned up every couple of minutes to see if all this rubbish was 
over, so he could return. 

Praise is the last thing Lenin needs. He fought to build an effective socialist organis-
ation; for opposition to every kind of oppression; to raise revolution from the ruins of world 
war; to bring the 1917 revolution to victory; to spread that revolution worldwide. Lenin is 
praised even if we say nothing. 

But it’s a poor tribute to say nothing about his mistakes. His own advice is better: 
we must drop all empty phrase-mongering and immediately set to work to learn, to 
learn from mistakes, how best to organise the struggle. We must not conceal our 
mistakes from the enemy. Whoever is afraid of talking openly about mistakes is not a 
revolutionary. If, however, we openly say to the workers: “Yes, we have made 
mistakes”, it will prevent us from repeating those mistakes in the future…36 

Lenin was wrong on many occasions, and was often unwilling to admit it. But “for the most 
part people’s shortcomings are bound up with their merits”, as he once noted himself.37 His 
faults were the faults of one dedicated to the socialist cause, and anyone who engages in real 
struggle is bound to make mistakes. Lenin’s faults, however, shouldn’t be overlooked or 
excused, but criticised and corrected, if his goal of making the world socialist is to be 
achieved. 

Red Banner 6-7 
March-July 2000 
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William Morris 

 
Aindrias Ó Cathasaigh 

 
For almost fifty years, the life of William Morris was not a revolutionary one, but when his 
conversion to socialism came, it made sense in the light of what went before. Born outside 
London in 1834 to a well-off family, his poetry and designs made him one of the most 
respected artists of mid-Victorian Britain. But his work was always motivated by a hatred for 
the way industrialism had debased craftsmanship, and he wasn’t long in concluding “that art 
cannot have a real life and growth under the present system of commercialism and profit-
mongering”. 

His first foray into politics came in 1876 when he got involved in a campaign to 
prevent the British government intervening in an imperialist war between Russia and Turkey. 
His involvement not only confirmed his loathing for imperialism, but revealed to him the 
intrigue and treachery of parliamentary politics. His political and artistic concerns then met as 
he fought a campaign to prevent ancient buildings being ‘restored’ out of existence. 

His unease led him to question the fate of his own work. For all his railing against the 
evils of the upper classes, it was from those same classes that his enthusiastic customers 
came. “I spend my life in ministering to the swinish luxury of the rich”, he complained. He 
felt a deep desire to fight against the world he had grown to hate: “To do nothing but grumble 
and not to act—that is throwing away one’s life”. But in the absence of an alternative, he 
seemed doomed to vainly tilting against the windmills of nineteenth-century capitalism. 

“So there I was in for a fine pessimistic end of life,” he later reflected, “if it had not 
somehow dawned on me that amidst all this filth of civilization the seeds of a great change, 
what we others call Social-Revolution, were beginning to germinate. The whole face of 
things was changed to me by that discovery…” For the first time in a generation and more, 
efforts were underway to get a socialist movement going in Britain. In 1883 Morris took 
sides, and joined: 

Here are two classes, face to face with each other… No man can exist in society and 
be neutral, no-body can be a mere looker-on: one camp or another you have got to 
join: you must either be a reactionary and be crushed by the progress of the race, and 
help it that way: or you must join in the march of progress, trample down all 
opposition, and help it that way. 

Revolution and class war 
Morris’s socialism was never anything other than revolutionary. It had to be, because 
socialism could only come about through revolution: 

The word Revolution, which we Socialists are so often forced to use, has a terrible 
sound in most people’s ears, even when we have explained to them that it does not 
necessarily mean a change accompanied by riot and all kinds of violence, and cannot 
mean a change made mechanically and in the teeth of opinion by a group of men who 
have somehow managed to seize on the executive power for the moment.… people 
are scared at the idea of such a vast change, and beg that you will speak of reform and 
not revolution. As, however, we Socialists do not at all mean by our word revolution 
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what these worthy people mean by their word reform, I can’t help thinking that it 
would be a mistake to use it… So we will stick to our word, which means a change of 
the basis of society… 
Morris was therefore unapologetic about waging a class struggle: 
It is most important that young Socialists should have this fact of the class-war always 
before them. It explains past history, and in the present gives us the only solid hope 
for the future. And it must be understood that it is only by the due working out of this 
class-war to its end, the abolition of classes, that Socialism can come about… The 
middle-class semi-Socialists, driven by class instinct, preach revolution without the 
class struggle; which is an absurdity and an impossibility. 

While “here and there a few men of the upper and middle classes, moved by their conscience 
and insight, may and doubtless will throw in their lot with the working classes”, it was the 
working class itself that would destroy capitalism: “there is no other force which can do so”. 
The workers wouldn’t improve their condition through reformist schemes—such as profit 
sharing, which was only “feeding the dog with his own tail”—but “by the efforts of the 
workers themselves. ‘By us, and not for us’, must be their motto.” 

The chief accusation 
Morris said that “the chief accusation I have to bring against the modern state of society is 
that it is founded on the art-lacking or unhappy labour of the greater part of men”. Everyone, 
he claimed, should have work to do that is useful, pleasant and not exhausting. And yet, 
“Simple as that proposition is, and obviously right as I am sure it must seem to you, you will 
find, when you come to consider the matter, that it is a direct challenge to the death to the 
present system of labour”. Socialism was all about liberating human labour, creating a world 
where people could work in a fulfilling way. 

When a socialist revolution has swept away capitalism, he said, “the first use we 
ought to make of that wealth, of that freedom, should be to make all our labour, even the 
commonest and most necessary, pleasant to everybody”. Everyone should do a variety of 
work: “To compel a man to do day after day the same task, without any hope of escape or 
change, means nothing short of turning his life into a prison-torment.” The citizens of a 
socialist society should be prepared to sacrifice industrial efficiency and luxury if it could 
only be obtained by back-breaking, soul-destroying labour: otherwise “our new-won freedom 
of condition would leave us listless and wretched, if not anxious, as we are now”. 

Socialism would halt and reverse the mad urbanisation brought by capitalism: 
For all our crowded towns and bewildering factories are simply the outcome of the 
profit system.… There is no other necessity for all this, save the necessity for grinding 
profits out of men’s lives, and of producing cheap goods for the use (and subjection) 
of the slaves who grind.… People engaged in all such labour need by no means be 
compelled to pig together in close city quarters. There is no reason why they should 
not follow their occupations in quiet country homes, in industrial colleges, in small 
towns, or, in short, where they find it happiest for them to live. 
In his visionary novel News from Nowhere Morris depicts a socialist society where 

co-operation and solidarity are taken for granted, where people enjoy their relationships with 
each other and with nature, the old hatreds and habits of class society no more than a distant 
bad memory. But his intention was never to prescribe plans for socialism, only to envisage 
the possibilities of human freedom: 

Do you think by chance that I mean a row of yellow-brick, blue-slated houses, or a 
phalangstère like an improved Peabody lodging-house; and the dinner-bell ringing 
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one into a row of white basins of broth with a piece of bread cut nice and square by 
each, with boiler-made tea and ill boiled rice-pudding to follow? No; that’s the 
philanthropist’s ideal, not mine… No, I say; find out what you yourselves find 
pleasant, and do it. You won’t be alone in your desires; you will get plenty to help 
you in carrying them out, and you will develop social life in developing your own 
special tendencies. 

“Variety of life is as much an aim of true Communism as equality of condition”, he said: 
“nothing but an union of these two will bring about real freedom”. 

A religion of socialism? 
Morris always had a passion about his socialism, a driving commitment to the cause, that he 
tried to awaken in others too. His conversion was a heartfelt one, and he was soon writing 
that “the aim of Socialists should be the founding of a religion”. Part of this was the healthy 
zeal of a convert, but another part was a dose of the purism and sectarianism that bedevilled 
British socialism then, and has done ever since. 

He repeated again and again that the first duty was to make socialists, to spread the 
principles of socialism and convince as many as possible of their truth. There was nothing 
wrong with this; on the contrary, this is absolutely necessary if a socialist movement is to be 
more than a collection of transient activists without political understanding. But to Morris, 
this process became one of virtually building up an elect, ready to leap into the breach when 
the great day dawned. The Socialist League, he wrote in its founding manifesto, “will do all 
in its power towards the education of the people in the principles of this great cause, and will 
strive to organise those who will accept this education, so that when the crisis comes, which 
the march of events is preparing, there may be a body of men ready to step into their due 
places and deal with and direct the irresistable movement”. 

The truth that socialists aren’t entitled to lead the workers’ movement, but have to win 
such respect through long and hard involvement in the everyday struggles of the working 
class, escaped Morris. He welcomed strikes as an expression of revolt against the system, but 
saw them as something of a diversion from the work of socialist propaganda. “We must be no 
mere debating club, or philosophical society;” he wrote, “we must take part in all really 
popular movements”—but this participation was more in the way of finding new people to 
preach to, rather than taking part in the movements as such. After a visit to Dublin he 
delivered himself of the following sermon: “To the Irish as to all other nations, whatever their 
name and race, we Socialists say, Your revolutionary struggles will be abortive or lead to 
mere disappointment unless you accept as your watchword, WAGE-WORKERS OF ALL 
COUNTRIES UNITE!” All well and good, but it provided little guidance beyond the slogan 
itself. 

The rising movement of the British working class in the 1880s led to a move to break 
from dependence on the capitalist parties, and establish an independent party to express 
workers’ interests in parliament. Morris stood aloof from the whole thing. “DO NOT VOTE 
AT ALL!” advised an election leaflet of his: “When those who govern you see the number of 
votes cast at each election growing less and less… terror will fill their souls”, and eventually 
the workers would “step in and claim your place, and become the new-born Society of the 
world”. While other socialists tried to use the election to present socialist arguments to a 
wider audience of workers, Morris recoiled in horror from sullying his hands with parliament. 

“I do not mean that at some time or other it might not be necessary for Socialists to go 
into Parliament”, he grudgingly admitted, but this would only come “on the verge of a 
revolution”, with the intention of breaking parliament up. For the present, the idea was un-
thinkable: “I really feel sickened at the idea of all the intrigue and degradation of concession 
which would be necessary to us as a parliamentary party, nor do I see any necessity for a 
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revolutionary party doing any ‘dirty work’ at all, or soiling ourselves with anything that 
would unfit us for being due citizens of the new order of things.” So the prospect of utilising 
parliament as a platform for socialist ideas, instead of backstairs compromise, was 
abandoned; and the idea of keeping socialist MPs under strict discipline, and subordinate to 
struggles in the real world outside parliament, never occurred to Morris. Indeed, his thoughts 
went the other way: “I think it will be necessary always to keep alive a body of Socialists of 
principle who will refuse responsibility for the action of the parliamentary portion of the 
party”. 

Standing apart from the working class as it was on the move, making abstract 
observations, left Morris and the Socialist League on the sidelines, as he was forced to admit 
himself: “Socialism is spreading, I suppose on the only lines on which it could spread, and 
the League is moribund simply because we are outside those lines, as I for one must always 
be… you cannot keep a body together without giving it something to do in the present”. But 
his only solution was “to put forward the simple principles of Socialism regardless of the 
policy of the passing hour.… make Socialists. We Socialists can do nothing else that is 
useful”. When enough people were converted to socialism, “they will find out what action is 
necessary for putting their principles in practice”. 

Intelligence, courage and power 
The Socialist League fell apart under the pressure. Not least among the reasons was that, 
while Morris found himself on the same side as the anarchist members when it came to 
parliament, he could not bring himself to agree with their fundamental political position. He 
had no time at all for the methods advocated by some of them: 

It is difficult to express in words strong enough the perversity of the idea that it is 
possible for a minority to carry on a war of violence against an overwhelming 
majority without being utterly crushed. There is no royal road to revolution or the 
change in the basis of society. To make the workers conscious of the disabilities 
which beset them; to make them conscious of the dormant power in them for the 
removal of these disabilities, to give them hope and an aim and organization to carry 
out their aspirations. Here is work enough for the most energetic; it is the work of 
patience, but nothing can take the place of it. 
In his final years Morris moved away very clearly from the sectarian attitudes he 

previously held. On the question of fighting for reforms, he recognised that many of them 
were undoubtedly beneficial to workers—but their ultimate benefit depended “on how such 
reforms were done; in what spirit; or rather what else was being done, while these were going 
on”. These reforms did attack the rights and privileges of the capitalist class, and if they gave 
the working class “intelligence enough to conceive of a life of equality and co-operation; 
courage enough to accept it and to bring the necessary skill to bear on working it; and power 
enough to force its acceptance on the stupid and the interested”, then they could help the class 
struggle. By increasing the capacities and confidence of the workers, they could be of service 
to the fight for socialism. There still remained, of course, “a danger that they will be looked 
upon as ends in themselves”, as those sponsoring them hoped; but socialists had to see to it 
that they became a beginning rather than an end. 

Realising the socialist commonwealth 
Morris’s death in 1896 dealt the British socialist movement a deeply-felt blow. The cause of 
death given by his doctor wasn’t far off the mark: “he died a victim of his enthusiasm for 
spreading the principles of Socialism”. A couple of years earlier he had been asked to define 
his socialism: 
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Well, what I mean by Socialism is a condition of society in which there should be 
neither rich nor poor, neither master nor master’s man, neither idle nor overworked, 
neither brain-sick brain workers, nor heart-sick hand workers, in a word, in which all 
men would be living in equality of condition, and would manage their affairs un-
wastefully, and with the full consciousness that harm to one would mean harm to all 
—the realization at last of the meaning of the word COMMONWEALTH. 

Now this view of Socialism which I hold to-day, and hope to die holding, is what I 
began with… 
So many have attempted to pervert socialism into a grubby scramble for scraps from 

the capitalist table. Morris reasserts for us the truth that socialism comes through class war 
and revolution or not at all. So many still conceive of socialism as just a matter of re-
distributing wealth, or redefining property rights. Morris corrects them for us: socialism is 
about creating a new world where human beings live and work together in freedom and 
solidarity, realising their own and each other’s potential. His never-failing emphasis on how 
the capitalist labour process distorts us, and how socialism would mean working in a truly 
human way, is something today’s socialists need to rediscover. Even Morris’s mistakes can 
teach us, in so far as he overcame them. The difficulty of fighting for revolution without 
isolating ourselves, of fighting everyday battles without losing sight of the goal, is one that 
socialists will always face; and Morris’s attempts to grapple with it in the past can help us 
grapple with it in the future. William Morris is not some historical curiosity, a name to be 
added to the socialist pantheon: he is a socialist we should be learning from. 

Red Banner 8 
November 2000 
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Victor Serge 

 
Joe Conroy 

 
Victor Lvovich Kabalchich was born in Brussels on 30 December 1890, the son of Russians 
exiled for their opposition to the regime of the Tsars. In his teenage years Victor got involved 
in the youth wing of the Belgian socialist movement, but soon became disillusioned, seeing 
the official rhetoric of a distant socialist future belied by conventional reformist practice. 
Moving to Paris in 1908, he became an anarchist, advocating an end to all exploitation and 
authoritarianism. In 1912 he was imprisoned for refusing to inform on a gang of anarchist 
bank robbers, despite having no involvement with their activities. 

After five years he was released and deported. He went to Barcelona, where he 
became active in the anarcho-syndicalist movement, writing under the name Victor Serge. In 
the summer of 1917 he took part in an unsuccessful rising against the Spanish monarchy. But 
it was the Russian revolution of that year that would become the centre of his political life. 
Attempting to get to Russia through France, he was interned, but later included in an 
exchange of prisoners of war. He reached Russia early in 1919. 

Tragedy of a revolution 
He arrived to find the revolution under siege. “Today we are the witnesses of the tragedy of a 
social revolution being contained within national frontiers”, he wrote. As a result of its 
isolation, “We have seen many mistakes made, many errors revealed”, but whatever faults the 
revolution had, it should be remembered that it was existing in far from ideal conditions. 
“Alone and confronted by limitless tasks, the revolutionaries of Russia have not known a 
single day in which they did not have to conduct the violent defence of their very right to 
exist. And that explains a great many things.” 

Serge wasted no time taking sides: 
I was neither against the Bolsheviks nor neutral; I was with them, albeit independent-
ly, without renouncing thought or critical sense. Certainly on several essential points 
they were mistaken: in their intolerance, in their faith in statification, in their leaning 
towards centralism and administrative techniques. But, given that one had to counter 
them with freedom of the spirit and the spirit of freedom, it must be with them and 
among them. 

He joined the Communist Party, but his solidarity with them never meant blind obedience—
unlike others: “the majesty of the Russian Revolution disarmed its supporters of all critical 
sense; they seemed to believe that approval of it entailed the abdication of the right to think”. 

Serge always maintained that the revolution had every right to defend itself with 
violence against its enemies: the only alternative would have been a counter-revolutionary 
dictatorship. At the same time he detected an authoritarian streak emerging in the workers’ 
state, a tendency to justify measures that were unfortunately necessary as if they were correct 
for all time. Revolutionaries who opposed these developments, however, should combat them 
by joining the Communists rather than abandoning them: 

they will strive throughout these battles to preserve the spirit of liberty, which will 
give them a greater critical spirit and a clearer awareness of their long-term goals. 



57 
 

Within the Communist movement their clear-sightedness will make them the enemies 
of the ambitious, of budding political careerists and commissars, of formalists, party 
dogmatists and intriguers. In other words, by their very presence within the 
organisations, they make a substantial contribution to driving away the self-seekers. 

In tactical and theoretical questions their role will be to fight the illusions of 
power, to foresee and forestall the crystallisation of the workers’ state as it has 
emerged from war and revolution, everywhere and always to encourage the initiative 
of individuals and the masses, to recall to those who might forget it that the 
dictatorship is a weapon, a means, an expedient, a necessary evil—but never an aim 
or a final goal. 
While it was right and necessary to suppress those who wanted to restore capitalist 

rule, it would be “criminal and disastrous”, wrote Serge, to give the same treatment to “the 
revolution’s own dissenters. The latter are not our enemies; they belong to our class; they 
belong to the revolution.” But this was an approach that the Communist government took less 
and less: “it has fought against every individual initiative, every opposition, every criticism—
however fraternal and revolutionary—every infusion of liberty, by methods of centralised 
discipline and military repression”. 

Serge’s attitude is exemplified by his response to the Kronstadt insurrection of 1921, 
when sailors demanded reforms from the Communists. He felt that their demands were 
fundamentally just, but that the sailors’ rising would be exploited, whether they liked it or 
not, by those trying to bring back the old rulers: “They wanted to release the elements of a 
purifying tempest, but all they could actually have done was to open the way to a counter-
revolution”. He accepted that there was no alternative to putting down the revolt, but he 
refuted the propaganda put out by the Communists to discredit Kronstadt, felt that they 
should have made a serious attempt at peaceful arbitration, and opposed the vindictive, 
unnecessary brutality employed against the sailors. 

The workers driven from power 
Serge became a supporter of the Left Opposition, attempting to keep the revolution from 
dying. They realised that its only chance lay in the outbreak of revolution internationally to 
end the desperate isolation of the Russian workers. China offered hope in the mid-1920s 
when a revolutionary movement fought against the imperial powers that held the country in 
thrall economically. The capitalist class, argued Serge, were incapable of decisively breaking 
with imperialism, and so it fell to the workers to do it: 

Either the national revolution, strangled by the bourgeoisie, will be aborted and will 
have to start all over again in a few years, or it will triumph, led by the proletariat 
supported by the middle classes of the towns and the poor peasant masses; but in this 
case it could no longer confine itself to carrying out the democratic programme of the 
radical bourgeoisie… it will have to go further, it will go towards Socialism following 
the example of the Russian Revolution and with the support of the international 
proletariat. Moreover, in our period there are no longer clearly defined limits between 
a bourgeois revolution and a Socialist revolution: there are only questions of power 
and of class-consciousness. 

But the Stalinist line imposed upon the Chinese Communists forced them to tamely follow in 
the trail of the nationalists, and the revolution went down to defeat. “By this time”, Serge 
later concluded, “the bureaucracy has, in actual fact, driven the workers from power in the 
USSR. Of the dictatorship of the proletariat, only the name remains.” 

Stalin consolidated his grip on power in 1928 and moved against the Opposition: 
Serge was arrested and expelled from the Communist Party. His only means of maintaining 
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his family was writing books that could only be published abroad. Forbidden to comment on 
current events, he wrote a series of novels based on his own revolutionary experiences, and a 
history of the Russian revolution’s first year. Initially, as with many other Oppositionists, he 
proclaimed himself more loyal to the Party than the Party itself: 

The patriotism of the British expresses itself eloquently in the powerful expression 
‘My country right or wrong’. The Bolshevik mentality implies a similar patriotism, 
one of inestimable value in the class war, a patriotism of class and party: better to be 
wrong with the party of the proletariat than right against it. There is no greater 
revolutionary wisdom than this. 

But this party patriotism held Serge, and others, back. Socialists who switch off their own 
intelligence and revolutionary conscience at the direction of a committee are no good to 
anyone, least of all to the working class. As long as the Opposition tried to remain a loyal 
opposition, it was playing with a deck stacked by the Stalinists. Serge wasn’t long in 
changing his attitude. 

In 1933 he was arrested once again, and sentenced to exile in the Ural mountains. 
Socialists and writers got an international campaign going which embarrassed the Russian 
regime into releasing Serge in 1936, but not without confiscating his manuscripts and 
depriving him of his citizenship. He settled in France, having escaped just before the Moscow 
show trials inaugurated the most intense phase of Stalinist repression. 

Rivalry, scrutiny and struggle of ideas 
Serge refused to believe that Stalin was the necessary and legitimate heir of the Bolsheviks: 

It is often said that the germ of Stalinism was in Bolshevism. Well, I have no 
objection. Only, Bolshevism contained many other germs—a mass of other germs—
and those who lived through the enthusiasm of the first years of the Revolution ought 
not to forget it. To judge the living man by the death germs which the autopsy reveals 
in a corpse—and which he may have carried with him since his birth—is this very 
sensible? 

But it would be stupid, he believed, for socialists to pretend that there were no bad germs 
until Stalin came along into power. In 1921, for instance, 

After victory had been won in the Civil War, the Socialist solution of the problems of 
the new society should have been sought in workers’ democracy, the stimulation of 
initiative, freedom of thought, freedom for working-class groups and not, as it was, in 
centralisation of power, repression of heresies, the monolithic single-party system, the 
narrow orthodoxy of an official school of thought.… This extreme concentration of 
power, this dread of liberty and of ideological variations, this conditioning to absolute 
authority disarmed the masses and led to the strengthening of the bureaucracy. 
Mistakes were committed by the Bolsheviks right from the beginning. “Why not say 

so?” asked Serge. “We have no need of the fraudulent legend of an infallible Lenin.” Not 
least among their faults was their belief that they and they alone were right, that “The Party is 
the repository of truth, and any form of thinking which differs from it is a dangerous or 
reactionary error.” This intolerance naturally led to authoritarian temperaments and an 
authoritarian spirit winning out, and this played some part in preparing the ground for Stalin. 
So, Bolshevik politics needed re-examination: 

Out of the vast experience of Bolshevism, the revolutionary Marxists will save what is 
essential, durable, only by taking up all the problems again from the bottom, with a 
genuine freedom of mind, without party vanity, without irreducible hostility (above 
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all in the field of historical investigation) towards the other tendencies of the labour 
movement. On the contrary, by not recognising old errors, whose gravity history has 
not ceased to bring out in relief, the risk is run of compromising the whole acquisition 
of Bolshevism. 

What socialists needed above all was open debate: “Socialism cannot develop in the 
intellectual sense except by the rivalry, scrutiny and struggle of ideas”. The old sectarian 
habits would have to be left behind: 

I can see only one attitude that is productive: that of critical analysis and the 
disarming of the sectarian spirit. To keep calling one another ‘petty bourgeois’, 
instead of coolly studying the events of 1921, for example, in all their complexity, 
will get us nowhere. Rather let us bring our sanest faculties to bear upon reality… by 
liberating our minds from exhausted formulas, discredited clichés, the resentments of 
sects or individuals, and above all from the insupportable claim to have a monopoly 
of the truth. 

Serge wrote to Leon Trotsky that “we have immediately to work towards a unification of 
forces at present dispersed… and towards a party ideologically firm and disciplined in action, 
but unsectarian and without a personality cult in its leadership, genuinely democratic and 
comradely in its manner, in which people will feel free to be wrong, and to think and speak 
freely”. Building such a party would be “a practical rediscovery of what workers’ democracy 
means, proving that we fear neither debate nor rivalry”. 

If socialists denied such free and democratic activity, they would be untrue to 
themselves, for “Socialism is essentially democratic… Liberty is as necessary to Socialism, 
the spirit of liberty is as necessary to Marxism, as oxygen to living beings.” In a declaration 
against Stalinist terror, Serge reiterated the fundamentals of socialist liberty: 

We want honest and clear ideas within a healthy workers’ movement invigorated by 
fraternal competition and free debate. From the heart of threatened democracy, of 
Socialism and the workers’ movement, above all we defend freedom of opinion and 
the human dignity of the militant, the rights of minorities and the critical spirit. We 
fight relentlessly, and we will not cease to fight, against controlled thought, the cult of 
the leader, passive obedience and the despicable ploys of parties subject to blind 
discipline, as well as the systematic use of lies, slander and assassinations. 
However, Serge sometimes allowed his opposition to sectarianism to develop into 

uncritical fudging of issues. When revolution broke out in Spain in 1936 he quite rightly 
supported and worked alongside the anti-Stalinist revolutionaries who had a real following in 
the working class. But he either went along with, or stayed quiet about, the important 
mistakes they made. Above all, he argued that the popular fronts—alliances of workers’ 
organisations with liberal capitalists in opposition to fascism—could become an instrument 
of class struggle. But this could only happen if they ceased to be popular fronts at all. 

Rediscovering Serge’s spirit 
When the Nazis occupied France, Serge managed to flee at the last moment, in 1941. He 
reached Mexico, where he attempted to live on his writing—a far from easy task for someone 
opposed to both Stalinism and Western capitalism. In his memoirs he reflected on his 
revolutionary life: 

I have undergone a little over ten years of various forms of captivity, agitated in seven 
countries, and written twenty books. I own nothing. On several occasions a Press with 
a vast circulation has hurled filth at me because I spoke the truth. Behind us lies a 
victorious revolution gone astray, several abortive attempts at revolution, and 
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massacres in so great a number as to inspire a certain dizziness. And to think that it is 
not over yet. Let me be done with this digression; those were the only roads possible 
for us. I have more confidence in mankind and in the future than ever before. 
Victor Serge’s life was dedicated, from beginning to end, to fighting for human 

liberty, for a revolution that would emancipate human beings from oppression. He was not 
the only person to see the Russian attempt ultimately fail, but few were as honest and truthful 
about it as he was. Fewer still kept his commitment to maintain the socialist ideals that 
inspired it, and promote them generously and critically. Bringing revolutionary socialism 
forward in our own time will require a rediscovery of his spirit. 

On 17 November 1947 Serge died in Mexico City, with no possessions, no money, no 
nationality. His life had seen more defeat than victory, but he never lost the confidence that it 
would not always be so. The narrator of his novel Birth of our Power says: 

Tomorrow is full of greatness. We will not have brought this victory to ripeness in 
vain. This city will be taken, if not by our hands, at least by others like ours, only 
stronger. Stronger perhaps for having been better hardened, thanks to our very 
weakness. If we are beaten, other men, infinitely different from us, infinitely like us, 
will walk, on a similar evening, in ten years, in twenty years (how long is really 
without importance) down this rambla, meditating on the same victory. Perhaps they 
will think about our blood. Even now I think I see them and I am thinking about their 
blood, which will flow too. But they will take the city. 

Red Banner 9 
March 2001 
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György Lukács 

 
Aindrias Ó Cathasaigh 

 
Few socialist revolutionaries have had to traverse such a social distance to the working class 
as György Lukács. He was born in Budapest on 13 April 1885, the son of one of Hungary’s 
most influential bankers who became a nobleman and advisor to the prime minister. But this 
was a class “whose life and values I have disliked since childhood”, Lukács later reflected. 
“From early on, I harboured radical feelings about the whole of official Hungary.” His early 
work in philosophy and literary criticism shows a determined opposition to capitalist 
civilisation, but no prospect of any alternative. The Russian revolution opened up such an 
alternative in 1917, but Lukács’s conversion wasn’t immediate, as he wrestled with the moral 
problems that socialist revolution entailed. 

He took the leap in December 1918, joining the newly-formed Hungarian Communist 
Party. He soon became an editor of the party paper, and two months later found himself on 
the central committee following the arrest of the previous leadership. In March 1919 the 
government collapsed, however: the Communists formed a coalition government with the 
Social Democratic Party, and Hungary was proclaimed a Soviet Republic. Lukács was 
appointed deputy commissar for education and culture, and served with the revolutionary 
army that defended the new republic against imperialist attack. 

But the Hungarian revolution was an artificial one. It was less a case of the working 
class consciously taking over than of a short-term power vacuum being filled by a hasty 
political compromise. The republic offered no solution to the country’s land problem and so 
failed to win over the farmers, while its support among urban workers was to some extent 
passive. After five months it was crushed, and an authoritarian right wing regime took power. 
Lukács stayed on, trying to organise the now clandestine Communist Party, but in September 
1919 had to flee to Austria. During his exile he continued his political activity and tried to 
deepen and develop the Marxist understanding of the world. 

Class consciousness 
“Ethical idealism is a permanent revolution against what exists”, Lukács had written before 
committing himself to socialism, and this was a perspective he held to. Socialist revolution 
posed undoubted moral dilemmas which everyone had to confront for themselves: 

Everyone who at the present time opts for communism is therefore obliged to bear the 
same individual responsibility for each and every human being who dies for him in 
the struggle, as if he himself had killed them all. But all those who ally themselves to 
the other side, the defence of capitalism, must bear the same individual responsibility 
for the destruction entailed in the new imperialist wars of revenge which are surely 
imminent, and for the future oppression of the nationalities and classes. 

Socialism meant “not merely an economic and institutional, but also and at the same time a 
moral transformation”. This applied not least to socialists themselves, whose faults sprang 
from their “inadequate inner transformation”, their failure to “have cleansed themselves of all 
the dross of capitalist, social-democratic party life, such as bureaucracy, intrigues, social 
climbing etc.” 
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The working class as a whole, wrote Lukács, would have to bring themselves to an 
understanding of their interests as a class before they could make socialism a reality: “the 
revolution itself can only be accomplished by people; by people who have become intellec-
tually and emotionally emancipated from the existing system”. So the fight for socialism 

is not just a battle waged against an external enemy, the bourgeoisie. It is equally the 
struggle of the proletariat against itself: against the devastating and degrading effects 
of the capitalist system upon its class consciousness. The proletariat will only have 
won the real victory when it has overcome these effects within itself. 
Because socialism means abolishing every kind of oppression as well as that suffered 

by workers themselves, the working class have to abandon all and any prejudices—national, 
sexual, racial or whatever: “Overcoming its own limitations, the proletariat must rise to the 
leadership of all the oppressed.” Fighting for their own interests, they would end all 
exploitation, and deal with the democratic unfinished business abandoned by the capitalists: 

From now on the proletariat is the only class capable of taking the bourgeois 
revolution to its logical conclusion. In other words, the remaining relevant demands of 
the bourgeois revolution can only be realised within the framework of the proletarian 
revolution, and the consistent realisation of these demands necessarily leads to a 
proletarian revolution. Thus, the proletarian revolution now means at one and the 
same time the realisation and the supersession of the bourgeois revolution. 
Lukács understood that socialism would never come about as an automatic result of 

capitalist crisis. The capitalist class would always come up with methods of maintaining its 
grip, but “Whether they can be put into practice depends, however, on the proletariat.” Only 
the thought and activity of the working class would determine whether socialism or 
barbarism would prevail: “the fate of the revolution (and with it the fate of mankind) will 
depend on the ideological maturity of the proletariat, i.e., on its class consciousness”. 

History is at its least automatic when it is the consciousness of the proletariat that is at 
issue.… it can be transformed and liberated only by its own actions… the objective 
evolution could only give the proletariat the opportunity and the necessity to change 
society. Any transformation can only come about as the product of the—free—action 
of the proletariat itself. 

Totality 
For Lukács, Marxism never meant subscribing to every word that fell from the mouths of 
Marx and Engels. Indeed, he hypothesised, if every one of Marx’s conclusions were to be 
refuted tomorrow, Marxism would still stand: 

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

The hallmark that distinguished the Marxist method was not its insistence on the role of 
economic relations in history but “the point of view of totality… the all-pervasive supremacy 
of the whole over the parts”. 

Understanding the totality of the working-class struggle meant grasping “the intimate, 
visible and momentous connexion between individual actions and general destiny—the 
revolutionary destiny of the whole working class”. It meant “understanding above and 
beyond direct class consciousness, above and beyond the immediate conflicts of class 
interests—that world-historical process which leads through these class interests and class 
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struggles to the final goal: the classless society”. Such an understanding put a whole new 
complexion on things: 

Every moment of the normal working-class movement, every wage increase, every 
reduction in working hours, etc., is therefore a revolutionary act: together they make 
up that process which at a certain point suddenly changes into something qualitatively 
new.… When every single moment of the movement is considered consciously from 
the standpoint of the totality, when every single moment is brought to effect 
consciously as a revolutionary deed—then and only then will the movement over-
come its helplessness in the face of the reality of revolution.… instead, it will come as 
the fulfilment of its hopes, for which it was both inwardly and outwardly prepared… 

In this light, everyday socialist activity can be seen as part of a greater whole: “Only when 
the immediate interests are integrated into a total view and related to the final goal of the 
process do they become revolutionary, pointing concretely and consciously beyond the 
confines of capitalist society.” So it was never a question of either reforms or revolution—
socialists must fuse the two: 

On the one hand, they must never lose sight of the oneness and the totality of the 
revolutionary process. On the other hand, however, they must always view this same 
totality from the standpoint of the ‘demands of the day’. They must at all times 
constitute revolutionary realist politics, which means that each of the two concepts on 
which they are based must remain equally important.… every activity, however 
(seemingly) petty, however directly geared to everyday demands, must be imbued 
with revolutionary spirit. 

Spontaneity and organisation 
Socialists would never get anywhere, Lukács argued, unless they set out from the present 
attitudes and activities of the working class, convinced that socialism makes sense in the 
context of working-class reality: 

Every action, however straightforward and practical its slogans might otherwise be, is 
doomed to operate in a void unless it takes as its starting-point the spontaneity of the 
masses, unless its objective is to make conscious those unconscious demands which 
have given rise to that spontaneity, unless it attempts to lead that spontaneity in the 
right direction, in the direction of the totality of the revolutionary process. Every 
worker is an orthodox Marxist—however unconscious of the fact he himself is 
initially: this is the unspoken premiss of communist activity. He is so by virtue of his 
class situation, which necessarily places him at the centre of the revolutionary 
process. 
Revolutionary parties could not presume to dictate how the struggle would go, and 

would have to learn as much as they taught: “organisation is not the prerequisite of action, 
but rather a constant interplay of prerequisite and consequence evolving during action. 
Indeed, if either of these aspects has to preponderate, then it must be the conception of 
organisation as consequence rather than as prerequisite.” Lukács pointed out that “the 
exigencies of revolution involve great flexibility in organisational matters.… every organis-
ational form is nothing but a tool of struggle”. Revolution was not a question of workers 
becoming party members, but of the party fitting itself to embody the workers’ revolutionary 
consciousness: 

The true strength of the party is moral: it is fed by the trust of the spontaneously 
revolutionary masses… by the feeling that the party is the objectification of their own 
will (obscure though this may be to themselves), that it is the visible and organised 
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incarnation of their class consciousness. Only when the party has fought for this trust 
and earned it can it become the leader of the revolution. For only then will the masses 
spontaneously and instinctively press forward with all their energies towards the party 
and towards their own class consciousness. 
Lukács was more than once guilty of not acting accordingly, however, of substituting 

the consciousness of the revolutionaries for that of the working class. He argued against 
standing in elections that such activity was an “admission that revolution is unthinkable in the 
foreseeable future”, and almost inevitably would lead socialists to compromise themselves. 
This attitude missed the possibility of using election platforms and parliamentary chambers to 
convince non-socialist workers that revolution was thinkable, and sidestepped the challenges 
that would involve. When the Communist Party of Germany launched a disastrous insurrec-
tion in 1921 without mass support, Lukács praised the action as “rousing the proletarian 
masses from their lethargy through independent party action… severing the knot of the 
ideological crisis of the proletariat with the sword of action”. It was only later he came to 
realise that “This crisis can be resolved only by the free action of the proletariat.” 

From reification to freedom 
Not least of Lukács’s theoretical achievements was his rediscovery of a forgotten element of 
Marx’s critique of capitalism, one that only became widely known in later decades with the 
publication of Marx’s early writings: alienation. In capitalist society the products of human 
activity assume power over human beings; human relations are “reified”, to use Lukács’s 
term, turned into things: “a man’s own activity, his own labour, becomes something objective 
and independent of him, something that controls him by virtue of an autonomy alien to man”. 

Socialist revolution was all about putting an end to this state of affairs: 
It means above all the end of the domination of the economy over the totality of 

life. It thereby means an end to the impossible and discordant relation between man 
and his labour, in which man is subjugated to the means of production and not the 
other way around. In the last analysis the communist social order means the 
overcoming of the economy as an end in itself. 

Socialism would “make the economy, production, serve the needs of mankind, humanitarian 
ideas and culture”. 

Although officially deputy commissar, Lukács effectively controlled the cultural 
policy of Hungary’s ephemeral Soviet Republic. He opened up the theatres and galleries to 
the workers, introduced comprehensive sex education, and encouraged the rebellion of 
women against sexism. His mission statement sets out an admirable socialist policy towards 
the arts: 

The People’s Commissariat for Education will not accord official support to the 
literature of any particular current or party. The cultural programme of the commun-
ists distinguishes only between good and bad literature, and refuses to spurn 
Shakespeare or Goethe on the grounds that they were not socialist writers.… The 
cultural programme of the communists is to offer the proletariat the purest and most 
elevated art; we shall not allow its taste to be corrupted by slogan-poetry debased to 
the level of a political instrument. Politics is only a means; culture is the goal. 

Whatever its origin, anything with real literary value will find the support of the 
People’s Commissar; naturally enough, he will above all support art which grows on 
proletarian soil, to the extent that it really is art. 

The programme of the People’s Commissariat for Education is to put the fate of 
literature back into the hands of writers. 
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The Commissariat does not want an official art, and nor does it seek party 
dictatorship in the arts. 
A society based on the free activity of free human beings was the ultimate object: 
When all economic misery and pain has vanished, labouring humanity has not yet 
reached its goal: it has only created the possibility of beginning to move toward its 
real goals with renewed vigour.… Every transformation of society is therefore only 
the framework, only the possibility of free human self-management and spontaneous 
creativity. 

Stalinism 
The best of Lukács’s theoretical insights were contained in his ground-breaking book History 
and Class Consciousness. But not long after its publication in 1923, it came under sustained 
attack from the leaders of the Communist movement. This same movement was rapidly 
congealing into an international prop for the dictatorship that was coming to power in Russia 
after the revolution had failed to spread internationally. Apart from the odd lapse—his 
outrageous statement, for instance, that “Freedom must serve the rule of the proletariat, not 
the other way round”—Lukács’s work pulled against the mummified version of Marxism that 
the Communist International now espoused. 

Lukács accepted the basic premise of Stalinism, that ‘socialism in one country’ was 
possible, that defending the Russian state took priority over everything. However, he did 
oppose the more extreme manifestations of Stalinism, such as the idea that the Labour parties 
were only ‘social fascists’, little better than the fascists themselves. As a result, he was 
removed from the leadership of the exiled Hungarian Communist Party. But he was 
convinced that outside the Party there was no salvation, that he had to remain in the 
Communist movement. The price for this was renouncing his views, and it was a price he was 
prepared to pay. He recanted his views and, like Peter in the Bible, denied History and Class 
Consciousness three times, apologising for “not only the theoretical falsity but also the 
practical danger of the book”. While some of his self-criticism was a sincere rethink of his 
position, his motivation was primarily tactical. 

He withdrew from political activity and concentrated on philosophical and literary 
studies. Living in Russia from 1933 to 1945, he attempted to oppose the worst excesses of the 
official line on literature, while outwardly toeing the line. His own views, however, were not 
that far from the prevailing literary Stalinism: he favoured the classical technique of 
nineteenth-century realism, and fought a conservative battle against “decadent” and “formal-
ist” modern literature. As in politics, so in literature he stood for a more liberal version of 
Stalinist policy. Although a manuscript of his was confiscated by the secret police and he was 
imprisoned for two months, Lukács came through Stalin’s terror. 

Returning to Hungary after the second world war, he soon found himself in a similar 
position in regard to the new Stalinist government there. Workers’ revolt forced the system to 
concede reforms in 1956, however, and Lukács served for a short time as culture minister in a 
reforming Communist government. When Russian tanks invaded to restore the status quo, he 
was arrested and detained for six months. Up until his death on 4 June 1971 he continued to 
advocate liberalisation of the Communist system. 

In view of all this, there is room to doubt whether the life of György Lukács was a 
revolutionary one at all. But in his first years as a Marxist he did produce a significant and 
powerful contribution to Marxist theory. The tragedy of Lukács is that this contribution was  
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smothered by Stalinist counter-revolution, and that he went along with the process. Today’s 
socialists should know better, and be able to put that contribution to good use in future 
struggles. 

Red Banner 10 
July 2001 
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Alexandra Kollontai 

 
Joe Conroy 

 
When Alexandra Mikhailovna Domontovich was born in the Russian capital of St Petersburg 
on 19 March 1872, a childhood of privilege awaited her as the daughter of an army officer. 
But she didn’t close her eyes to the inequalities that separated her from her poorer 
contemporaries. “I painfully felt the fact that everything was offered to me whereas so much 
was denied to the other children”, she later recalled. Marrying a man her parents disapproved 
of—Vladimir Kollontai, an engineer—at the age of twenty one was a minor act of rebellion 
in itself. 

A political turning point came in 1896 when she visited a factory where her husband 
was employed. For the first time she saw for herself the desperate conditions in which the 
Russian working class lived and laboured. “We can’t go on living like this, while other 
people live like animals”, she said to her husband, but he didn’t share her repulsion at 
capitalist industrialisation. Their diverging sympathies led to separation, as Alexandra 
Kollontai eventually left behind her a life as housewife and mother to join the young Russian 
socialist movement. 

That movement faced its most serious test yet in 1905, as a popular revolution against the 
Tsarist regime swept Russia. Not for the first time, as Kollontai noted, women workers were 
to be found “in the vanguard, fighting for the rights of the working class and for the 
emancipation of women”. Those two tasks complemented each other, she argued, and only a 
socialist society could put an end to the oppression of women: “As long as a woman has to 
sell her labour power and suffer capitalist slavery, she will not be a free and independent 
person, she cannot be a wife who chooses her husband only as her heart dictates, a mother 
who does not need to fear for the future of her children.” 

This point of view won her no friends among those trying to organise a movement of 
all women alike, regardless of class. “The world of women is divided”, she insisted, “just as 
is the world of men, into two camps: one is in its ideas, aims and interests close to the 
bourgeoisie, the other to the proletariat”. As far as working women were concerned, it was 
not a question of women versus men: 

They certainly do not see men as the enemy or the oppressor. For them, the men of 
the working class are comrades who share the same joyless existence, they are loyal 
fighters in the struggle for a better future. The same social conditions oppress both the 
women and their male comrades, the same chains of capitalism weigh on them and 
darken their lives. 
Taking their part in the struggles of their class brought personal as well as political 

emancipation to women workers, wrote Kollontai: “the proletarian woman, until recently a 
humiliated downtrodden slave with no rights, learns to discard the slave mentality that has 
clung to her; step by step she transforms herself into an independent worker, an independent 
personality, free in love”. This corresponded to the fight for socialism, which had no place for 
passive, submissive creatures, but “requires a personality rising and rebelling against every 
kind of slavery, an active, conscious, equal member of the community, of the class”. 

Kollontai clearly glossed over the resistance shown by many male workers—and 
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some female workers, of course—to the liberation of women. But she pulled no punches 
when it came to the shortcomings of her fellow socialists on the issue. 1905 brought home to 
her, she wrote, “how little our party concerned itself with the fate of the women of the 
working class and how meagre was its interest in women’s liberation”. Her writings 
constituted 

a polemical disputation with the bourgeois suffragettes but, at the same time, a 
challenge to the party to build a viable women workers’ movement in Russia.… I 
demanded from the party that it espouse the cause of women’s liberation. I did not 
always have an easy time of it. Much passive resistance, little understanding, and even 
less interest in this aim, over and over again lay as an obstacle in the path. 
The Russian socialist party had split in 1903 into the Bolshevik and Menshevik 

groups. At first Kollontai took neither side, seeing the split as an irrelevance. She joined the 
Bolsheviks in 1904, but left them for the Mensheviks a year later. The Bolsheviks were 
initially suspicious of the events of 1905, seeing them as an anarchic wave of spontaneity to 
be brought under party control as quickly as possible. Their first reaction to the strike 
movement and the growth of workers’ councils, or soviets, was negative, failing to recognise 
them as potential vehicles for the working class to take power. 

When the Tsar set up an undemocratic assembly, the Duma, in order to head off the 
revolutionary movement, the Bolsheviks flatly refused to have anything to do with it. 
Kollontai disagreed: “Along with the Mensheviks I espoused the point of view that even a 
pseudo-parliament should be utilised as a tribune for our party and that the elections for the 
Duma must be used as an assembly point for the working class.” While she had no time for 
the Menshevik policy of shepherding the workers behind the lead of the liberal capitalists, 
she felt excluded by the narrowness of the Bolsheviks: “it seemed to me as if they did not 
attach sufficient importance to the development of the working-class movement in ‘breadth 
and depth’”. 

Following the defeat of the 1905 revolution Kollontai was forced into hiding and then exile. 
In 1908 she moved to Berlin and became an activist in the Social Democratic Party, the 
leading light among the world’s socialist parties. For all that, in 1914 the party turned its back 
on all its internationalist rhetoric to fall in behind the German imperial war effort. Kollontai 
was shocked and horrified but, within a few weeks, saw it as an opportunity for a fresh start: 

Maybe things have worked out for the best, historically speaking. Social democracy 
was at a dead end. Its creativity had dried up. All its activities were hackneyed, 
repetitive, congealed. There was no spirit, no enthusiasm. Tradition and routine held 
sway.… the last thing they want to allow is criticism. What the party says goes. 

The party’s political culture was one of following the leadership rather than the members 
thinking for themselves. When the war broke out the rank and file had no practice in using 
their own initiative, and so “they waited humbly and obediently for the ‘signal’ from above”. 
The lesson for a renewed socialist movement was clear to her: “If the working masses are to 
be capable of grasping the significance of current political events but also of responding 
actively to them without having to wait for the word from above, it is necessary to cultivate a 
tradition of open activity, to foster faith in one’s own strength and to allow for what one can 
call ‘revolutionary experience’.” 

The crisis of the war radically changed the balance of forces among Russian 
socialists, too: 
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both Trotsky and Lenin, although both belonged to different factions of the party, had 
militantly risen up against the war. Thus I was no longer “isolated”. A new grouping 
took place in the party, the internationalists and the ‘social-patriots’. 

Lenin spent considerable energy persuading Kollontai of his own position: that socialists not 
only had to oppose the war, but turn it into an opportunity for revolution. She was eventually 
convinced that the Bolsheviks were the most consistent opponents of the war, and rejoined 
them in 1915. She became one of the most prominent figures on the anti-war left, and 
millions of soldiers on both sides read her pamphlet Who Needs the War? 

In February 1917 women workers in St Petersburg decided that they had had enough 
of the wartime hardships, and their demonstrations triggered a revolution that overthrew 
Tsarism. A provisional government took power, workers’ and soldiers’ soviets sprang up, and 
socialists took the chance to return home from exile. When Kollontai reached the Russian 
border, the soldiers knew her by reputation, and a guard tore up the arrest warrant that had 
been out on her for nine years. 

But, not for the first time, the Bolshevik leadership was caught on the hop. Their line 
was to support the provisional government, which refused to pull Russia out of the war, 
denied land to the landless, and wouldn’t confront the capitalists responsible for economic 
deprivation. Many rank-and-file Bolsheviks, including the thousands who had joined since 
February, disagreed with the party line, feeling that the working class should get rid of the 
government and run the country themselves. Kollontai was with them: at a pro-government 
women’s conference in April she jumped on to the platform and shouted “All power to the 
soviets!” before being thrown out by the organisers and criticised by Bolshevik leaders. 

Lenin, too, was urging a change in Bolshevik policy and, when he returned to Russia 
later that month, advocated an end to co-operation with the provisional government, pushing 
instead for a government of the soviets. The party leadership dismissed his argument, some 
feeling that Lenin had evidently lost the plot while in exile. Kollontai’s was the only voice 
raised in support of his position. But, thanks to the influx of new revolutionaries in 1917, the 
Bolshevik party was able to turn itself around. The veterans took a back seat and a leadership 
composed largely of socialists who had been bitterly opposed by the Bolsheviks in the past, 
fitted the party to embody the workers’ will to power. Kollontai was one of them, elected on 
the central committee in August. 

She was one of the most popular and effective Bolshevik activists of 1917, agitating, 
as one of her speeches put it, “for peace, for the power of the soviets, for fraternisation at the 
front, and for the liberation and full equality of women”. Women workers played a crucial 
role in 1917, and Kollontai was active in the protest movement of soldiers’ wives and a strike 
of laundry workers. “Women will never be handed their rights on a plate”, she wrote. “They 
themselves will have to take them and fight for their own interests.” As well as the women, 
she was pivotal in winning the soldiers and sailors of St Petersburg to supporting a new 
revolution. This earned her election to the city’s soviet as their representative—as well as 
seven weeks’ solitary confinement from the government. 

Kollontai had always maintained that “Women will only become free and equal in a world 
where labour has been socialised and where communism has been victorious.” The chance to 
put this into practice came when the provisional government was overthrown in October 
1917 and a workers’ government under Bolshevik leadership assumed power. Kollontai 
became the only woman in the government, as commissar for social welfare. Within months 
she had legislated for women’s rights: divorce was made available quickly and cheaply; 
women were entitled to four months’ maternity leave, and a four-day week while they were 
nursing their child. 

These legal measures only went so far, though, as she later pointed out: “Women, of 
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course, had received all rights but in practice, of course, they still lived under the old yoke: 
without authority in family life, enslaved by a thousand menial household chores, bearing the 
whole burden of maternity.” The oppression of women was not just inscribed in law, but also 
based on generations of tradition that consigned women to second place. This was especially 
true when it came to the family, where women were forced into the role of domestic labour-
ers. “For women,” Kollontai had written years before, “the solution of the family question is 
no less important than the achievement of political equality and economic independence.” 

A fully socialist society would do away with the family, she argued. The wasteful 
labour of individual housework would be replaced by collective cooking and cleaning. 
“Instead of the working woman having to struggle with the cooking and spend her last free 
hours in the kitchen preparing dinner and supper, communist society will organise public 
restaurants and communal kitchens.” The same principle applied to child-rearing: “care of the 
younger generation is not a private family affair, but a social-state concern”. Children would 
be brought up in common, with the burden shared socially rather than imposed on the 
individual mother. Women would still take as much of a part as they wanted, for as long as 
they wanted, in the upbringing of their own children, and love for children would be extended 
rather than abolished: “It is vital that the interests of each child be defended not only by its 
mother and father but also by the whole collective.” 

Personal relationships also had to be addressed in the building of a socialist society, 
argued Kollontai. “One of the tasks that confront the working class in its attack on the 
beleaguered fortress of the future is undoubtedly the task of establishing more healthy and 
more joyful relationships between the sexes.” This could not be achieved by laying down the 
law, but by encouraging the development of a healthy social attitude to sexual relations: 
“Instead of laws and the threat of legal proceedings, the workers’ collective must rely on 
agitational and educational influences, and on social measures… communist morality—and 
not the law—regulates sexual relationships”. 

This new morality would promote a healthy approach to sexuality, neither licentious 
nor ascetic: 

The sexual act must be seen not as something shameful and sinful but as something 
which is as natural as the other needs of a healthy organism, such as hunger and 
thirst.… Thus both early sexual experience (before the body has developed and grown 
strong) and sexual restraint must be seen as equally harmful. This concern for the 
health of the human race does not establish either monogamy or polygamy as the 
obligatory form of relations between the sexes… 

Instead of a refuge from loneliness and the troubles of the world, sexual relationships would 
be an extension of the comradeship that would characterise human friendships in general. 
Instead of a jealous patch of selfish individualism, relationships would truly develop the 
individuals as part of the collective community. 

In place of the old relationship between men and women, a new one is developing: a 
union of affection and comradeship, a union of two equal members of communist 
society, both of them free, both of them independent and both of them workers. No 
more domestic bondage for women. No more inequality within the family. No need 
for women to fear being left without support and with children to bring up.… In place 
of the individual and egotistic family, a great universal family of workers will 
develop, in which all the workers, men and women, will above all be comrades. 

Kollontai’s tenure as a commissar was short. Having called off the war with Germany, the 
revolutionary government dragged out peace talks for months, but by the spring of 1918 the 
Germans had had enough: they threatened a new offensive on Russia unless massive 
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territories were surrendered to them. The majority of the Bolshevik leadership saw no 
alternative but to accept, but a significant minority, including Kollontai, refused. A great 
debate on the peace treaty took place in the Bolshevik party. 

Kollontai argued that the Bolsheviks should go underground to battle German 
imperialism rather than compromise with it. “If our Soviet Republic perishes,” she told the 
party conference, “another will raise our banner to defend not the fatherland but the Labour 
Republic. Long live the revolutionary war!” But the Russian working class was in no fit state 
to wage any kind of a war: its first desire was for peace and a chance to recover from the 
exhaustion of the world war. Revolution hadn’t yet broken out in Europe, and the Russian 
revolution would have to buy some time in order to hold out until it did. The treaty was 
accepted, and Kollontai resigned from the government in protest. 

Three years later she was in opposition again. Following the civil war, when Soviet 
Russia defended itself against years of sustained military attack, attention turned to how the 
economy was to be rebuilt. Among the positions put forward was that of the Workers’ 
Opposition, a group with thousands of supporters in the ranks of the Communist Party and 
the unions, and Kollontai became one of its spokespersons. 

The discussion, she argued, came down to how economic policy should be imple-
mented: “shall it be by means of the workers organised into their class union, or—over their 
heads—by bureaucratic means, through canonised functionaries of the state?” Party leaders 
were losing sight of the basic truth that “it is impossible to decree communism. It can be 
created only in the process of practical research, through mistakes perhaps, but only by the 
creative powers of the working class itself.” A division was fast growing in Russian society: 
“we are the toiling people, they are the Soviet officials”. 

A similar process was at work within the Communist Party: 
Every independent attempt, every new thought that passes through the censorship of 
our centre, is considered as “heresy”, as a violation of party discipline, as an attempt 
to infringe on the prerogatives of the centre, which must “foresee” everything and 
“decree” everything and anything. If anything is not decreed one must wait, for the 
time will come when the centre at its leisure will decree. Only then, and within 
sharply restricted limits, will one be allowed to express one’s “initiative”. 

This had led to many of the problems the Russian workers now faced: 
Fear of criticism and of freedom of thought, by combining together with bureaucracy, 
often produce ridiculous results. There can be no self-activity without freedom of 
thought and opinion, for self-activity manifests itself not only in initiative, action and 
work, but in independent thought as well. We give no freedom to class activity, we 
are afraid of criticism, we have ceased to rely on the masses: hence we have 
bureaucracy with us.  
Within the party, the Workers’ Opposition wanted a return to issues being freely 

discussed by the rank and file before the leadership declared its position; the right of 
dissenting groups to argue for their point of view at all levels; for party officials to be elected 
by members, not appointed by leaders. As for the economy, they wanted policy to be decided 
and carried out by an elected Congress of Producers. 

The debate at the party conference confirmed a lot of what Kollontai had said about 
the erosion of party democracy. Leaders lined up to condemn the Workers’ Opposition, with 
insult largely replacing political analysis. Allowing such opposition was a “luxury”, Lenin 
said, and those involved “should be exposed and eliminated” for their “deviation”, which was 
clearly connected with “the petty-bourgeois counter-revolution”. Kollontai herself was 
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subjected to moronic personal derision. The opposition was defeated, and all such groupings 
within the party were banned from then on. 

But while Kollontai and the Workers’ Opposition had correctly raised the alarm about 
the rise of bureaucracy, their solution offered little practical help. “The Workers’ Opposition 
relies on the creative powers of its own class: the workers”, she had written, but this strength 
was also its weakness. By 1921 the Russian working class was in bits: many had been killed 
in the civil war or the starvation and fever that came with it; some had become party or state 
officials; more had left the factories to return to the countryside. In these circumstances, 
expecting them to push through “a clear-cut, uncompromising policy, a rapid, forced advance 
towards communism” just wasn’t on. 

Kollontai expected that an about-turn in Communist policy would solve the problem: 
“As soon as the party—not just in theory but in practice—recognises the self-activity of the 
masses as the basis of our state, the Soviet institutions will again automatically become living 
institutions, destined to carry out the communist project.” With a decimated, demoralised 
working class, no such thing could happen. A breathing space, a temporary compromise with 
capitalism was needed so that it could recover its economic strength. Of course, there was 
always the danger that this would become a permanent state of affairs, with the workers 
exploited by a new class of bureaucrats. The absence of international revolution meant that 
this did indeed become the case, but the clampdown on dissent that Kollontai warned against 
also played a part in easing the way. 

Following the defeat of the Workers’ Opposition Kollontai was given a job in the Russian 
embassy in Norway. Utilising her experience abroad and her knowledge of languages also 
proved a convenient way of getting a prominent oppositionist out of harm’s way. But she 
accepted the post gladly, feeling that there was little prospect of openly standing up to the 
new regime that was coming to power. She settled into a diplomatic career and wrote a 
heavily self-censored autobiography—an acknowledgement in itself, perhaps, that her life as 
a revolutionary had come to a conclusion. 

When, a few years later, the Left Opposition emerged, putting forward criticisms 
similar to her own in 1921, Kollontai refused to support them. Echoing the condemnation she 
had then faced, she attacked them for violating the all-important party unity. But in the 
process, she did put her finger on the limitations of their criticism: 

Does the Opposition really think that the masses have such a short memory? If there 
are shortcomings in the party and in its political line, who else beside these prominent 
members of the Opposition were responsible for them? The Opposition’s argument 
comes to this: the politics of the party and the party apparatus went to pieces the day 
the Oppositionists broke with the party. There’s something unconvincing about this… 
As Stalinism assumed undisputed power, Kollontai concluded that resistance was 

futile. She confided her sentiments to a friend: 
What can you do? How can you oppose the apparatus? How can you fight, or defend 
yourself against injury? For my part, I‘ve put my principles into a corner of my 
conscience and carry out as well as I can the policies dictated to me. 

The hopes aroused in 1917 were dashed, including the emancipation of women and sexual 
liberation. As all that the workers—and especially women workers—had gained was taken 
from them, Kollontai kept her head down and stayed quiet, and was officially decorated 
several times for her services. A few years before her death in 1952, she was to be found 
praising the way Russia helped “woman to fulfil her natural duty—to be a mother, the 
educator of her children and the mistress of her home”. 
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Alexandra Kollontai’s life came to a tragic end, as she denied her revolutionary 
instincts under imaginable pressure. But those instincts are indispensable to socialists still: 
that socialism is the free creation of the working class; that socialist revolution is needed to 
create the conditions for women’s liberation; that a socialism that fails to attack all forms of 
women’s oppression is no socialism at all. In her final years Kollontai thought of publishing 
her journals, in the hope that others could learn from her experiences. “Let them see that we 
were not heroes or heroines at all,” she wrote, “just that we believed passionately and 
ardently. We believed in our goals and we pursued them; sometimes we were strong, and 
sometimes we were very weak.” 

Red Banner 11 
November 2001 
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Karl Marx 

 
Aindrias Ó Cathasaigh 

 
“This much is certain: I am no Marxist.” This much-quoted remark of Marx himself, often 
treated as a piece of throwaway irony, actually addresses something wrong with the political 
theory shaped under his name. All too often, the gap between this ‘Marxism’ and the theory 
and practice of Karl Marx himself has gaped wide, sometimes reaching frightening 
proportions. Now, as new chapters of revolutionary activity are being written, is the time to 
reclaim Marx’s own thought in all its creativity and richness. 

1818-1848: 
“the complete restoration of humanity to itself” 
On the morning of 5 May 1818 in Trier, western Germany, Karl Heinrich Marx was born, son 
of a lawyer with liberal sympathies. Karl’s years in college saw him get involved in the 
philosophical controversies of the day, but his hopes for an academic career were dashed 
when the government cracked down on radical professors. He turned to journalism, becoming 
editor of a liberal newspaper whose criticism of the government led to its suppression. Its 
crime was to have exposed poverty and championed the rights of the poor. Far from preach-
ing socialist revolution, Marx had stubbornly refused to print left-wing propaganda, maintain-
ing that communism was only a meaningless dogma until it was studied properly. 

Marx’s approach to changing things was different: “we do not anticipate the world 
with our dogmas but instead attempt to discover the new world through the critique of the 
old”. This meant taking part in political battles, but 

This does not mean that we shall confront the world with new doctrinaire principles 
and proclaim: Here is the truth, on your knees before it! It means that we shall 
develop for the world new principles from the existing principles of the world. We 
shall not say: Abandon your struggles, they are mere folly; let us provide you with the 
true campaign-slogans. Instead we shall simply show the world why it is struggling, 
and consciousness of this is a thing it must acquire whether it wishes or not. 

Far from dictating what to do and how to do it, Marx saw himself as merely helping the 
fighters to understand the nature of their fight: “the self-clarification (critical philosophy) of 
the struggles and wishes of the age”.1 This theoretical understanding was as necessary for 
these struggles as practical combat: “material force must be overthrown by material force. 
But theory becomes a material force once it has gripped the masses.”2 

In contemporary Germany, wrote Marx, all classes of the population lacked the 
political courage to properly challenge the autocratic government, and so “It is not radical 
revolution or universal human emancipation which is a utopian dream for Germany; it is the 
partial, merely political revolution, the revolution which leaves the pillars of the building 
standing.” Such a revolution could only be carried through by 

a class with radical chains, a class of civil society which is not a class of civil society, 
a class which is the dissolution of all classes, a sphere which has a universal character 
because of its universal suffering and which lays claim to no particular right because 
the wrong it suffers is not a particular wrong but wrong in general; a sphere of 
society which can no longer lay claim to a historical title, but merely to a human one, 
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which does not stand in one-sided opposition to the consequences but in all-sided 
opposition to the premises of the German political system; and finally a sphere which 
cannot emancipate itself without emancipating itself from—and thereby emancipating 
—all the other spheres of society, which is, in a word, the total loss of humanity and 
which can therefore redeem itself only through the total redemption of humanity. This 
dissolution of society as a particular class is the proletariat.3 
Marx had come to the realisation that the working class had the potential to end 

human oppression. But the role he saw for that class was, to some extent, still a passive one, 
providing the brawn of the revolution rather than the brain: “philosophy finds its material 
weapons in the proletariat… The head of this emancipation is philosophy, its heart the 
proletariat.”4 The German working class was tiny, and only just taking its first political steps, 
and so it is perhaps unsurprising that Marx failed at first to grasp its full possibilities. But this 
was to change. Marx had by now moved to Paris, exchanging a stifling political atmosphere 
for the centre of working-class socialism. He was greatly impressed by the Parisian workers 
he met at socialist meetings, and he now got down to studying the relationship of workers to 
capitalism at its heart. 

The basis of work under capitalism, he concluded, was 
that the object that labour produces, its product, stands opposed to it as something 
alien, as a power independent of the producer.… The externalization of the worker in 
his product means not only that his labour becomes an object, an external existence, 
but that it exists outside him, independently of him and alien to him, and begins to 
confront him as an autonomous power; that the life which he has bestowed on the 
object confronts him as hostile and alien. 

In the nature of human beings, our work is the way we express ourselves, an activity that 
affirms our humanity. But capitalist labour is the reverse of that, a process that alienates us 
from our work, making it a hateful thing forced upon us to survive, that ultimately cheapens 
rather than enriches us, that underlies a servile relationship to a master: “Life itself appears 
only as a means of life.”5 

The alienation of labour confirmed for Marx the role of the working class in ending 
oppression: 

It further follows from the relation of estranged labour to private property that the 
emancipation of society from private property, etc., from servitude, is expressed in the 
political form of the emancipation of the workers. This is not because it is a question 
only of their emancipation, but because in their emancipation is contained universal 
human emancipation. The reason for this universality is that the whole of human 
servitude is involved in the relation of the worker to production… 

Any socialist proposal that failed to remove this servitude was no good as far as Marx was 
concerned. A general wage rise for all workers, for instance, would mean “nothing more than 
better pay for slaves and would not mean an increase in human significance or dignity for 
either the worker or the labour”. Even paying the same wage to everyone would just drag 
everyone down to the worker’s level, meaning that “the category of worker is not abolished 
but extended to all”, with “the community as universal capitalist”. The kind of communism 
Marx envisaged went much deeper: “the positive supersession of private property as human 
self-estrangement, and hence the true appropriation of the human essence through and for 
people; it is the complete restoration of humanity to itself as a social, i.e. human, being” And 
even this was only a means to a higher end: “Communism is the necessary form and the 
dynamic principle of the immediate future, but communism is not as such the goal of human 
development”.6 
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By far the most important political contact Marx made in Paris was Friedrich Engels, 
another German socialist. From 1844 on, the two men formed a steadfast comradeship that 
lasted through all the ups and downs of Marx’s life.7 Marx’s political activity proved too 
much for the French government, which deported him in 1845. An arrest warrant awaited him 
back in Germany, so he settled in Brussels, working mostly among the German emigrants in 
Belgium. 

By bringing the modern working class into existence, Marx wrote, capitalism had 
created “its own grave-diggers”, the class with the power to overthrow it.8 Socialists saw the 
working class playing this part “not at all… because they regard the proletarians as gods”, but 
because they couldn’t put an end to their own suffering without ending the suffering of 
society as a whole—even if most workers had not yet realised that fact: 

It is not a question of what this or that proletarian, or even the whole proletariat, at the 
moment regards as its aim. It is a question of what the proletariat is, and what, in 
accordance with this being, it will historically be compelled to do. Its aim and 
historical action is visibly and irrevocably foreshadowed in its own life situation as 
well as in the whole organisation of bourgeois society today. There is no need to 
explain here that a large part of the English and French proletariat is already 
conscious of its historic task…9 

Far from being gods, the working class would have to prove itself capable of fulfilling 
its task by undergoing a revolution: 

Both for the production on a mass scale of this communist consciousness, and for the 
success of the cause itself, the alteration of people on a mass scale is necessary, an 
alteration which can only take place in a practical movement, a revolution; the 
revolution is necessary, therefore, not only because the ruling class cannot be 
overthrown in any other way, but also because the class overthrowing it can only in a 
revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the muck of ages and become fitted to found 
society anew. 

Such a revolution would have to be international—“communism is only possible as the act of 
the dominant peoples ‘all at once’ and simultaneously”—and based on economic abundance, 
otherwise only generalised poverty would result, “and with want the struggle for necessities 
would begin again, and all the old shit would necessarily be restored”.10 

The first step of the socialist revolution, wrote Marx, would “raise the proletariat to 
the position of ruling class”,11 but “it is victorious only by abolishing itself”,12 by rapidly 
creating the conditions where no class rules because no class exists: “The condition for the 
emancipation of the working class is the abolition of all classes”.13 Communist society would 
then take shape, “in which the free development of each is the condition for the free develop-
ment of all”,14 where a person would not be boxed into a single form of alienated labour for 
life, but would be enabled “to do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the 
morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a 
mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic”.15 

Socialists should never, wrote Marx, “set up any sectarian principles of their own, by 
which to shape and mould the proletarian movement”,16 because “Communism is for us not a 
state of affairs which is to be established, an ideal to which reality [will] have to adjust 
itself”, but “the real movement which abolishes the present state of things”.17 Instead of 
inventing systems for running the world, socialists had essentially “only to take note of what 
is happening before their eyes and to become its mouthpiece”.18 The only difference between 
socialists and the rest of the working class was that socialists 
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always and everywhere represent the interests of the movement as a whole. 
The Communists, therefore, are on the one hand, practically, the most advanced 

and resolute section of the working-class parties of every country, that section which 
pushes forward all others; on the other hand, theoretically, they have over the great 
mass of the proletariat the advantage of clearly understanding the line of march, the 
conditions, and the ultimate general results of the proletarian movement.… The 
Communists fight for the attainment of the immediate aims, for the enforcement of 
the momentary interests of the working class; but in the movement of the present, 
they also represent and take care of the future of that movement.19 

While the point was always to change the world rather than just interpret it,20 to lead people 
into battle without a solid theoretical understanding of things was dishonest: “Ignorance 
never yet helped anybody!”21 

At the basis of Marx’s theory was an understanding of how history proceeds. As 
people produce, he argued, they create certain relations with each other, but these relations 
are limited by the productive capacities available to them. In modern society, certain classes 
own the means of producing things, and other classes don’t. This class structure in the 
economy is reflected in the legal and political systems, and in the various ideologies that 
exist. When the means of producing outgrow the limits of the prevailing class structure, the 
contradiction leads to a period of revolution in which new economic and social relations can 
be established. 

But Marx never saw successful revolution as a guaranteed outcome of such periods: 
the class struggle could result “either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, or 
in the common ruin of the contending classes”.22 While “The ideas of the ruling class are in 
every epoch the ruling ideas”, they don’t go unchallenged: “The existence of revolutionary 
ideas in a particular period presupposes the existence of a revolutionary class”. Far from 
denying that people think for themselves, Marx was concerned to situate their thinking in 
social reality: “People are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc., that is, real, active 
people, as they are conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces and of 
the intercourse corresponding to these”.23 

Marx deliberately distanced himself from traditional materialist philosophy because it 
saw the world only in terms of things, “not as sensuous human activity, practice”, and failed 
to “grasp the significance of ‘revolutionary’, of ‘practical-critical’ activity”. It was so busy 
insisting that people are defined by their social circumstances that it forgot “that circum-
stances are changed by people” as well: the only way to understand this was “as revolution-
ary practice”.24 People act within a certain mode of producing, but “the greatest productive 
power is the revolutionary class itself”. People were therefore “the authors and actors of their 
own drama”.25 

He was not at all dismissive of the fight to end feudal rule in Germany and establish 
parliamentary democracy. Indeed he explicitly stated that the working class had to “fight with 
the bourgeoisie whenever it acts in a revolutionary way” against landlordism.26 But the matter 
wouldn’t end there: “They can and must accept the bourgeois revolution as a condition of the 
workers’ revolution. But they cannot for a moment regard it as their final aim.”27 So socialists 
should 

never cease, for a single moment, to instil into the working class the clearest possible 
recognition of the hostile antagonism between bourgeoisie and proletariat, in order 
that the German workers may straightway use, as so many weapons against the 
bourgeoisie, the social and political conditions that the bourgeoisie must necessarily 
introduce along with its supremacy, and in order that, after the fall of the reactionary 
classes in Germany, the fight against the bourgeoisie itself may immediately begin. 
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Numerically small as the German working class was, the influence of international commerce 
had given it a greater weight in society, and so, Marx believed, “the bourgeois revolution in 
Germany will be but the prelude to an immediately following proletarian revolution”.28 

What drove Marx politically from the very first was a commitment to the total emancipation 
of human beings, to a society where people could live and work together in freedom. 
Versions of socialism which imagined handing the workers their freedom from the heights of 
the state, or crafting a more ‘humane’ version of capitalism, held no attraction for him. Far 
from the caricature usually made of it by friend and foe alike, his view of history was all 
about comprehending and promoting the conscious activity of people changing their world. 
He became a partisan of the class struggle of the workers, not through some romantic 
idealisation of the proletariat, but because that struggle held the key to liberating humanity. 
Socialist revolution was necessary but not inevitable, and he saw the possibility of it failing 
through international isolation or inadequate material foundation. The role of socialists was a 
modest, even humble, one for Marx, suggesting clarification rather than lecturing, being 
involved in struggles rather than deriding them from outside. 

Where a small working class existed, but capitalism had not won full political 
supremacy, Marx envisioned the workers pushing the capitalist revolution forward, and then 
pushing immediately to a revolution of their own. 1848 brought the opportunity to put this 
concept to the test in Germany. 

1848-1850: 
“the proletariat as the decisive revolutionary force” 
Revolution broke out in France in February 1848: the king was removed and a republic 
proclaimed. The new government informed Marx that his deportation order no longer held 
and he was free to return to France. The same day, the Belgian government issued him with a 
deportation of their own and arrested him just to be on the safe side. He moved to Paris but, 
in March, revolution reached Germany too, where the monarchy was forced to concede civil 
rights and a national assembly. Marx hastened home to join in. 

He saw the task of the working class as, above all else, completing the democratic 
revolution and finally ending feudal rule. To workers who felt there was nothing for them in 
this, he said: “it is better to suffer in the contemporary bourgeois society, whose industry 
creates the means for the foundation of a new society, that will liberate you all, than to revert 
to a bygone society”.29 The League of Communists, an organisation Marx had taken a leading 
part in since 1847, was allowed to go under, and Marx opposed standing workers’ candidates 
against middle-class democrats: “the proletariat has not the right to isolate itself; however 
hard it may seem, it must reject anything that could separate it from its allies”.30 

But he came to doubt whether the capitalist class would really fight against the old 
regime: “In the whole of history there is no more ignominious example of abjectness than 
that provided by the German bourgeoisie.”31 It had developed so late and so slowly “that it 
saw itself threateningly confronted by the proletariat, and all those sections of the urban 
population related to the proletariat in interests and ideas, at the very moment of its own 
threatening confrontation with feudalism and absolutism”. And so, “grumbling at those 
above, trembling before those below”, it preferred to stick with the devil it knew than risk a 
social upheaval. Marx gave up on them: 

The history of the Prussian bourgeoisie demonstrates, as indeed does that of the whole 
German bourgeoisie from March to December, that a purely bourgeois revolution, 
along with the establishment of bourgeois hegemony in the form of a constitutional 
monarchy, is impossible in Germany. What is possible is either the feudal and 
absolutist counter-revolution or the social-republican revolution.32 
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He eventually concluded that “every revolutionary upheaval, however remote from the class 
struggle its goal may appear to be, must fail until the revolutionary working class is 
victorious”.33 

In the spring of 1849 Marx resigned from the broad association of democrats he had 
been active in, announcing that he would act within the workers’ organisations from now on. 
He also wrote a series of articles examining the capitalist’s exploitation of the worker: 

his life-activity is for him only a means to enable him to exist. He works in order to 
live. He does not even reckon labour as part of his life, it is rather a sacrifice of his 
life.… life begins for him where this activity ceases, at table, in the tavern, in bed. 
The twelve hours’ labour, on the other hand, has no meaning for him as weaving, 
spinning, drilling, etc., but as earnings, which bring him to the table, to the tavern, 
into bed. 

When capital is growing, the worker’s wage may well go up, but the capitalist’s profit will go 
up even more: 

The share of capital relative to the share of labour has risen. The division of social 
wealth between capital and labour has become still more unequal.… The material 
position of the worker has improved, but at the cost of his social position. The social 
gulf that divides him from the capitalist has widened. 

So, in times of boom as well as times of slump, “the interests of capital and the interests of 
wage labour are diametrically opposed”.34 

But the German revolution soon breathed its last and the authorities regained the 
upper hand. The newspaper Marx was editing was banned, and he was officially notified that 
he had outstayed his welcome in Germany. After being arrested while trying to organise last-
ditch resistance, he went back to France. But the counter-revolution was taking control there 
too, and he was given 24 hours to leave Paris. In August 1849 he settled in London. 

He took advantage of what he believed would be only a temporary exile to retrace the 
progress of the 1848 revolution in France, its cockpit. The working class were a small 
minority in the country, he wrote, and had to win over small farmers, small business people, 
and other classes who were beaten down by capitalism: “The French workers could not move 
a step forward, nor cause the slightest disruption in the bourgeois order, until the course of 
the revolution had aroused the mass of the nation, the peasants and the petty bourgeoisie, 
located between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, against this order, against the rule of 
capital, and until it had forced them to join forces with their protagonists, the proletarians.” It 
was in the natural interest of the small farmers to join with the working class: 

It is evident that their exploitation differs only in form from that of the industrial 
proletariat. The exploiter is the same: capital.… The peasant’s claim to property is the 
talisman with which capital has hitherto held him under its spell, the pretext on which 
it set him against the industrial proletariat. Only the fall of capital can raise the 
peasant, only an anti-capitalist, proletarian government can break his economic 
poverty and his social degradation. 

And this was beginning to happen, wrote Marx: these in-between classes were “regrouping 
around the proletariat as the decisive revolutionary force”.35 

The French workers also needed to internationalise their struggle. The liberation of 
their class, Marx wrote, “will not be accomplished within any national walls”. A workers’ 
France would have to face down its capitalist neighbours, a process that would only be 
victorious when it “carries the proletariat to the fore in the nation that dominates the world 
market, i.e. England”. While socialist revolution would be most difficult in England, and 
therefore unlikely to start there, it wouldn’t succeed until it finished there: 
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These violent convulsions must necessarily occur at the extremities of the bourgeois 
organism rather than at its heart, where the possibility of restoring the balance is 
greater. On the other hand, the degree to which the continental revolutions have reper-
cussions on England is also the thermometer by which one can measure how far they 
really challenge bourgeois conditions of life, rather than affecting only its political 
formations.36 

In London, Marx and other German exiles revived the League of Communists. In a 
message from the central board to the members, himself and Engels reproached those who 
thought there was no need for the League during the revolution (omitting to mention that this 
most notably included themselves!). This lack of organisation had left the working class 
under the leadership of the middle-class democrats, and this had to end: “the independence of 
the workers must be restored… the workers’ party must go into battle with the maximum 
degree of organization, unity and independence, so that it is not exploited and taken in tow by 
the bourgeoisie as in 1848”.37 

The relationship of the working class to the middle-class democrats should be such 
that “it cooperates with them against the party which they aim to overthrow; it opposes them 
wherever they wish to secure their own position”. After all, the two classes had very different 
objects: 

While the democratic petty bourgeoisie want to bring the revolution to an end as 
quickly as possible… it is our interest and our task to make the revolution permanent 
until all the more or less propertied classes have been driven from their ruling 
positions, until the proletariat has conquered state power… Our concern cannot 
simply be to modify private property, but to abolish it, not to hush up class 
antagonisms but to abolish classes, not to improve the existing society but to found a 
new one. 

Rather than be lulled by calls for an all-embracing opposition party, the workers should 
organise a party of their own, forcing the middle class to its political limits and beyond. 
When they formed new governments, the working class “must simultaneously establish their 
own revolutionary workers’ governments” to put the new rulers under pressure from day one. 
Even where they have no chance of winning, workers’ candidates should stand in elections 
“to preserve their independence, to gauge their own strength and to bring their revolutionary 
position and party standpoint to public attention”. The working class must at all times 
understand and put forward their own interests, without being misled by the middle class. 
“Their battle-cry must be: The Permanent Revolution.”38 

But Marx’s observations from the vantage point of London soon led him to conclude 
that revolution was far from imminent, due to the sustained growth capitalism was under-
going: “While this general prosperity lasts… there can be no question of a real revolution.”39 
It was not a popular opinion with some of his comrades, who still saw it as a question of now 
or never—“We must come to power immediately or we might as well go to sleep” was how 
Marx characterised them. He foresaw a prolonged period of patient preparation before 
socialist revolution would be on again: 

We tell the workers: If you want to change conditions and make yourselves capable of 
government, you will have to undergo fifteen, twenty or fifty years of civil war.… We 
are devoted to a party which would do best not to assume power just now.… Our 
party can only become the government when conditions allow its views to be put into 
practice.40 
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The League of Communists was wound down and soon disappeared altogether. But however 
long the night might be, Marx insisted that the dawn would come too: “A new revolution is 
only possible as a result of a new crisis; but it will come, just as surely as the crisis itself.”41 

Marx’s activity in the German revolution was initially constrained by his abandoning in 
practice of the strategy he had previously advanced: fighting feudalism alongside the capital-
ist class while holding to a working-class position within the fight. He eventually realised that 
the capitalists weren’t about to put up any real fight, and returned to the need for independent 
workers’ action, winning the support of other oppressed groups and engaging in permanent 
revolution that would defeat feudal rule on the way to socialist transformation. The 
international nature of the revolutionary process also became clearer to him. But when he saw 
that revolution had fallen off the agenda for the time being, he had the courage to say so, 
without attempting to keep empty political vessels afloat. In a revolutionary career of some 
forty years, Marx spent a total of five as a member of a revolutionary party—and allowed his 
membership to lapse during a revolution! So much for those see Marxism as being all about 
party building. 

The following years were to be years of exile, bitterness and political frustration for 
Marx: surviving them would require real revolutionary commitment. 

1850-1864: 
“public, authentic isolation” 
Their first years in England were extremely tough for the Marx family: the squalor of a 
London slum claimed the lives of three of their children. Politically, Marx had little support 
either but, as he wrote to Engels, this didn’t bother him too much: 

I very much like the public, authentic isolation in which we two, you and I, now find 
ourselves. It is precisely in line with our position and our principles. The system of 
mutual concessions, of half-measures tolerated for propriety’s sake, and the obligation 
publicly to accept one’s share of ridicule in the same party as all those asses—that’s 
over now.42 

The idea of the party was bigger than any organisation, as far as he was concerned: at most, 
an organisation could embody that idea in a certain time and place. The defunct League of 
Communists, for instance, “like a hundred other societies, was only an episode in the history 
of the party, that naturally arises from the ground of modern society everywhere.… By party 
I mean the party in the great historical sense.”43 

Marx was fascinated by the political system of his adopted country. Although 
Britain’s industrialists held sway economically, they seemed happy to leave the business of 
government in the hands of aristocrats. Why did they not attempt to overthrow the rule of the 
lords and ladies? 

Because in every violent movement they are obliged to appeal to the working class. 
And if the aristocracy is their vanishing opponent, the working class is their arising 
enemy. They prefer to compromise with the vanishing opponent than to strengthen the 
arising enemy, to whom the future belongs…44 

But while capitalism in Europe was becoming rotten, in the rest of the world it was 
advancing in leaps and bounds. This left Marx with what he himself called a “difficult 
question”: was a European socialist revolution “not bound to be crushed in this little corner, 
considering that in a far greater territory the movement of bourgeois society is still in the 
ascendant?”45 Marx’s interest widened, especially to India and British imperialism’s role 
there, where “The profound hypocrisy and inherent barbarism of bourgeois civilization lies 
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unveiled before our eyes, turning from its home, where it assumes respectable forms, to the 
colonies, where it goes naked.”46 

Asia’s economic history had developed quite differently to Europe’s, leaving the 
continent vulnerable to invasion and plunder. Britain had destroyed India’s ancient civilis-
ation, but many aspects of that civilisation, with its caste system and its stifling superstition, 
were far from idyllic. 

England, it is true, in causing a social revolution in Hindustan was activated only by 
the vilest interests, and was stupid in her manner of enforcing them. But that is not the 
question. The question is, can mankind fulfil its destiny without a fundamental 
revolution in the social state of Asia? If not, whatever may have been the crimes of 
England she was the unconscious tool of history in bringing about that revolution.47 

Capitalism’s intervention in India would not improve the condition of the people, but it had 
laid down the economic foundation for their liberation. “Has the bourgeoisie ever done more? 
Has it ever effected a progress without dragging individuals and peoples through blood and 
dirt, through misery and degradation?” The Indian people could only reap the rewards when 
the working class came to power in England, or when they themselves “shall have grown 
strong enough to throw off the English yoke”.48 

This all fitted into Marx’s understanding of how history works. “Individuals 
producing in society—hence socially determined individual production—is, of course, the 
point of departure”, he wrote.49 As people produce to meet their needs, they establish certain 
economic relations, which depend on how developed their economic resources are. 

The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of 
society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and to 
which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of 
material life conditions the general process of social, political and intellectual life. It 
is not people’s consciousness that determines their existence, but their social existence 
that determines their consciousness.50 

The activity of human beings always takes place within a certain social and economic 
situation: “People make their own history, but not of their own free will; not under circum-
stances they themselves have chosen but under the given and inherited circumstances”.51 

Marx traced the historical dispute between two claimants to the French throne to a 
difference in property relations: one represented the landowners’ interest, the other that of the 
big capitalists. But he didn’t deny that “old memories, personal enmities, fears and hopes, 
prejudices and illusions, sympathies and antipathies, convictions, articles of faith and 
principles” came into it too: 

A whole superstructure of different and specifically formed feelings, illusions, modes 
of thought and views of life arises on the basis of the different forms of property, of 
the social conditions of existence. The whole class creates and forms these out of its 
material foundations and the corresponding social relations. The single individual, 
who derives these feelings, etc. through tradition and upbringing, may well imagine 
that they form the real determinants and the starting-point of his activity. 

But just as we distinguish “between what a person thinks and says of himself and what he 
really is and does”, a similar distinction has to be made regarding people and parties in 
history, “between their conception of themselves and what they really are”.52 

Dealing with France’s small business class, Marx insisted that it would be wrong to 
believe that it “explicitly sets out to assert its egoistic class interests. It rather believes that the 
particular conditions of its liberation are the only general conditions within which modern 
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society can be saved”. Nor were its political representatives necessarily all small businessmen 
themselves: 

They may well be poles apart from them in their education and their individual 
situation. What makes them representatives of the petty bourgeoisie is the fact that 
their minds are restricted by the same barriers which the petty bourgeoisie fails to 
overcome in real life, and that they are therefore driven in theory to the same 
problems and solutions to which material interest and social situation drive the latter 
in practice. This is the general relationship between the political and literary 
representatives of a class and the class which they represent.53 

When economic resources outgrow the relations in which people utilise them, wrote 
Marx, “Then begins an era of social revolution”, as people fight to establish a new social 
formation which will allow them to advance further. Getting rid of the capitalist formation 
would bring “The prehistory of human society” to an end.54 But then real human history 
would only just begin: “Proletarian revolutions… constantly engage in self-criticism”, 
constantly questioning and outstripping what they have achieved.55 The workers taking un-
disputed political power, “the dictatorship of the proletariat… itself only constitutes the 
transition to the abolition of all classes and to a classless society”.56 Such a society would put 
“the needs of the social individual” first: “disposable time will grow for all”, allowing people 
to fully develop their abilities. In a society like this, 

what is wealth other than the universality of individual needs, capacities, pleasures, 
productive forces etc., created through universal exchange? The full development of 
human mastery over the forces of nature, those of so-called nature as well as of 
humanity’s own nature? The absolute working-out of his creative potentialities…? 
Where he does not reproduce himself in one specificity, but produces his totality? 
Strives not to remain something he has become, but is in the absolute movement of 
becoming?57 

As Marx envisaged the potentialities open to a socialist society, he refused to narrow socialist 
politics down to organisational architecture. He further developed his view of history in this 
period, working out an understanding far more subtle than he is usually given credit for. He 
was prepared to accept variant versions of history, too: England’s peculiar political culture, 
Asia’s somewhat different historical trajectory, the contradiction between European stag-
nation and rising capitalism elsewhere. While correctly insisting on the double-edged nature 
of capitalism—destroying people’s lives but at the same time creating possibilities of a new 
life—Marx didn’t really allow for the way imperialism also held countries back economic-
ally; and the fight of the peoples of these countries against that seemed to come a poor second 
to the struggle of European workers with him. 

Up to now, Marx’s time in England had been dominated by economic growth, 
capitalist confidence and a dark period for the workers’ movement. That was about to change, 
however. 

1864-1872: 
“by the working classes themselves” 
The early 1860s saw a revival of the working class movement internationally after a decade 
of reaction. One of the results was the establishment of the International Working Men’s 
Association (IWMA) in London on 28 September 1864. Marx took a leading role in the 
association from the beginning, although many and varied political tendencies opposed to his 
own viewpoint were involved. Crucial here was the way Marx argued for his politics without 
laying down the law. As he wrote to Engels, 
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It was very difficult to frame the thing so that our view should appear in a form 
acceptable from the present standpoint of the workers’ movement.… It will take time 
before the reawakened movement allows the old boldness of speech. It will be 
necessary to be fortiter in re, suaviter in modo [stronger in deed, gentler in style].58 

He rejected the sectarian approach which would have stayed aloof from this movement 
because it failed to measure up to some preconceived yardstick: “The sect seeks its raison 
d’être and point of honour not in what it has in common with the class movement but in the 
particular shibboleth which distinguishes it from the class movement.”59 

In the same way, those who dismissed the trade union movement, claiming that its 
efforts were fruitless and failed to end exploitation, got short shrift from Marx. By resisting 
the capitalists’ attempts to pay them less for more work, he argued, workers “fulfil only a 
duty to themselves and their race. They only set limits to the tyrannical usurpations of 
capital.” Trade union struggles defended the basic humanity of the workers, without which 
further progress would be impossible: “By cowardly giving way in their every-day conflict 
with capital, they would certainly disqualify themselves for the initiating of any larger 
movement.” At the same time, the unions should go beyond just negotiating with the bosses: 

Instead of the conservative motto, “A fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work!” they 
ought to inscribe on their banner the revolutionary watchword, “Abolition of the 
wages system!”… They fail generally from limiting themselves to a guerrilla war 
against the effects of the existing system, instead of simultaneously trying to change 
it, instead of using their organized forces as a lever for the final emancipation of the 
working class…60 

His renewed political involvement gave Marx the impetus he needed to round off his 
economic studies, and he completed the first volume of his classic work Capital in 1867. 
What all commodities have in common, he wrote, is that they are the products of human 
labour, and a commodity’s value is determined by the amount of generalised labour-time 
needed to produce it in a given society. The commodity sold by workers—their ability to 
work—has the unique quality of producing a value greater than its own, and this surplus-
value lawfully belongs to the capitalist who has hired the worker. This unpaid surplus labour 
of the workers is the source of capitalist profit. 

Capitalism’s whole purpose is “the greatest possible production of surplus-value, 
hence the greatest possible exploitation of labour-power by the capitalist”, a process that 
draws wealth into fewer and fewer hands, whose “limit would be reached only when the 
entire social capital was united in the hands of either a single capitalist or a single capitalist 
company”. Not only does capitalism exploit and degrade the worker, “be his payment high or 
low”, it also “disturbs the metabolic interaction between humanity and the earth… under-
mining the original sources of all wealth—the soil and the worker”.61 

However, an inescapable feature of capitalist accumulation is that “with this there also 
grows the revolt of the working class, a class constantly increasing in numbers, and trained, 
united and organized by the very mechanism of the capitalist process of production”.62 It was 
this revolt of the workers, “united by combination and led by knowledge”,63 that could put an 
end to their oppression, not a benevolent attitude on the part of the ruling class: “the 
emancipation of the working classes must be conquered by the working classes 
themselves”.64 

This would involve overthrowing the state power, which had assumed “the character 
of the national power of capital over labour, of a public force organized for social enslave-
ment, of an engine of class despotism”.65 In certain exceptional situations, Marx believed, 
“the workers may attain their goal by peaceful means”, but force would be necessary for the 
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most part:66 “The working classes would have to conquer the right to emancipate themselves 
on the battlefield.”67 

When the workers of Paris took power for a few months in 1871, Marx and the 
IWMA supported them to the full. Their revolution showed, wrote Marx, that “the working 
class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state machinery, and wield it for its own 
purposes”. The workers began to dismantle the old state and take direct control of society. 
“Instead of deciding once in three or six years which member of the ruling class was to mis-
represent the people in parliament”, delegates could be called back by their electors at any 
time, and would only be paid a worker’s wage. The old army was got rid of, church and state 
were separated, government was to be decentralised, the support of the small farmers was 
sought, and the Parisian workers proclaimed solidarity with international struggles for 
freedom. The working class would have to establish such a power in all countries, “as a lever 
for uprooting the economical foundations upon which rests the existence of classes, and 
therefore of class rule”.68 It was nothing more than a device to clear the way for “a society in 
which the full and free development of every individual forms the ruling principle”.69 

An absolutely essential part of the working class struggle was opposition to all types 
of oppression. Marx encouraged the support of English workers for the anti-slavery forces in 
the American civil war, hailing it as a recognition that “Labour in a white skin cannot 
emancipate itself where it is branded in a black skin.”70 In the same way he supported the 
renewed movement for Irish independence; but when the Fenians bombed a residential area 
of London, killing civilians, he had no time for such a “very stupid thing… One cannot 
expect the London proletarians to allow themselves to be blown up in honour of the Fenian 
emissaries. There is always a kind of fatality about such a secret, melodramatic sort of 
conspiracy.”71 

Nevertheless, it was “in the direct and absolute interest of the English working class” 
to support Irish independence.72 Firstly, it would unite the working class, overcoming racist 
divisions: 

All English industrial and commercial centres now possess a working class split into 
two hostile camps: English proletarians and Irish proletarians. The ordinary English 
worker hates the Irish worker because he sees in him a competitor who lowers his 
standard of life. Compared with the Irish worker he feels himself a member of the 
ruling nation and for this very reason he makes himself into a tool of the aristocrats 
and capitalists against Ireland and thus strengthens their domination over himself. He 
cherishes religious, social and national prejudices against the Irish worker.… This 
antagonism is artificially sustained and intensified by the press, the pulpit, the comic 
papers, in short, by all the means at the disposal of the ruling classes. This antagonism 
is the secret of the impotence of the English working class, despite its organization. It 
is the secret which enables the capitalist class to maintain its power, as this class is 
perfectly aware.73 

As well as dividing the working class, the British ruling class used their occupation of Ireland 
as an excuse to maintain a large army and an arsenal of repression—which could just as well 
be used at home: “A people which subjugates another people forges its own chains.”74 

Defeating British imperialism in Ireland would be pivotal in the revolutionary process 
internationally: 

To accelerate the social development in Europe, you must push on the catastrophe of 
official England. To do so, you must attack her in Ireland. That’s her weakest point. 
Ireland lost, the British “Empire” is gone, and the class war in England, till now 
somnolent and chronic, will assume acute forms.75 
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Marx once believed that Ireland would only be liberated by the working class coming to 
power in England, but “I have become more and more convinced—and it remains a matter of 
driving the point home to the English working class—that it can never do anything decisive 
here in England until it not only makes common cause with the Irish but actually takes the 
initiative in dissolving the Union”.76 For workers in England, solidarity with the demands of 
the oppressed Irish “is not a question of abstract justice or humanitarian sentiment but the 
first condition of their own social emancipation”.77 

Marx’s activism in the IWMA was a model of how to stand for principled socialist politics 
without being in the least sectarian. His aim was to broaden and deepen the actual movement 
of the working class, rather than substituting for it. His economic researches, laying bear the 
roots of capitalism, played a great part here. Learning from the revolutionary experience of 
Paris in 1871, he began to envisage the kind of working-class rule that would be needed to 
wipe out class society. His solidarity with the fight against slavery in the US, and against 
colonialism in Ireland, was based on the conviction that the working class can never win its 
own liberation without fully supporting the struggles of the oppressed. 

The IWMA broke up in 1872 amidst internal faction fights, leaving Marx to pull back 
from the public stage again. But the rest of his life would still be dedicated to the socialist 
cause. 

1872-1883: 
“the true realm of freedom” 
Marx continued his work on Capital, without being able to put the finishing touches to it. His 
approach, he insisted, “includes in its positive understanding of what exists a simultaneous 
recognition of its negation, its inevitable destruction”.78 The unfinished part of Capital looked 
at this process in the case of the capitalist system. 

As it goes on, capitalists invest proportionately more in machinery, technology and 
raw materials than they do in employing workers. While this increases the rate of surplus-
value in their business, by the time their competitors catch up with them the overall return has 
fallen as a proportion of total investment. This tendency for the rate of profit to fall—which, 
of course, the capitalists try to counteract by various means—lies behind the periodic failure 
of large sections of the capitalist class to realise any profit: in other words, the economic 
crises to which the system is prone. 

This didn’t mean that capitalism was going to disappear of its own accord: the 
working class would have to finish it off. But overthrowing the capitalist governments was 
not the end of the process. There would be a period of transition from capitalism to a fully 
socialist society, during which “the workers replace the dictatorship of the bourgeois class 
with their own revolutionary dictatorship”:79 

so long as the other classes, especially the capitalist class, still exists, so long as the 
proletariat struggles with it (for when it attains government power its enemies and the 
old organization of society have not yet vanished), it must employ forcible means, 
hence governmental means. It is itself still a class and the economic conditions from 
which the class struggle and the existence of classes derive have still not disappeared 
and must forcibly be either removed out of the way or transformed, this transform-
ative process being forcibly hastened. 

This rule of the working class would be only temporary, however, a rule that would make 
itself redundant: 

the class rule of the workers over the strata of the old world whom they have been 
fighting can only exist as long as the economic basis of class existence is not 
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destroyed.… With its complete victory [the working class’s] its own rule thus ends, as 
its class character has disappeared.80 

Wherever a sizeable farming population existed, the working class in power would have to 
“take measures through which the peasant finds his condition immediately improved, so as to 
win him for the revolution; measures which will at least provide the possibility of easing the 
transition from private ownership of land to collective ownership, so that the peasant arrives 
at this of his own accord”.81 They would need to prove in practice that “the emancipation of 
the class of producers involves all humankind, without distinction of sex or race”.82 

Marx explicitly denied that all societies were fated to travel the exact same path to 
socialism. In rural Russia, much of the land was still owned in common: would this have to 
be replaced by capitalist landownership, or could Russia move over directly towards a 
socialist society? Whether private property got the better of common property or the other 
way round “all depends on the historical environment in which the community finds itself”, 
answered Marx.83 If supported by a socialist revolution in western Europe, he believed, 
common ownership of land “may form a starting-point for a communist course of develop-
ment” in Russia.84 But above all, each specific society and its historical development had to 
be studied in itself before its future possibilities could be understood; “but one will never 
arrive there by using as one’s master key a general historico-philosophical theory, the 
supreme virtue of which consists in being supra-historical”.85 

Even when the remnants of capitalism were finally swept away, socialist society 
would still have challenges to face and overcome: “socialized humanity, the associated 
producers, govern the human metabolism with nature in a natural way, bringing it under their 
collective control instead of being dominated by it as a blind power; accomplishing it with 
the least expenditure of energy and in conditions most worthy and appropriate for their 
human nature”.86 

In a more advanced phase of communist society, when the enslaving subjugation of 
individuals to the division of labour, and thereby the antithesis between intellectual 
and physical labour, have disappeared; when labour is no longer just a means of 
keeping alive but has itself become a vital need; when the all-round development of 
individuals has also increased their productive powers and all the springs of 
cooperative wealth flow more abundantly—only then can society wholly cross the 
narrow horizon of bourgeois right and inscribe on its banner: From each according to 
his abilities, to each according to his needs!87 

When it could be taken for granted that everyone’s basic needs were being satisfied, then 
“The true realm of freedom, the development of human powers as an end in itself” would 
unfold.88 

Following Marx’s death on 14 March 1883 his comrade Friedrich Engels remarked that 
“Marx was above all else a revolutionist”. For forty years his life was dedicated to the 
overthrow of oppression and the liberation of humankind. Even many of Marx’s followers 
still don’t fully comprehend the thorough-going emancipation that he had as his political 
goal. It is only natural that generations of working people struggling for their freedom have 
turned to his ideas as a guide to action, and that the latest generation of revolutionaries is 
doing likewise. Karl Marx’s work, understood critically and applied in the ongoing fight 
against capitalism, represents the most powerful theoretical tool available to today's 
socialists. 

Red Banner 12-14 
March-November 2002 
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Ernesto Che Guevara 

 
Joe Conroy 

 
On 14 May 1928 Ernesto Guevara de la Serna was born in the Argentinian city of Rosario to 
a comfortably-off family who held radical views, some of which rubbed off on him at an 
early age. He carried out his first guerrilla action at the age of eleven, leading a gang who 
went round during an electricity strike armed with catapults to take out street lights lit by 
scabs. More conventional methods of protest held little attraction for him. When a friend tried 
to get him along on a demonstration in support of jailed student leaders, he replied: “Take to 
the streets so that the police can go after us with clubs? Nothing doing. I will go out only if 
you give me a gun.” (Quoted in V 31.) 

While completing his medical studies, Ernesto travelled widely around Latin 
America, seeing at first hand both the beauty and the poverty of the continent. His sympathy 
for the people’s suffering evolved into a practical revolutionary commitment in Guatemala in 
1954, where he witnessed the government’s radical reform programme take land from US 
multinationals to distribute among the landless poor. The reaction was swift, as the CIA 
backed a military coup to bring down the government. Guevara did what he could in the 
resistance to the coup, but the government gave way and he had to flee the country. He 
concluded that a more fundamental revolution was needed to end injustice in Latin America. 
In a letter he revealed that he had clearly opted for socialism, but socialism for him meant the 
type of society that prevailed in Russia: “I have sworn before a picture of the old and 
mourned comrade Stalin that I won’t rest until I see these capitalist octopuses annihilated.” 
(Quoted in Anderson 126.) 

He went to Mexico where he made contact with a group of Cuban revolutionaries 
opposed to the corrupt dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista in their country. Their leader Fidel 
Castro had been imprisoned and later exiled for attempting to launch a rebellion against 
Batista, who had kept Cuba a virtual colony of the United States. Now he was planning 
another attempt: Guevara signed up, and the Cubans nicknamed him ‘Che’, an Argentinian 
greeting. At the end of 1956, 82 rebels sailed for Cuba. 

They came under attack by government forces immediately after landing and were 
roundly beaten. While Guevara managed to escape after being wounded, most were not so 
lucky, getting captured and killed. Only 22 of them remained when they regrouped a couple 
of weeks later. But they established a base in the mountains of the Sierra Maestra and kept 
fighting, gradually winning popular support in the region. Guevara rose to a leading rank in 
the rebel army by the time they began to undermine the dictatorship. At the start of 1959 
Batista’s rule collapsed: he fled the island and the guerrillas marched into Havana, taking 
power to public acclaim. 

The revolutionaries had made it quite clear that they represented all Cubans opposed 
to Batista. As Guevara put it, “we are a Movement of all classes in Cuba”, fighting not just 
for working people but also “for the professional and the small businessman who aspire to 
live in a framework of decent laws; for the Cuban industrialist whose efforts contribute to the 
nation by creating jobs; for every good man who wants to see a Cuba free” (CGCR 74). He 
never hid his own political views from his comrades: “Because of my ideological back-
ground,” he told one of them, “I belong to those who believe that the solution of the world’s 
problems lies behind the so-called iron curtain” (Anderson 757). But when a group of them 
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were arrested by Mexican police shortly before sailing for Cuba, Castro reprimanded him for 
openly admitting his Communist convictions to them, and publicly distanced the movement 
from such ideas. Guevara acknowledged that the revolution was directed against the damage 
done by imperialism in Cuba, but not against capitalism itself: “I see this Movement as one of 
the many inspired by the bourgeoisie’s desire to free themselves from the economic chains of 
imperialism. I always thought of Fidel as an authentic leader of the leftist bourgeoisie”. He 
believed that “Politically Fidel and his movement can be said to be ‘revolutionary 
nationalist.’” (Anderson 757, 309.) 

The revolutionary government introduced a series of fundamental reforms: large 
landed estates were distributed among the people, prices and rents were reduced, wide-
ranging education and health programmes were initiated, and sectors of the economy 
abandoned by capitalists who fled after Batista were nationalised. The US government didn’t 
take too kindly to Cuba trying to break its dependence on them and, when political 
manoeuvres failed, backed a military attempt to overthrow the government. The Cubans 
successfully resisted the attack, in the midst of which Castro proclaimed that the Cuban 
revolution was socialist. Two years into the revolution, in Guevara’s words, “our Premier was 
able to announce that we had entered a socialist era” (V 223). This was news to many of those 
who had made the revolution—as one of them later described (quoted in Anderson 410): 

The rumors had begun that this was going to be socialist. This was commented among 
the troops and I was one of those who said, ‘No, it can’t be.’ And what was socialism, 
anyway? I didn’t understand.… We wanted a revolution that was just, that was 
honorable, that would serve the interests of the nation and all of that, but would have 
nothing to do with Communism. We discussed this between ourselves. But we also 
said, ‘Well, if Che and Fidel are Communists, then we are too,’ but it was out of a 
sense of devotion to them, not because of any ideological position. 
A socialist revolution can only be the conscious creation of the working class, 

however. The Cuban revolution was led by intellectuals from the middle class, angry at the 
humiliation that the Cuban people suffered under Batista and honestly fighting to put an end 
to it. They succeeded in winning the support of the rural poor where they were active, but the 
workers of the cities didn’t follow them. Only eight months before taking power the 
guerrillas called Cuba’s workers out on a general strike but, as Guevara admitted, it “was a 
painful failure which did not for a moment succeed in threatening the regime’s stability” 
(RCRW 225). While the working class naturally welcomed the overthrow of the dictatorship, 
and the reforms granted to them by the new government, Cuba’s so-called socialist revolution 
had nothing to do with the workers taking power. The same group of leaders stayed in 
control, shifting policy towards a path of national development along similar lines to Stalin’s 
Russia. 

The attitude of the workers showed how little the new regime was their property. 
Guevara indulged in de Valera-like idealisations of the Cuban worker’s situation (V 469): 

our women cut the cane with love and grace… the virile strength of our workers 
cutting the cane with love… He becomes happy to feel himself a cog in the wheel, a 
cog which has its own characteristics and is necessary although not indispensable… 

But his role as industry minister led him to a more realistic appraisal. He acknowledged that 
“the workers consider the state as just one more boss, and they treat it as a boss”. Some of his 
pronouncements showed that they weren’t wrong. He complained that “the working class is 
not putting forth its full effort”, and justified punishing workers for low productivity: “Non-
fulfillment of a quota means nonfulfillment of one’s social duty. Society therefore punishes 
the offender by deducting part of his wages.” (V 146-7, 222, 426.) 
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Guevara was honest enough to admit that it wasn’t the working class that ran Cuba, 
but a “vanguard” enforcing socialism on them for their own good (V 543-4): 

The vanguard group is ideologically more advanced than the mass; the latter is 
acquainted with the new values, but insufficiently.… the latter see only by halves and 
must be subjected to incentives and pressures of some intensity; it is the dictatorship 
of the proletariat being exercised not only upon the defeated class but also individual-
ly upon the victorious class. 

He saw a clear division of labour in the Cuban revolution: “the people, the still sleeping mass 
that had to be mobilized; and its vanguard, the guerrillas, the motor force of the mobilization, 
the generator of revolutionary consciousness and militant enthusiasm”. This was replicated in 
the process of political decision-making: “The initiative generally comes from Fidel or from 
the revolutionary high command and is explained to the people, who make it their own.” 
(CGCR 247, 248.) The heavy responsibility of vanguard leadership could only be shouldered 
by exceptional people with an immense capacity for self-sacrifice (V 551): 

the task of the vanguard revolutionary is both magnificent and anguishing.… their 
friends are strictly limited to their comrades in revolution. There is no life outside the 
Revolution.… The revolutionary, ideological motor of the Revolution within his 
party, is consumed by this uninterrupted activity that ends only with death… 

“Remember that the revolution is what is important,” he told his children, “and each one of 
us, alone, is worth nothing.” (CGCR 371.) 

A group of such revolutionaries could make a revolution virtually off their own bat: 
“It is not always necessary to wait until all the conditions for revolution exist; the insurrec-
tional center can create them.” (CGCR 76.) They would solve the people’s problems—“The 
guerrilla fighter will be a sort of guiding angel who has fallen into the zone, helping the poor 
always” (GW 46)—and eventually overthrow the regime: “a small group of men, supported 
by the people and without fear of dying were it necessary, can overcome a disciplined regular 
army and defeat it. This is the fundamental lesson.” (Anderson 393.) 

Guevara never saw guerrilla warfare as one possible method of fighting among others, 
but as the method: “I believe in armed struggle as the only solution for those peoples who 
fight to free themselves” (CGCR 372). And the countryside was the arena of struggle: he 
advised Latin American revolutionaries “to make agrarian revolutions, to fight in the fields, 
in the mountains, and from there to the cities” (Anderson 393). He ignored the crucial role 
played by the urban revolutionary movement in defeating Batista, and the political potential 
of the working class in Latin America’s cities. Indeed, he regarded the growth of cities and 
industry as a real obstacle to revolution (V 206): 

Countries that… have developed their light and middle industry or have undergone a 
process of population concentration in large urban centers find it more difficult to 
prepare guerrillas. Moreover, the ideological influence of dense population centers 
inhibits guerrilla warfare and encourages peacefully organized masses. 
There can be no doubt that Che Guevara was a revolutionary to the marrow of his 

bones. When his mother tried to persuade her young son to tone down his political activities, 
his response was sharp. “Not only am I not moderate now, I shall try never to be”, he wrote. 
“And if I ever detect in myself that the sacred flame has given way to a timid votive flicker, 
the least I can then do is vomit over my own shit.” (BR 109.) When a Señora Guevara wrote 
from Morocco to inquire after the ancestry of the minister for industry, he replied: “I don’t 
think you and I are very closely related, but if you are capable of trembling with indignation 
each time that an injustice is committed in the world, we are comrades, and that is more 
important.” (RCRW 252.) 
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Guevara’s deep commitment to liberating Latin America from imperialist dependency 
meant that he grew uneasy over some aspects of the evolving relationship between Cuba and 
Russia. United States hostility had led to Cuba forging economic and political links with 
Russia, eastern Europe and China—links that Guevara defended as a necessity: “Every social 
revolution has to have its Stalinist phase. Let’s hope ours only lasts a short time.” (Quoted in 
V 45.) Cuba allowed Russia to base nuclear missiles on the island, leading to the most acute 
crisis of the cold war. When Moscow then agreed to withdraw the missiles as part of a deal 
with Washington without consulting the Cuban government, it confirmed that the Russian 
government was using Cuba as a mere military base and a political pawn. 

Economically, the story was much the same. Before the revolution the Cuban 
economy was overwhelmingly dependent on growing sugar and supplying it to the US; after 
the revolution it became similarly dependent on supplying sugar to Russia and other Stalinist 
countries. Guevara admitted that “the monoproductive structure of our economy has not 
improved after four years of revolution” (V 371). He criticised the Stalinist bloc for its 
grudging aid to the third world (V 525-6): 

The development of the countries that now set out on the road to liberation must cost 
the socialist countries something.… there must be no talk of developing mutually 
profitable trade based upon the prices that the Law of Value and international unequal 
exchange relations impose upon backward countries. 

How can selling, at world market prices, the raw materials that cost the backward 
countries sweat and unlimited suffering, and buying at world market prices the 
machinery produced in the great present-day automated factories, mean ‘mutual 
profit’? 

If we establish this type of relationship between the two groups of nations, we 
must agree that the socialist countries are, in a way, accomplices of imperialist 
exploitation.… The socialist countries have the moral duty to liquidate their tacit 
complicity with the exploiting nations of the West. 
Guevara opposed the way Stalinist countries used market mechanisms in their 

economies, seeing this as a flat contradiction of the idea of creating a society free of money 
and exploitation, “letting capitalism in through the back door” (quoted in Castañeda 261). He 
eventually lost the argument, however: market rules were applied throughout the Cuban 
economy, which became ever more dependent on Russia, and he was sidelined in economic 
policy-making. 

His conception of the revolution was never confined to Cuba, however. He saw the 
Vietnamese struggle against America as an example to be followed, not just a cause to be 
sympathised with: “two, three, many Vietnams” should be created (CGCR 359). He had 
always made clear that when he had signed up for the liberation of Cuba, he was “fully 
prepared to leave when the conditions of the later struggle veered all the action of the 
Movement toward the right” (Anderson 757). What he had written to his mother before 
setting foot in Cuba must have been coming back to him: “after I have set wrongs [right] in 
Cuba, I’ll go somewhere else; and it is also true that I’d be really done for if I were shut up in 
some bureaucratic office” (BR 110-11). He was itching to fight the revolutionary struggle 
elsewhere. 

In the Congo, guerrillas were fighting a US-backed dictatorship that had seized power 
after the country had won independence. In 1965 Guevara joined them. He soon regretted it, 
seeing the Congolese guerrillas as lazy, superstitious and lacking in commitment, and their 
leaders as ineffective or corrupt: “the Congolese revolution was doomed to defeat by its own 
internal weaknesses”. He began to see little point in himself and the Cuban volunteers he 
brought being involved: “we can’t liberate by ourselves a country that does not want to 



94 
 

fight”. Unlike their Cuban counterparts, Congo’s peasantry didn’t suffer from a lack of land, 
and Guevara believed that the country’s small working class was bought off. He returned to 
Cuba and admitted defeat: “This is the history of a failure.… I set off with more faith than 
ever in the guerrilla struggle, yet we failed.” (AD 27, 127, 1, 235.) The exceptional conditions 
under which Batista had collapsed could not be reproduced so easily. 

But by late 1966 he was off again, to Bolivia. This time he was starting from scratch, 
commanding hand-picked Cuban guerrillas in an attempt to overthrow the country’s 
government. Six months in, he had high hopes, speculating that “Perhaps we are present at 
the first episode in a new Vietnam.” But they failed to win support, leading Guevara to look 
towards coercive methods: “our peasant base is still undeveloped, although apparently a 
programme of planned terror will succeed in neutralizing most of them, and their support will 
come later”. Land distribution and other reforms meant that the Bolivian government was not 
universally detested by the people. Guevara’s diary repeatedly documented the rebels’ failure 
to recruit anyone from the rural poor: “the mobilization of the peasants is non-existent… We 
continue to feel the lack of peasants joining us… the peasant mass aids us in nothing and is 
turning into informers” (BD 78, 88, 124, 153). Needless to say, the country’s working class 
never entered his equation, although Bolivian miners did launch a strike and uprising against 
the government in 1967. 

While they notched up a couple of successes, the guerrillas were steadily losing 
battles and fighters. Within a year the Bolivian army was closing in on them, and over-
whelmed them in an ambush, taking Guevara prisoner. The authorities knew that he was far 
too dangerous a figure to hold on to. On 9 October 1967 in the village of La Higuera, they 
shot him dead, put his body on display, cut off his hands and buried him in secret. 

Che Guevara did not believe in covering up mistakes (CGCR 142, 157-8): 
We must place special emphasis on our errors. We must uncover them and bring them 
to public attention, so as to correct them as rapidly as possible.… the important thing 
is not to justify our errors but to avoid repeating them.… the only revolutionary way 
to deal with errors is to discuss them publicly… There is nothing to fear from this 
confrontation with the realities. 

There is no use denying that Guevara himself made many errors that need to be uncovered 
and corrected to avoid repeating them. He saw revolution as essentially the work of a small 
body of dedicated guerrillas taking power on behalf of the people, rather than the conscious 
mass action of the working class. But his indefatigable commitment to overthrowing 
imperialism and ending exploitation has rightly served as an inspiration to revolutionaries in 
many times and places. As he once wrote of a comrade who died in an ill-judged battle 
(RCRW 36): “From the valuable and tragic experience of the cherished dead, we must firmly 
resolve not to repeat their errors, to avenge the death of each one of them with many 
victories, and to bring about total liberation.” 

Red Banner 15 
March 2003 
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Leon Trotsky 

 
Joe Conroy 

part one: 1879-1921 
Lev Davidovich Bronstein was born in the Kherson province of the Ukraine on 26 October 
1879 (7 November in the western calendar) to a family of well-off Jewish farmers. By his late 
teens he had become involved in a group of revolutionaries working to overthrow the rule of 
the Tsar over the Russian empire. Although initially resistant, he became an enthusiastic 
Marxist, involved in organising strikes in the region. This earned him arrest in 1898 and 
deportation to Siberia. In 1902 he managed to escape, writing the name of one of his prison 
guards in his false passport, a name that stuck to him: Trotsky. 

Revolutionary organisation 
He made his way to London, where many of Russia’s leading socialists were gathered in 
exile. Like most of them—most notably, Vladimir Lenin—Trotsky advocated a centralised 
organisation to unite the scattered circles of socialists across Russia in co-ordinated action. 
But the congress that was to establish such an organisation in 1903 led to a deep split 
between the Bolshevik and Menshevik factions. 

Trotsky saw two very different conceptions of revolutionary organisation at issue: “In 
the one case we have a party which thinks for the proletariat, which substitutes itself 
politically for it, and in the other we have a party which politically educates and mobilises the 
proletariat”. The first conception, that of the Bolsheviks, would mean “the Party organisation 
‘substituting’ itself for the Party, the Central Committee substituting itself for the Party 
organisation, and finally the dictator substituting himself for the Central Committee”.1 The 
relationship between a socialist party and the working class, he maintained, had to be a two-
way street: “It is not only the party that leads the masses: the masses, in turn, sweep the party 
forward.”2 Defending a party’s revolutionary essence was a question of politics, not 
organisational rules: “I do not believe that you can put statutory exorcism on opportunism.”3 

Trotsky’s arguments did go somewhat overboard. His doom-filled prophecies of 
Bolshevik dictatorship were not fulfilled in the ensuing years. And while rules couldn’t defeat 
reformism, they could play some part in defining the nature of socialist activity. But at the 
same time, he did have a point. The arguments of Lenin and the Bolsheviks did too often put 
the building of their own party ahead of the struggle of the workers, and what progress they 
made was often due to quietly ignoring these ideas in practice. Trotsky’s insistence on the 
centrality of the working class and its activity to any socialist project was a necessary 
corrective. 

Permanent revolution 
All these theories were put to the test of an actual revolution in 1905: when troops opened 
fire on a demonstration seeking reform from the Tsar, it set off a wave of strikes and 
rebellions. Trotsky returned to Russia to play a central role, being elected leader of the 
Council of Workers’ Deputies in the capital St Petersburg. Workers elected such councils, or 
‘soviets’, in workplaces all over the country, and they constituted a potential challenge to 
capitalist rule: 
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a freely elected parliament of the working class… the Soviet really was a workers’ 
government in embryo… the organized expression of the class will of the proletariat 
… the democratic representative body of the proletariat at a time of revolution… It 
constitutes authentic democracy, without a lower and an upper chamber, without a 
professional bureaucracy, but with the voters’ right to recall their deputies at any 
moment.4 
The phenomenon of workers’ councils confirmed Trotsky’s refusal to join either 

faction of Russian socialism, because he envisaged greater revolutionary possibilities than 
either of them. The Mensheviks held that, in an economically backward country like Russia, 
replacing Tsarist rule with parliamentary democracy was as far as the revolution could hope 
to go for the time being. The job of the working class, as a small minority of the population, 
was to encourage liberal capitalist politicians to oppose Tsarism. The Bolsheviks had no such 
faith in the liberals, and aimed for a government in which workers would share power with 
the peasantry. While this would make a clean sweep of Tsarism, socialist change would not 
be on the agenda. 

Although the working class formed only a fraction of Russia’s population, Trotsky 
argued, it was concentrated in the decisive areas of industry, giving it a disproportionate 
political weight. The hesitancy and political cowardice of Russia’s capitalist class were 
matched by the revolutionary spirit of its young working class. In such conditions, “It is 
possible for the workers to come to power in an economically backward country sooner than 
in an advanced country.”5 

Once in power, the working class would immediately set about getting rid of Tsarism 
and introducing democratic reforms, but this would inevitably bring it into conflict with 
capitalism. Legislation to limit the working day, for instance, would meet the opposition of 
capitalists closing down factories and locking out workers. The workers’ government would 
have no alternative but to take over their factories: “the very logic of its position will compel 
it to pass over to collectivist measures”. The workers would have to take economic as well as 
political control: “The political domination of the proletariat is incompatible with its 
economic enslavement.”6 The revolution would become permanent, moving directly from the 
overthrow of Tsarism to the overthrow of capitalism. 

But the rule of the workers could not survive in isolation, least of all in a country as 
economically undeveloped as Russia. Their only hope would be for their revolution to inspire 
workers in other countries to follow their example and come to their aid. “The workers’ 
government will from the start be faced with the task of uniting its forces with those of the 
socialist proletariat of Western Europe. Only in this way will its temporary revolutionary 
hegemony become the prologue to a socialist dictatorship.”7 

The workers could not hold power without the support of other exploited sections of 
the people, especially in Russia’s vast countryside: 

The proletariat will find itself compelled to carry the class struggle into the villages 
and in this manner destroy that community of interest which is undoubtedly to be 
found among all peasants, although within comparatively narrow limits. From the 
very first moment after its taking power, the proletariat will have to find support in the 
antagonisms between the village poor and village rich, between the agricultural 
proletariat and the agricultural bourgeoisie. 

The revolutionary government should include representatives of the peasantry, but “the 
hegemony should belong to the working class”.8 

Trotsky was right to insist that, rather than an alliance of equal partners, it would be a 
case of the peasantry following the lead of the workers. The position of the working class in 
the economy gave it a far greater collective strength, and its direct, immediate interest in 
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carrying out socialist measures would give it the leading role in the revolution’s development. 
But he went too far in assigning only a passive role to the peasantry, asserting that “The 
proletariat in power will stand before the peasantry as the class which has emancipated it.”9 
Rural revolt would add an extra dimension of its own to the revolution. He was wrong, too, in 
assuming that they would inevitably turn against the workers at some stage, that “The 
primitiveness of the peasantry turns its hostile face towards the proletariat.”10 A successful 
revolution would bring the rural poor to see the advantages of socialism for themselves. 

The revolution of 1905 didn’t realise the potential Trotsky saw in it. By the end of the 
year, the ruling class was beginning to regain the upper hand. The leaders of the St Petersburg 
workers’ council were arrested and sent to Siberia. Again, Trotsky escaped and went into 
exile for what proved a barren period for Russia’s socialists. 

Workers’ revolution 
Trotsky took a prominent part in the international socialist opposition to the first world war. 
Tsarist Russia’s involvement in the slaughter proved to be the last throw of the dice for the 
regime. Growing discontent erupted in revolution in February 1917 which replaced the Tsar 
with a provisional government. Shortly after 1905 Trotsky had forecast that “the first new 
wave of revolution will lead to the creation of Soviets all over the country”,11 and 1917 
proved him right as workers’ councils mushroomed. In May he succeeded in getting back to 
St Petersburg. 

His first port of call was the workers’ council, where he argued that the revolution’s 
next step should be “to transfer the whole power into the hands of the Soviets”.12 The 
Mezhrayontsy, a group of socialists Trotsky had been linked to for a couple of years, had 
been advocating such a policy since February. At Lenin’s prompting, the Bolsheviks too were 
now calling for the workers’ councils to take power, dropping their old position. “The 
Bolsheviks de-bolshevised themselves”, commented Trotsky.13 The Mezhraiontsy merged 
with the Bolsheviks and many of their leading figures, including Trotsky, were elected to the 
party’s leadership. 

After six weeks’ imprisonment at the hands of the government, Trotsky emerged in 
September to a situation where the call for a second, workers’ revolution was winning 
majority support among the working class. He was elected president of the capital’s workers’ 
council again, and organised the insurrection of 25 October that overthrew the provisional 
government and handed power to the All-Russian Congress of Soviets. 

The workers’ council, foundation of the new government, was an “irreplaceable 
organization of working-class self-rule”, argued Trotsky.14 Delegates were elected by and 
responsible to a specific workplace, and so the councils truly reflected the workers’ will: 

They depend directly on organic groups… there is the far more important guarantee 
of the direct and immediate contact of the deputy with his electors. The member of the 
municipal council or zemstvo depends on an amorphous mass of electors who invest 
him with authority for one year, and then dissolve. The Soviet electors, on the other 
hand, remain in permanent contact with one another by the very conditions of their 
life and work; their deputy is always under their direct observation and may at any 
moment be given new instructions, and, if necessary, may be censured, recalled, and 
replaced by somebody else.15 
As commissar for foreign affairs in the new workers’ government, Trotsky took prime 

responsibility for what he had long ago identified as the first necessity of a Russian 
revolution. “Our whole hope is that our revolution will kindle a European revolution”, he 
announced on taking up the post. “The Russian revolution will either cause a revolution in the 
West, or the capitalists of all countries will strangle our [revolution].”16 To this end, the 
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Bolsheviks established the Communist International. “It has no aims or tasks separate and 
apart from those of the working class itself”, said Trotsky. It wanted to help establish, not 
“tiny sects, each of which wants to save the working class in its own manner”, but in each 
country “a genuine revolutionary organization, one that doesn’t tell the workers lies, doesn’t 
deceive them, doesn’t hide from them nor throw sand in their eyes, doesn’t betray them in the 
cloakrooms of parliamentarianism or of economic conciliationism but leads them un-
swervingly to the end”.17 

Generalising from the Russian experience, he concluded that the heartlands of 
capitalism would likely be the toughest nuts for socialism to crack, while the system gave 
way at its weakest links: 

The more powerful a country is capitalistically—all other conditions being equal—the 
greater is the inertia of “peaceful” class relations… Countries with a younger 
capitalist culture are the first to enter the path of civil war inasmuch as the unstable 
equilibrium of class forces is most easily disrupted precisely in these countries.… the 
task of initiating the revolution, as we have already seen, was not placed on an old 
proletariat with mighty political and trade union organizations, with massive 
traditions of parliamentarianism and trade unionism, but upon the young proletariat of 
a backward country. History took the line of least resistance. The revolutionary epoch 
burst in through the most weakly barricaded door.18 

Whose dictatorship? 
The class overthrown by the Russian revolution showed no signs of giving up without a 
struggle. Their resistance went on for years with the help of invading foreign armies, forcing 
the new-born workers’ republic to fight a war for its very existence. As commissar for war 
from 1918 Trotsky organised a Red Army from scratch that succeeded in beating back the 
forces trying to crush the revolution. Ruthless combat went hand in hand with humanitarian 
concern: “Let the hand be cut off of any Red Army man who lifts his knife on a prisoner of 
war, on the disarmed, the sick and wounded”, ran one of Trotsky’s orders.19 

Violence in defence of the revolution was clearly justified in Trotsky’s eyes: “When a 
murderer raises his knife over a child, may one kill the murderer to save the child?” 
Renouncing violence would mean renouncing revolution itself. However, Trotsky tended to 
make an unfortunate necessity into a positive proposition: 

the principle of the ‘sacredness of human life’ remains a shameful lie, uttered with the 
object of keeping the oppressed slaves in their chains.… we were never concerned 
with the Kantian-priestly and vegetarian-Quaker prattle about the ‘sacredness of 
human life’.… The man who recognizes the revolutionary historic importance of the 
very fact of the existence of the soviet system must also sanction the Red Terror.20 

Recognising the necessity for a socialist revolution to terrorise its enemies is one thing: 
sanctioning every single use of terror is another. Regarding human life as sacred is not the 
sole preserve of Kantian priests and vegetarian Quakers. Socialists should only kill, or 
support killing, if and when it proves absolutely necessary. Even then, it is the exception to 
the rule, an evil to be tolerated and kept to a minimum, not a principle to be exalted. 

Years before the revolution, Trotsky had insisted that the dictatorship of the 
proletariat “wouldn’t be the dictatorship of a little band of conspirators or a minority party, 
but of the immense majority… the political rule of the organised working class”. The 
multitude of problems faced by the workers in power could be solved only 

by long ‘debates’, by way of a systematic struggle not only between the socialist and 
capitalist worlds, but also between many trends inside socialism… No ‘strong 
authoritative organisation’… will be able to suppress these trends and controversies… 



100 
 

for it is only too clear that a proletariat capable of exercising its dictatorship over 
society will not tolerate any dictatorship over itself.21 
The revolution’s early years came surprisingly close to this ideal. For a period the 

Bolsheviks shared governmental power with another left-wing party. Other parties and 
schools of thought took a full part in political debate. Within the Bolshevik party itself 
various factions contended openly. The isolation of the revolution and its need to fight for 
survival threatened this democracy, however. Very little opposition remained within the 
framework of the workers’ power, as parties colluded with or surrendered to those trying to 
bring back the old regime. Soviet Russia effectively ended up as a one-party state. 

This situation could be explained, at least in part, by the desperate straits the 
revolution found itself in. Trotsky, though, chose to justify and praise it as a good thing in all 
circumstances: 

The exclusive role of the Communist Party under the conditions of a victorious 
proletarian revolution is quite comprehensible.… The revolutionary supremacy of the 
proletariat pre-supposes within the proletariat itself the political supremacy of a party, 
with a clear programme of action and a faultless internal discipline. 

The policy of coalitions contradicts internally the regime of the revolutionary 
dictatorship. We have in view, not coalitions with bourgeois parties, of which of 
course there can be no talk, but a coalition of communists with other ‘socialist’ 
organisations… In this ‘substitution’ of the power of the party for the power of the 
working class there is nothing accidental…22 
He personally took a hand in ‘re-organising’ trade unions that disagreed with 

industrial directives from the government: “our state is a workers’ state… Hence the trade 
unions must teach the workers not to haggle and fight with their own state”.23 But if the 
workers had no say in how the state was run, how could it be a workers’ state? Those who 
raised such questions were shut up, with Trotsky’s full support: 

They have made a fetish of democratic principles. They have placed the workers’ 
right to elect representatives above the party, as it were, as if the party were not 
entitled to assert its dictatorship even if that dictatorship temporarily clashed with the 
passing moods of the workers’ democracy.… The party is obliged to maintain its 
dictatorship… The dictatorship does not base itself at every given moment on the 
formal principle of a workers’ democracy…24 
A greater and greater distance was opening up between an exhausted, decimated, 

isolated working class and the state power that ruled in its name. Meanwhile Trotsky noted 
the advent of the “new Soviet bureaucrat” who was becoming increasingly powerful: “This is 
the genuine menace to the cause of communist revolution. These are the genuine accomplices 
of counter-revolution”.25 To his eternal credit, Trotsky was to fight a life-and-death battle 
against this bureaucracy. But that battle was severely weakened before it began by the 
excuses he himself made for state rule over the workers rather than workers’ rule over the 
state. 

part two: 1921-29 
The early years of the Russian revolution, for all their difficulties, engendered great hopes of 
human liberation. Trotsky was insistent that the emancipation of the most downtrodden was 
at the heart of socialism: 

the revolution is, before and above all, the awakening of humanity, its onward march, 
and is marked with a growing respect for the personal dignity of every individual, 
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with an ever-increasing concern for those who are weak. A revolution does not 
deserve its name if, with all its might and all the means at its disposal, it does not help 
the woman—twofold and threefold enslaved as she has been in the past—to get out on 
the road of individual and social progress. A revolution does not deserve its name if it 
does not take the greatest care possible of the children—the future race for whose 
benefit the revolution has been made.26 
The working class had not taken power to hold on to it indefinitely, but to remove the 

need for it. “The liberating significance of the dictatorship of the proletariat consists in the 
fact that it is temporary—for a brief period only—that it is a means of clearing the road and 
of laying the foundations of a society without classes and of a culture based upon 
solidarity.”27 Such a culture would know no such thing as a state, people instead forming a 
voluntary social bond: “Just as people in a chorus sing harmoniously not because they are 
compelled to but because it is pleasant to them, so under communism the harmony of 
relationships will answer the personal needs of each and every individual.”28 

Trotsky had always maintained that revolution could never survive in Russia alone, 
that socialism could only be victorious internationally. He spent much of his time encourag-
ing and criticising the revolutionary groups that took shape across Europe following the first 
world war. Unless they succeeded in organising themselves effectively, clarifying their 
political activity and winning over a majority of the working class, great opportunities would 
go to waste: “The most mature revolutionary situation without a revolutionary party of the 
necessary dimensions, without correct leadership, is just like a knife without a blade.”29 

These revolutionaries had the support of only a minority of the workers, most of 
whom still supported the reformist politicians and union leaders. To win over the majority, 
socialists had to engage in joint activity with reformists on issues affecting the basic interests 
of the working class. Such united fronts would not mean that socialists would abandon their 
criticism of reformism. On the contrary, they would provide a chance to prove in practice that 
revolutionary politics made more sense: 

We participate in a united front but do not for a single moment become dissolved in it. 
We function in the united front as an independent detachment. It is precisely in the 
course of struggle that broad masses must learn from experience that we fight better 
than the others, that we see more clearly than the others, that we are more audacious 
and resolute.30 
The young revolutionary parties also needed vibrant internal democracy and debate in 

order to develop: “Without a real freedom of party life, freedom of discussion, and freedom 
of establishing their course collectively, and by means of groupings, these parties will never 
become a decisive revolutionary force.”31 But through the 1920s, this became less and less 
the case. The decay originated with the increasing bureaucratisation of Russia’s Communist 
Party. 

The party leadership gathered ever greater control in its hands, pushing aside and 
silencing those who disagreed with the line from above. It started “to drop ready-made 
decisions on the party’s head, decisions that have been discussed and arrived at in gatherings 
of the ruling faction which are kept secret from the party”.32 As a result, “the party was 
living, as it were, on two storeys: the upper storey, where things are decided, and the lower 
storey, where all you do is learn of the decisions”.33 

The devastation Russia had suffered in the world war and the civil war had left the 
working class exhausted and atomised. In the absence of workers’ revolution elsewhere, the 
bureaucracy held power and started to dig itself in. Joseph Stalin became the predominant 
spokesperson for their interests, above all with the doctrine of ‘socialism in one country’: 
even without international revolution, Russia could build a socialist society on its own. 
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Trotsky fought tooth and nail against this blatant abandonment of Marxist internationalism: 
“Soviet Russia will be able to maintain herself and to develop only in the event of world 
revolution… only if it serves as the starting point and remains an integral part of the world 
revolution of the international proletariat”.34 

The Stalinist policy unfolded with disastrous results in China, a country in the grip of 
imperialism and landlord rule. Revolution broke out there in 1925, but the Chinese 
Communist Party had been instructed by Moscow to join the middle-class nationalist 
Kuomintang party, and to support its leadership without criticism. The Kuomintang 
suppressed uprisings of workers and peasants, and massacred Communists. The Communist 
Party was then made to transfer its allegiance to a left-wing faction of the Kuomintang, which 
went on to treat them in similar fashion. The Chinese working class went down to a tragic 
defeat. 

Stalin’s theory had decreed that the fight for socialism was not on the agenda in 
China, and had to wait until national independence was won. Trotsky countered that national 
liberation would be won as part of a struggle which also addressed the social and economic 
oppression of the working people: 

Really to arouse the workers and peasants against imperialism is possible only by 
connecting their basic and most profound life interests with the cause of the country’s 
liberation.… 

The victory over foreign imperialism can only be won by means of the toilers of 
town and country driving it out of China.… They cannot rise under the bare slogan of 
national liberation, but only in direct struggle against the big landlords, the military 
satraps, the usurers, the capitalist brigands. 

The imperialists and landlords would be overthrown by “a revolution on whose banner the 
toilers and oppressed write plainly their own demands”.35 

The catastrophe in China led Trotsky to extend the theory of permanent revolution, 
which until now he had only applied to Russia. In countries like China, he argued, oppressed 
by colonialism and economic backwardness, the capitalists couldn’t be relied upon to fight as 
they were usually themselves linked to the oppressor. Therefore, 

the complete and genuine solution of their tasks of achieving democracy and national 
emancipation is conceivable only through the dictatorship of the proletariat as the 
leader of the subjugated nation… The democratic revolution grows over directly into 
the socialist revolution and thereby becomes a permanent revolution.… it attains 
completion only in the final victory of the new society on our entire planet.36 
Powerful and all as the bureaucracy now was, Trotsky believed that the working class 

was still in ultimate control of Russia. “If we did not believe that our state is a proletarian 
state, though with bureaucratic deformations… if we did not believe that our development 
was socialist… then, it need not be said, our place would not be in the ranks of a Communist 
Party.” The struggle against the bureaucracy “is a reformist struggle”, because “Power has 
not yet been torn from the hands of the proletariat.”37 If this were not the case, a different 
approach would follow: 

If the party is a corpse, a new party must be built on a new spot, and the working class 
must be told about it openly.… if the dictatorship of the proletariat is liquidated, the 
banner of the second proletarian revolution must be unfurled. That is how we would 
act if the road of reform, for which we stand, proved hopeless.38 
Although this is far clearer in hindsight than it was then, the road of reform was 

indeed hopeless by the time Trotsky wrote these words. The Stalinist bureaucracy was 
already too entrenched to be voted out of power at party conferences—conferences which 
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were now no more than a rubber stamp for the bureaucracy’s policies. The opposition 
movement still had significant support in some sections of the working class: if, as some of 
its members proposed, it organised openly against Stalin as a new party for a new revolution, 
its chances of success would probably have been greater. Trotsky’s position prevailed, 
however, and the opposition resolved “to keep these differences within the confines of our 
continued work and our joint responsibility for the policy of the party”.39 

He even agreed that no other party but the Communist Party should be allowed to 
exist: “the party has a monopoly in the political field, something absolutely necessary for the 
revolution”. Forming an opposition party was excluded in principle: “We will fight with all 
our power against the idea of two parties, because the dictatorship of the proletariat demands 
as its very core a single proletarian party.”40 Even the existence of factions within the party 
he ruled out of order: “I have never recognized freedom for groupings inside the party, nor do 
I now recognize it”.41 Trotsky’s commitment to the straitjacket of party unity reached a 
masochistic pitch in the following statement at a party conference: 

Comrades, none of us wishes to be or can be right against the party. In the last 
instance the party is always right… I know that one ought not to be right against the 
party. One can be right only with the party and through the party because history has 
not created any other way for the realization of one’s rightness. The English have the 
saying ‘My country, right or wrong’. With much greater justification we can say: My 
party, right or wrong…42 
So Trotsky yielded to party discipline. When the party ordered an end to debate, he 

obeyed and stayed silent. “We must not do anything at this moment”, he told his supporters:43 
a recipe for sitting and waiting while the other side strengthened its position. When the 
bureaucracy decided to hush up Lenin’s deathbed advice to remove Stalin from power, 
Trotsky went along with the decision and even publicly denied that Lenin had said any such 
thing. When he did come out against the leadership, he formed alliances with people who 
proved untrustworthy and incapable of honest opposition. For the sake of such alliances he 
compromised on matters of principle. He even agreed to renounce his biggest contribution to 
Marxism, the theory of permanent revolution, which he announced to be irrelevant: “I myself 
regard it as a question which has long been consigned to the archives”.44 

But the growing power of the bureaucracy did cause Trotsky to consider that counter-
revolution could come in a new, unexpected way. Possibly, it “would not be carried out all at 
once, with one blow, but through successive shiftings, with the first shift occurring from the 
top down and to a large extent within one and the same party… a special from of counter-
revolution carried out on the installment plan”.45 He drew a comparison with the French 
revolution: on 9th Thermidor (according to the revolutionary calendar) the conservatives 
pushed the radicals out of power. 

It is less the danger of an open, full-fledged bourgeois counterrevolution than that of a 
Thermidor, that is, a partial counterrevolutionary shift or upheaval which, precisely 
because it was partial, could for a fairly long time continue to disguise itself in 
revolutionary forms, but which in essence would already have a decisively bourgeois 
character, so that a return from Thermidor to the dictatorship of the proletariat could 
only be effected through a new revolution.46 
In the final years of the decade, the bureaucracy moved to decisively consolidate its 

power. Thousands of its opponents were arrested: Trotsky himself was expelled from the 
Communist Party in late 1927 and exiled to Kazakhstan in the outskirts of the USSR two 
months later. Forced collectivisation in the countryside expropriated millions of farmers, and 
accelerated industrialisation drove workers to work harder for less. Whereas Trotsky had seen 
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the bureaucracy as an unstable intermediate group balancing between the workers and the 
remaining property owners, instead it now came into its own, establishing firm bases for its 
independent power in society, politics and the economy. 

Although some of his analysis had proved inaccurate, Trotsky—unlike many others—
had no intention of giving in before the overwhelming power of Stalinism. When the secret 
police presented him with an order to cease his political activity, he threw the ultimatum back 
in their faces: 

To demand from me that I renounce my political activity is to demand that I abjure 
the struggle which I have been conducting in the interests of the international working 
class, a struggle in which I have been unceasingly engaged for thirty-two years, 
during the whole of my conscious life.… Only a bureaucracy corrupt to its roots can 
demand such a renunciation. Only contemptible renegades can give such a promise.47 

In January 1929 Trotsky was deported from the USSR altogether, and was never to return. 
But his fight against the Stalinist betrayal of the revolution was far from over. 

part three:1929-1940 
The last decade of Trotsky’s life was marked by unprecedented adversity. While fascism took 
over more of Europe, Stalin’s rule in the USSR grew steadily more brutal. It drove Trotsky 
from one place of exile to another—from Turkey to France to Norway to Mexico—hounding 
him with lies, abuse and violence. The fact that he held fast to his principles throughout is a 
tribute to his undying loyalty to the socialist cause. 

Fascism 
Spain spent the 1930s in a continuous state of political crisis, culminating in Franco’s fascist 
coup in 1936. Much of the initial resistance consisted of workers and small farmers seizing 
factories and land from owners who sided with fascism. But the Communist party and others 
pushed for a ‘people’s front’ policy, in which all classes would put aside their differences and 
defend democracy. Working people would have to postpone hope of improving their situation 
in society and accept their inferior position until Franco was out of the way. Trotsky argued 
that such a strategy fatally weakened the struggle: 

The demand not to transgress the bounds of bourgeois democracy signifies in practice 
not a defence of the democratic revolution but a repudiation of it.… The fighters of a 
revolutionary army must be clearly aware of the fact that they are fighting for their 
full social liberation and not for the reestablishment of the old (“democratic”) forms 
of exploitation.48 
The rise of Hitler in Germany was made easier by the Communist Party’s refusal to 

fight alongside the Social Democrats against him. They maintained that the reformists were 
little better than the fascists at the end of the day. Trotsky didn’t deny the Social Democratic 
betrayals of the working class but, because a Nazi victory would crush all workers’ 
organisations without exception, it was possible and necessary for revolutionaries to form a 
united front with them. This would mean unity in action, but not hiding differences with each 
other: “we shall criticize each other with full freedom… But when the fascist wants to force a 
gag down our throats, we will repulse him together!”49 

In both cases the policy pursued by Stalin and the Communist Parties under his 
control had contributed to fascist dictatorships coming to power. The internal workings of 
these parties, wrote Trotsky, prevented them from taking a real part in the workers’ struggles: 
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The German Communist Party was growing rapidly… But before the hour of test 
came, it was ravaged from within. The stifling of the interior life of the party, the wish 
to give orders instead of to convince, the zigzag policies, the appointment of leaders 
from the top, the system of lies and deception for the masses—all this demoralized the 
party to its marrow. When danger approached, the party was found to be a corpse.50 

The parties had created a layer of members unable to think for themselves, fit only to obey 
orders from the leadership: “Whoever bows his head submissively before every command 
from above, is good for nothing as a revolutionary fighter!”51 

Stalinism 
The disastrous effects of Stalinism in Russia itself were also ruthlessly exposed by Trotsky’s 
pen. While Stalin claimed that a socialist society was under construction, if not already built, 
Trotsky pointed to the glaring inequalities between ordinary workers and the bureaucrats: 
“such socialism cannot but seem to the masses a new re-facing of capitalism, and they are not 
far wrong”. There existed a “whole stratum, which does not engage directly in productive 
labor, but administers, orders, commands, pardons and punishes”. 

the Soviet government occupies in relation to the whole economic system the position 
which a capitalist occupies in relation to a single enterprise.… 

The transfer of the factories to the state changed the situation of the worker only 
juridically. In reality, he is compelled to live in want and work a definite number of 
hours for a definite wage.… In the bureaucracy he sees the manager, in the state, the 
employer.52 
But he maintained that the USSR was different to capitalist societies. The land, the 

means of production, and foreign trade were in the hands of the state, and this defined “the 
nature of the Soviet Union as a proletarian state”. The bureaucracy, in so far as it maintained 
state ownership, “still remains a weapon of proletarian dictatorship”.53 For all its short-
comings, Russia “still remains a degenerated workers’ state”.54 

Trotsky initially clung to the hope that Stalinist rule could be overcome peacefully, 
and only revised his view in 1933, when the Communist Parties signally failed to prevent 
Hitler coming to power. However, the revolution he revolution he then called for was one 
“confined within the limits of political revolution”, overthrowing the political rule of the 
bureaucracy but, in economic matters, going no further than “a series of very important 
reforms, but not another social revolution”.55 The USSR was “a damaged workers’ state… 
which still continues to run and which can be completely reconditioned with the replacement 
of some parts”56 

There is a clear contradiction between the reality of Stalinist society as Trotsky 
described it and the conclusion he drew from it. The state existing in Russia was no kind of a 
workers’ state at all, whatever qualifying adjective preceded the term. As workers in any 
nationalised company can testify, state ownership in itself doesn’t change the dynamics of 
capitalist exploitation. The economy belonged to the state, indeed, but the state belonged to a 
class of bureaucrats who played the role of capitalists. It is true, as Trotsky said, that they 
couldn’t pass their wealth on directly to their children, but in practice they could and did pass 
on their privileged lifestyle and social position. Overthrowing them would mean more than a 
“political revolution” with a democratisation of economic management systems, but 
rebuilding society anew from the ground up, starting with a fresh workers’ revolution. 

Years before, in 1922, Trotsky had given a much clearer response to those who saw 
state ownership, rather than workers’ power, as the defining feature of socialism: 

To this we Marxists replied that as long as political power remained in the hands of 
the bourgeoisie this socialization was not socialization at all and that it would not lead 
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to socialism but only to state capitalism. To put it differently, the ownership of 
various factories, railways and so on by diverse capitalists would be superseded by an 
ownership of the totality of enterprises, railways and so on by the very same 
bourgeois firm, called the state. In the same measure as the bourgeoisie retains 
political power, it will, as a whole, continue to exploit the proletariat through the 
medium of state capitalism, just as an individual bourgeois exploits, by means of 
private ownership, “his own” workers. The term “state capitalism” was thus put 
forward, or at all events, employed polemically by revolutionary Marxists against the 
reformists, for the purpose of explaining and proving that genuine socialization begins 
only after the conquest of power by the working class.57 
Just as Stalin’s failure to stop Hitler in 1933 caused Trotsky to abandon hope of 

reforming Stalinist Russia, so the Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939 led many of Trotsky’s followers 
to reject his definition of Russia as a workers’ state. Trotsky was having none of it—not least 
because he felt Stalin was on the brink of collapse anyway: 

A totalitarian regime, whether of Stalinist or fascist type, by its very essence can only 
be a temporary transitional regime… incapable of perpetuating itself.… Might we not 
place ourselves in a ludicrous position if we affixed to the Bonapartist oligarchy the 
nomenclature of a new ruling class just a few years or even a few months prior to its 
inglorious downfall?58 

Seeing a passing phenomenon where, in reality, an established society existed clearly led 
Trotsky to underestimate the stability of the regime. 

Because Trotsky saw Stalinist Russia as a more progressive society than others, he 
adopted a stance of “Unconditional defence of the USSR” in time of war. Even when Stalin 
occupied eastern Poland on foot of his deal with Hitler, Trotsky welcomed his imposition of 
Russian property forms there: “the statification of property in the occupied territories is in 
itself a progressive measure… the Kremlin with its bureaucratic methods gave an impulse to 
the socialist revolution in Poland”.59 While he had previously written that “The bureaucracy 
which became a reactionary force in the USSR cannot play a revolutionary role in the world 
arena”,60 he now portrayed it overthrowing capitalism in eastern Europe. While he had 
previously written that “Only the working class can seize the forces of production from the 
stranglehold of the exploiters”,61 he now portrayed the Stalinist bureaucracy carrying out that 
task. 

To the rule of Stalinist bureaucrats, Trotsky counterposed the democratic rule of the 
working class: 

the dictatorship of the proletariat by its very essence can and should be the supreme 
expression of workers’ democracy. In order to bring about a great social revolution, 
there must be for the proletariat a supreme manifestation of all its forces and all its 
capacities: the proletariat is organized democratically precisely in order to put an end 
to its enemies.… The heavy hand of dictatorship is directed against the class enemies: 
the foundation of the dictatorship is workers’ democracy.62 

This would mean a range of different workers’ parties existing and criticising each other. 
While Trotsky glossed over the fact that he himself had justified one-party rule through the 
1920s, his position now was a distinct advance. But in the heat of polemic he slid back 
towards the old position: “if the dictatorship of the proletariat means anything at all, then it 
means that the vanguard of the class is armed with the resources of the state in order to repel 
dangers, including those emanating from the backward layers of the proletariat itself”.63 
Instead of the working class freely discussing the way forward while uniting to forcibly 



107 
 

impose its will on the capitalists, this envisaged one “vanguard” section of the working class 
forcibly imposing its will on other sections—a far cry from pluralist workers’ democracy. 

Leadership 
Trotsky believed that the struggle for socialism couldn’t do without him in this period: “now 
my work is ‘indispensable’ in the full sense of the word… There is now no one except me to 
carry out the mission of arming a new generation with the revolutionary method”.64 The same 
went for the Fourth International, founded in 1938 to organise his supporters worldwide. He 
wasn’t lacking in high hopes for it: “During the next ten years the program of the Fourth 
International will become the guide of millions”.65 

But it was not to be. Uniting socialists in as much common activity as possible was 
quite right, but 1938 was no time for a conference of 21 socialists to be proclaiming a world 
party of socialist revolution, complete with a fully-fledged intercontinental structure of 
organisation. The First and Second Internationals had emerged from upward swings of the 
workers’ movement, and the Third came on the back of an actual socialist revolution. On the 
other hand, the Fourth had, as Trotsky put it, “arisen out of… the greatest defeats of the 
proletariat in history”.66 An all-out revolutionary offensive launched in the decade of Hitler, 
Franco and Stalin was never likely to make much headway. 

One of the new International’s problems was Trotsky’s contention that “The historical 
crisis of mankind is reduced to the crisis of the revolutionary leadership.” The strike wave of 
1936 in France, for instance, “revealed the wholehearted readiness of the proletariat to 
overthrow the capitalist system”, but their leaders “succeeded in canalizing and damming, at 
least temporarily, the revolutionary stream”.67 The events of 1936 were undoubtedly 
impressive, but a working class that was really ready to overthrow capitalism would hardly 
turn around and go back to sleep at the word of any leaders. By reducing everything to bad 
leadership, Trotsky’s view gave the impression of workers chomping at the bit but powerless 
to see through their leaders: if different leaders were only provided, then the revolution could 
proceed. An earlier comment of his was nearer the mark: “The quality of the leadership is, of 
course, far from a matter of indifference for the outcome of the conflict, but it is not the only 
factor, and in the last analysis is not decisive.”68 

Trotsky felt that socialists needed to have a programme of demands to present to 
workers. To take a typical example: “Against a bounding rise in prices… one can fight only 
under the slogan of a sliding scale of wages.”69 So, if inflation reaches 5%, wages should 
automatically go up 5%. But it is more common, if conditions are at all favourable, for 
workers to demand 10%—to try and use the opportunity to increase their real wages rather 
than running to stand still. The demand for a sliding wage scale has seldom, if ever, been put 
forward in actual struggle. Telling socialists that it was the “only” way to fight inflation could 
only encourage them to privilege their own ready-made programme at the expense of 
demands emerging from real workers’ struggles. Trotsky had proposed a more flexible 
method of intervention some years before, when he said that revolutionaries needed to 
develop “the capacity to put forward at the right moment sharp, specific fighting slogans that 
by themselves don’t derive from the ‘program’ but are dictated by the circumstances of the 
day”.70 

The isolation of Trotsky’s followers bred an almost messianic conviction regarding 
their role as the one true revolutionaries. Trotsky made the absurd claim that “The advanced 
workers of all the world are already firmly convinced that the overthrow of Mussolini, Hitler, 
and their agents and imitators will occur only under the leadership of the Fourth Inter-
national.”71 No other socialists came up to scratch: they were “the only genuinely revolution-
ary current which has never repudiated its banner, has not compromised with its enemies, and 
which alone represents the future”.72 Socialists in Spain who disagreed with Trotsky were 
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informed by him that “Outside the line of the Fourth International there is only the line of 
Stalin-Caballero” (Largo Caballero was the Spanish prime minister).73 When the revolution-
ary Victor Serge begged to differ, Trotsky resorted to the kind of tactics the Stalinists had 
employed against himself: Serge was only “a disillusioned petty-bourgeois intellectual” 
aiming “to subdue Marxism… to paralyze the socialist revolution”, and the likes of him were 
“carriers of infection” in the movement.74 Trotsky’s point of view was often, though not 
always, correct; but unleashing his wrath on any socialist who thought differently was a 
recipe for severely narrowing the potential for agreement. 

The communist future 
Treating Leon Trotsky as a revolutionary oracle—as some have done, and still do—is never 
going to utilise his contributions to the cause he was devoted to. His ideas of socialist 
organisation in his later years were seriously flawed. His opposition to Stalinism was all the 
weaker for being conditional, picking out good aspects of the system to defend. But his stand 
against the Stalinist bureaucracy in unimaginably hard times was truly heroic. His fight to 
provide an alternative to its betrayals still remains relevant—above all, his understanding of 
permanent revolution, linking the fight against all oppression with the international socialist 
revolution. 

Stalin never forgave Trotsky, and made considerable efforts to silence him. In 
Mexico, where Trotsky lived from 1937, Stalin’s supporters persecuted him endlessly in the 
press and even launched a gun attack on his home. A Stalinist agent managed to infiltrate the 
household and, one day, smashed a pickaxe into Trotsky’s skull. Trotsky struggled with him 
fiercely and tried to survive. But on 21 August 1940 Trotsky’s revolutionary life came to  
an end. 

Six months earlier, in poor health and aware of the threat of assassination, Trotsky 
had written a testament: 

For forty-three years of my conscious life I have remained a revolutionist; for forty-
two of them I have fought under the banner of Marxism. If I had to begin all over 
again I would of course try to avoid this or that mistake, but the main course of my 
life would remain unchanged. I shall die a proletarian revolutionist, a Marxist, a 
dialectical materialist, and, consequently, an irreconcilable atheist. My faith in the 
communist future is not less ardent, indeed it is firmer today, than it was in the days 
of my youth. 

…Life is beautiful. Let the future generations cleanse it of all evil, oppression and 
violence, and enjoy it to the full.75 

Red Banner 16-18 
July 2003-March 2004 
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