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Livio Maitan wrote this document in July 1955, in the interregnum between Stalin's death and the Twentieth Congress, when the ice was cracking but nobody was quite sure what lay beneath. It was produced for the Fourth International's internal discussion and published in Quatrième Internationale. It appears here, in its original French alongside the English translation, for the first time in this collected form.

The subject is the central problem of Marxist politics: the relationship between the revolutionary vanguard and the mass movement. Everything else follows from how you answer it. Get it wrong in one direction and you have a sect, self-contained and principled and politically irrelevant, preserving the doctrine intact while the class moves without you. Get it wrong in the other direction and you have liquidationism: the dissolution of independent revolutionary organisation into whatever broader formation currently commands working-class loyalty, on the theory that proximity to the masses is itself political value. Maitan was writing against both.

The document is structured as a historical argument. Part One moves from Marx and Engels through the First International, then to Lenin and the Communist International, reconstructing how each generation addressed the fusion problem under different structural conditions. Part Two draws the tactical conclusions for the Fourth International in 1955, working through the specific situations in Italy, Britain, the United States, and Argentina. The method throughout is what Maitan calls fortiter in re, suaviter in modo: firm on the principles, flexible on the forms. The phrase comes from Marx's account of how he drafted the preamble to the First International, and Maitan uses it as something close to a motto for the entire tradition.

Maitan in 1955

Maitan was thirty-three years old when he wrote this. He had been a member of the Italian Trotskyist organisation since the late 1940s, working under the conditions of deep entry into a Communist Party that commanded millions of members and the organised loyalty of the Italian working class. The Italian case was not peripheral to his argument: it was its laboratory. The Trotskyists in Italy could not build an independent organisation in any meaningful sense. The mass movement was there, in the PCI and the CGIL, and the question was whether the revolutionary vanguard entered those structures on the movement's terms, or retreated into propaganda circles on its own. Maitan chose entry: not as a permanent condition, but as the tactic appropriate to the relationship of forces.

He would return to these questions throughout his life. The 1955 theses are the early, systematic statement of positions he developed in practice across the upheavals of 1968, the Portuguese revolution of 1974–75, and the long decomposition of the European left that followed. For readers approaching his later work — his writings on Bandiera Rossa, his analyses of the Italian Communist Party's 'historic compromise', his contributions to the FI's debates on broad parties and mass formations — this document supplies the theoretical foundations. The concepts are already here: the broad vanguard, the transitional forms, the relationship between independent organisation and entrist work, the persistent tension between programme and movement.

Why This Document Now

The British left in 2026 is, in one obvious sense, nothing like the European left of 1955. There is no mass Communist Party. There is no organised Stalinist bureaucracy to navigate around. The Corbyn moment came and went, and what it left behind was not a radicalised mass membership ready for socialist politics but something more disorienting: a scattered layer of activists, experienced in campaigning but politically unmoored, spread across the Green Party, the Trade Unionist and Socialist Coalition, George Galloway's various projects, the newly formed Socialist Federation, and a dozen smaller formations, each with some claim on the tradition but none with the organisational weight to act as a pole of regroupment.

And yet Maitan's central question returns with the insistence of problems that have not been solved. What is the relationship between the revolutionary organisation — small, politically coherent, organisationally disciplined — and the broader movement of the class? When does independent propaganda work develop the vanguard, and when does it simply reproduce it in isolation? When does entry into broader formations constitute the patient, necessary work of fusion, and when does it mean the liquidation of revolutionary politics into electoral management?

These are not rhetorical questions. They are being answered, in practice, by every organisation on the British left right now, mostly without theoretical clarity about what is being decided. The Socialist Federation's founding documents reveal an acute awareness of the problem of substitutionism and an honest recognition that the forces involved are insufficient for the tasks being proposed. Anti-Capitalist Resistance is navigating the same tension in its approach to the Trade Unionist and Socialist Coalition and to the Scottish independence movement. The Greens' left wing is attempting — by a very different route — to build something that resembles a broad workers' party without naming it as such.

Maitan would not have recognised these specific formations. He would have recognised the structure of the problem immediately.

A Note on the Text

The document exists in two versions: the original French, written for a European readership embedded in parties where French served as the FI's working language, and an English translation prepared for this edition. Both are reproduced here. Where the English translation departs from the French in ways that affect the argument, a note is provided.

The document's form — dense, discursive, structured around a historical reconstruction rather than a schematic programme — reflects Maitan's method throughout his career. He did not write to settle questions but to open them, or rather to show that the questions are harder than the available answers suggest. The section on perspectives that turned out to be wrong is characteristic: he does not defend the FI's mistaken prognoses of rapid post-war revolution by minimising them, but by situating them in a tradition going back to Marx and Engels, both of whom got the timing wrong and neither of whom drew the conclusion that correct analysis required abandoning the revolutionary project. History is richer than the schemas, as Engels told Sorge in September 1887; the lesson is patient engagement with the actual movement, not retreat into the pure positions.

Whether that lesson has been absorbed by the British left in 2026 is a question this document, appropriately, leaves open.
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Two fundamental elements characterize every proletarian movement: on the one hand, the general movement of the class, with its oscillations, its advances and retreats, its multiple and varied forms; on the other hand, the conscious, organized, and leading fraction of that class — the revolutionary vanguard. The fundamental question — the "Grundfrage" — of all revolutionary politics lies in the relationship between these two elements, in their organic and necessary fusion. It is on this question that we will concentrate our analysis, examining successively how Marx and Engels, and then Lenin, approached this problem, before drawing lessons for the current tactic of the Fourth International.

Marx, Engels and the First International

Marx and Engels addressed the problem of the relationship between the vanguard and the mass movement from the time of their activity within the Communist League. This experience yielded two fundamental documents: the Communist Manifesto and the Address to the Communist League of March 1850.

The Manifesto defines with precision the relationship between communists and the general workers' movement:


"The Communists do not form a separate party opposed to the other working-class parties. They have no interests separate and apart from those of the proletariat as a whole... In practice, the Communists are the most resolute, ever-pushing-forward section of the working-class parties of every country... 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 negative experience of 1848 revealed the dangers of subordinating the working class to the petty-bourgeois democracy. The March 1850 Address drew the lessons from this failure. It insists on the political independence of the workers' party:


"Even where there is no prospect of achieving their election the workers must put up their own candidates to preserve their independence, to gauge their own strength and to bring their revolutionary position and party standpoint to public attention. They must not be led astray by the empty phrases of the democrats... Their battle cry must be: The Permanent Revolution."


The Address develops the principle of proletarian party independence with force. Workers must form their own organizations, workers' clubs, which will serve to centralize the working class into an independent movement. The communists must ensure that the official party organizations do not absorb the workers' clubs.

Electoral tactics are also outlined in the Address: where it is possible to field workers' candidates, such candidates should be presented; where this is not possible, one should abstain or adopt the tactic most appropriate to strengthening workers' independence.

The period of depression that followed 1848 posed new problems. In a letter to Engels on July 20, 1851, Marx describes the situation of small communist groups:


"We now have the opportunity again, for some years, to play our quiet role as scholars in our study. The revolution, which is now imminent, must inevitably bring us to power, but it is not yet the time for this. We are in a period of transition, where we must prepare ourselves for the great battles which are coming."


From this period and from the experience of the Communist League, four fundamental lessons can be drawn:

a) Theoretical elaboration must be assimilated by the vanguard. Theoretical work is the prerequisite of all effective revolutionary action.

b) The political independence of the workers' party is an absolute condition. The workers' movement can only advance by maintaining its autonomy from all other classes and fractions of classes.

c) A solid liaison and compenetration must be established between the communists and the general movement of the class. The vanguard can only exercise its leading role by being organically linked to the masses.

d) It is necessary to form communist cadres, even before the "soldiers" are there. The formation of revolutionary cadres cannot wait until revolutionary conditions are ripe.

When Marx founded the International Working Men's Association in 1864, he set himself two objectives: on the one hand, to unite all existing workers' organizations; on the other, to diffuse communist ideas within the workers' movement. These two objectives did not exclude each other but were complementary.

Marx's freedom from prejudice regarding the various forms of the workers' movement was remarkable. He wrote to Engels that American workers had simply leaped over the social-democratic phase to arrive directly at workers' parties.

In a letter to Engels of March 5, 1869, Marx analyses the different levels of development of workers' consciousness in different countries and concludes that the International must maintain a common theoretical program while adapting to the specific forms of the movement in each country. The history of the International was a constant struggle of the general council against sects and amateur experiments seeking to impose their specific characteristics on the International, against the real movement of the working class.

The method of the Inaugural Address of the IWA illustrates what Marx called fortiter in re, suaviter in modo — firm on substance, flexible on form. In a letter to Engels on November 4, 1864, he explains how he drafted the International's program in such a way that it would be acceptable to all tendencies in the workers' movement while maintaining the essential positions of communism.

In a letter to Engels on November 7, 1864, Engels approves this approach: "It is good that we enter into liaison again with people who at least represent their class."

Marx analysed with great subtlety the different tendencies of the German workers' movement — Schweitzer's "Lassallean church" on the one side, and Liebknecht's tendency too close to the people's party on the other. This analysis shows his capacity to evaluate the real forces of the movement without being blinded by doctrinaire prejudices.

The International produced two major theoretical documents: "Wages, Price and Profit" and "The Civil War in France." These texts show how theoretical elaboration articulated with the concrete struggles of the workers' movement.

The practical results of the International were considerable: the battle for universal suffrage in England with the Reform League, support for strikes, and above all the Paris Commune.

Regarding the Commune, it is important to emphasize that Marx had opposed it in September
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