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			Vadim Zakharovich Rogovin (10 May 1937–18 September 1998) was a Doctor of Philosophical Sciences and leading researcher at the Institute of Sociology of the Russian Academy of Sciences in Moscow. He is the author of 250 scholarly works, including eight monographs on problems of social policy, the history of social thought and the history of political movements in the former USSR. From 1991 to 1998, Rogovin wrote a seven-volume study, Was There an Alternative?, which examines the struggle of the Left Opposition, led by Leon Trotsky, against the Stalinist degeneration of the Soviet regime. This book is the first volume in the series.

			Before his untimely death in September 1998, Rogovin presented lectures all over the world about the socialist-based opposition to the Stalinist regime.
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			​Foreword

This book was published by Vadim Rogovin in Moscow in the fall of 1992, slightly less than one year after the Soviet Union had been dissolved. It is the first volume of what would become a seven-volume study of the struggle of the Left Opposition, both inside the Soviet Union and abroad, as it fought the Stalinist degeneration of the workers’ state established after the October Revolution in 1917.

This first volume raises the question: “Was There an Alternative to Stalinism?” It studies the rise of the Left Opposition led by Leon Trotsky in 1923, and ends with the expulsion of Trotsky and his supporters at the Fifteenth Party Congress in 1927. The succeeding volumes examine the history of the resistance to Stalinism up through Trotsky’s assassination in August 1940 and the outbreak of World War II.

Rogovin began collecting material about the inner-party struggle as a teenager, soon after Stalin’s death in 1953. During the “Thaw” in 1956, signaled by Khrushchev’s famous secret speech at the Twentieth Party Congress in February, Rogovin’s hopes were raised that a true history of this period could be written. But Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization was partial; many of the most odious falsifications of history remained.

After Khrushchev’s fall in 1964, relatively bleak years dominated on the historical front. Trotsky’s name was taboo. None of his works were readily available in the Soviet Union, and Rogovin could not assume that he would ever be able to publish the history he yearned to write.

After Gorbachev began the process of “perestroika” in 1985, one of the slogans of that time was “glasnost’” (openness). Official Communist Party publications started to publish documents of previously banned topics in Soviet history. Soon a flood of these documents was published in journals, newspapers, and books, often in extraordinary numbers (the relatively obscure newspaper, Arguments and Facts, reached a press run of 33 million!).

Rogovin devoured this material, thoroughly assimilated it, and began to write his volumes with incredible honesty, courage, and speed. By 1992, this first volume appeared. 

In the same year, Rogovin established contact with the International Committee of the Fourth International and forged a close relationship that played a critical role in the development of his historical project. 

In a memorial tribute to Vadim Rogovin, delivered in December 1998, David North described the nature and significance of the historian’s relationship with the International Committee:

For most of Vadim’s life it had not been possible for him to discuss openly his Trotskyist convictions, let alone participate in the work of the Fourth International. Similarly, our movement had for decades upheld the legacy of Trotsky’s struggle, without the possibility of establishing contact with genuine Marxists within the Soviet Union. Yet, despite the formidable obstacles that were the product of unfavorable historical conditions, the trajectories of Vadim Rogovin and the Fourth International had finally, after separate voyages of more than a half-century, merged into the same orbital path.

Discussions between Vadim and the International Committee began in the late spring of 1992. Initially, most of our exchanges took place through the new medium of e-mail. With Fred serving as our interlocutor, we exchanged, though in a somewhat restricted manner, ideas and proposals for the development of literary and political work. In October 1992, Vadim met briefly with Comrade Peter Schwarz during a short visit to Berlin. In February 1993, during a seminar in Kiev on the history of the International Committee, Vadim and I met for the first time. The discussions that we held over that weekend established a pattern that persisted during the years to come: We talked, debated, argued, disagreed, agreed, laughed, and made plans. In the course of further meetings held in Moscow in 1993 and early 1994, we discussed in detail the development of Vadim’s historical cycle. As I have already said, the basic outline of the work had been developed by Vadim over many years of study and thought. And yet, as a consequence of his discussions with the International Committee, the intellectual and political scope of this work broadened immensely. Even after the initial discussions, Vadim decided that it was necessary for him to recast and rewrite his first volume. I do not mean to suggest that Vadim owed his ideas to the International Committee. The dialectical movement of his thought cannot be understood in such terms. Rather, Vadim’s creativity was stimulated by discussion, which activated his imagination and aroused within his consciousness new ideas. At first, Vadim had believed that his project would require four volumes. The impact of his collaboration with the International Committee found its most direct expression in the fact that the scale of the project grew to seven volumes.

In May 1994, Rogovin was diagnosed with cancer. The prognosis was not good — he was initially given six months to live. The tragic news intensified Rogovin’s resolve to complete his cycle. He also seemed to draw strength and inspiration from the International Committee’s organization of a series of lectures tours in the United States, Britain, Germany and Australia. His intense preparation for the lectures and the lively exchanges with the audiences who attended them was, for Vadim, a source of fresh ideas. Returning from these lectures, Rogovin resumed his writing with an intensity that astounded his oncologists, family, and newly found collaborators. 

Having decided to rewrite the first volume, Rogovin welcomed the opportunity to include excerpts from new documents that had appeared since the first edition. He both included new material and excluded some passages that he thought might distract his international readers. This new edition compares favorably to the original Russian version in print. Rogovin worked assiduously on this and other volumes until virtually the day before he died, on 18 September 1998.

In his tribute to Rogovin, North offered this assessment of Was There an Alternative to Stalinism:

Vadim’s pursuit of objective historical truth constituted the essential foundation and purpose of his intellectual life. The problem of objective truth was, for Vadim, not that of an abstract theoretical standard that was arbitrarily imposed upon the subject of historical research. It was, rather, intrinsic to the subject itself. For Vadim, that subject was the history of the political struggles within the Soviet Communist Party and the Communist International between 1922, one year before the founding of the Left Opposition, and 1940, the year of the assassination of Leon Trotsky by an agent of Stalin’s NKVD. His overriding intellectual task and moral responsibility was to extract the objective truth of this critical historical period from beneath the vast edifice of lies that had been erected by Stalin and his successors, who were—even before the term was invented—the foremost practitioners of post-modernist historiography. If, as post-modernist theoreticians insist, there exists no necessary relationship between history and a scientifically-verifiable objective truth—and, to continue, if historical narratives are merely imagined and invented—then the accounts of Soviet history given by Andrei Vyshinsky at the three Moscow trials are as legitimate as any other. The various versions of Soviet history presented in different editions of officially authorized encyclopedias are, within this intellectually debased framework, not to be rejected as lies; rather, they are to be rationalized and justified as alternative “imaginings” of the past. The apologists of post-modernism might argue that this is not their intention; but ideas have a logic of their own.

Vadim Rogovin understood that the Soviet tragedy was embedded in the disorientation and deadening of historical consciousness. The political immaturity and bewilderment that characterized the response of the Soviet people to the events of the 1980s and 1990s, their inability to find a progressive response to the crisis in their society, was, above all, the outcome of decades of historical falsifications. It was impossible to understand the present without real knowledge of the past. To the extent that the Russian working class believed that Stalinism was the inevitable product of socialism, and that the tragic course of Soviet history flowed inexorably from the revolution of October 1917, it was politically disarmed and could see no alternative to the dismantling of the Soviet Union and the restoration of capitalism. The great question posed by Vadim Rogovin—Was there an alternative to Stalinism?—is, certainly, fundamental to an understanding of the history of the Soviet Union. But the ramifications of this question extend far beyond the borders of the former USSR, and they are of critical relevance not only to our understanding of the past but to our vision of the future. Within the context of his examination of the Soviet past Vadim Rogovin grappled with the essential experiences and lessons of the twentieth century. That is why the works of Vadim Zakharovich Rogovin are of world importance.

Rogovin’s achievement as a historian is monumental. He was not able to see the many volumes of documents that have appeared in the former Soviet Union since his death. These include thousands of pages on the NEP, the inner-party struggle, collectivization and industrialization, the Comintern, the Great Terror, and the outbreak of war. Yet what he wrote, based on what he managed to see and use in his analysis of these complex events, stands the test of time. Although published in Russian in 1992, and revised in 1996, little in this book needs to be changed to be historically accurate.

Given the new socialist wave that Rogovin felt was inevitable, he called for a profound understanding of the historical lessons of the past, in order to avoid fatal mistakes in the coming political battles. This requires a study of the political and ideological heritage of Marxists of the 1930s, many of whom are unknown to the readers Rogovin anticipated, but whose history assumes urgent significance today. To aid the reader, brief biographies of many of these Marxists have been appended to the book.

More volumes are planned to appear in English, joining the three others that have already been published by Mehring Books. German translations of the first six completed volumes are already available at Mehring Verlag.

​


Note from the Translator

Transliterating Russian names and other words from Cyrillic always involves compromises. Throughout the main body of the text, I have adopted a modified version of the system used in the Handbook of Russian Literature (edited by Victor Terras, Yale University Press, 1985). Thus, the familiar “-skii” ending of many surnames is rendered as “-sky.” Soft and hard signs are omitted (Raskolnikov, not Raskol’nikov), except in footnotes. Where names are of German origin, I have usually retained the Russian form (Goltsman, not Holtzmann]. Other names that have been popularized over the years are used in their more familiar form, even if this violates strict transliteration norms (Zinoviev, not Zinov’ev; Barmine, not Barmin; Nicolaevsky, not Nikolaevsky). Names that begin with the Cyrillic “E”, “Ю” or “Я” are rendered as “Ye” (Yezhov), “Yu” (Yudin) or “Ya” (Yaroslavsky). An exception to this is Esenin, more commonly accepted than Yesenin. Names in the index usually include the patronymic, unless it could not be found. 

A glossary of many of the acronyms and terms from the Soviet period follows the last chapter. For brevity’s sake, I have used some of these terms in the text (e.g., Gosplan, kolkhoz), even though they might seem strange to the non-Russian reader.

When it comes to territorial terms, I have left several in transliterated form, while adding them to the glossary (oblast, okrug, krai), since there is no consistent equivalent to territories in English-speaking countries.

Where appropriate, I designate economic years in the following way: 1928/1929, which is explained in the glossary.

Vadim Rogovin often inserted parenthetical comments, signed with his initials. I have retained them in parentheses. All unsigned notes in square brackets belong to the translator, not to the author. 

Some observations about the footnotes: I have retained the original citations that Rogovin provided in Cyrillic. If there is an available English translation, I have often provided a citation for it. Otherwise, a simple translation of  the original Russian citation is given.

As is customary for texts on Soviet history, Lenin’s quotations are usually from the fifth Soviet edition of his Полное собрание сочинений [Complete Collected Works], indicated as ПСС [in English references as PSS]; English translations, however, are from the fourth edition of his Collected Works, Moscow, Progress Publishers, 1960–1970, indicated as CW. I have often modified these English translations slightly, corresponding to more recent usage.

Stalin’s quotations are from a reprint of the thirteen-volume English edition produced by the Foreign Language Publishing House, Moscow, 1953–1955. 

For many of Trotsky’s works, English references are easily found. I often cite them so that the reader can compare them with my own variant. With Trotsky’s unfinished Stalin (which was cut short by his assassination), matters are more complicated. Only the first six chapters of the English translation by Charles Malamuth were checked by Trotsky. The later chapters included interpolations by Malamuth which distorted what Trotsky would have written to such a degree that Natalia Sedova, Trotsky’s widow, tried to stop its publication altogether. 

The Russian émigré historian, Yuri Felshtinsky published a Russian edition of the Stalin biography in 1985, which contained the seven Russian chapters that Trotsky had corrected. Felshtinsky then included excerpts from Trotsky’s archives that would have been included in a completed edition, without Malamuth’s interpolations. Felshtinsky’s work became the basis for the Russian edition published in Moscow in 1991 that Rogovin later cites.

In providing a reference to an extant English translation of Stalin, I have opted for the edition translated and edited in 2016 by Alan Woods. Although much of what Malamuth had offered is accepted by Woods, some of it is altered. More importantly, Woods supplied over 80,000 words of text not provided in the earlier Malamuth edition. Finding passages that correspond to the Russian edition Rogovin used is complicated by the way Woods rearranged some passages; occasionally, contiguous paragraphs are now found on two or three different pages. In a few places, I could not find the continuation of a quotation begun by Woods. Given those issues, the Woods edition is an improvement over the earlier Malamuth and should help the reader in understanding Trotsky’s views in the last year of his life. 

Thanks to James Goodwin for assistance in translation of selected chapters that were provided in draft form on the basis of consultations with the author and have been revised and updated here for publication.

A note on the illustrations: many of the photographs and images come from the journal Prozhektor [Searchlight], edited by Voronsky and Bukharin in the 1920s. Some of the images have rarely been seen since they were originally printed, because they were largely erased from Soviet history by Stalinist censors. Both Voronsky and Bukharin fell victim to the Great Terror in 1937 and 1938, as did many of the people contained in the photographs.

(– F. C.)


		
			​Introduction

Every great revolution presents its contemporaries and their descendants fundamental historical questions that continue to be debated for decades. The most basic question posed by the October Revolution and its consequences concerns the relationship between Bolshevism and Stalinism.

From the 1930s through the 1980s, Soviet historiography, which experienced suffocating administrative pressure more than any other social science, offered a straightforward answer to this question. Avoiding the very term “Stalinism,” it depicted the entire post-October development of Soviet society as the living incarnation of the guiding principles of Marxism-Leninism. Any considerations placing this postulate in doubt were stigmatized as the expression of anti-communism and anti-Sovietism. So many myths and falsifications were amassed along the way, that among the investigations of the post-October period appearing in the USSR since the end of the 1920s, not a single one may be called genuinely scientific.

A reconsideration of all Soviet history in recent years has posed to researchers a fundamental question: why did the historical soil created by the October Revolution yield such a monstrous phenomenon as Stalinism, which has discredited the idea of socialism in the eyes of millions of people throughout the world?

Evidently, there are only two possible answers to this question. The first suggests that the development of the socialist revolution into the terrorist dictatorship of Stalin was historically natural and inevitable, that there were no political alternatives to this development within Bolshevism. According to this interpretation, then, all the interim stages between October 1917 and the consolidation of power by the Stalinist regime should be understood as insignificant zigzags along a path which the October Revolution was fatally predestined to follow, and the inner-party struggle of the 1920s was therefore merely an historical episode, any outcome of which would have led to something similar to Stalinism.

The other interpretation proceeds from the belief that Stalinism was not the inevitable, logical result of the October Revolution, that its victory was in a sense historically contingent, that within Bolshevism there was a strong political movement which offered a real alternative to Stalinism, and that to crush this movement was the primary function of the Stalinist terror.

In order to provide scientific support to any of these theses, it is necessary to rely, above all, on as complete a collection of historical facts as possible. As Friedrich Engels wrote, “In any science, incorrect notions … are, in the last resort, incorrect notions of correct facts; the facts remain, even if the notions based upon them turn out to be false.”1

In history, more often than in any other science, incorrect notions of true facts have turned out to be not so much the result of sincere error, as much as the conscious or unconscious fulfillment of political demands. Yet it is no exaggeration to say that no period prior to the twentieth century has witnessed the formation of such a multitude of historical falsifications based on the tendentious over-emphasis and interpretation of certain historical facts and the suppression of others. Never before have historical falsifications served to such a degree as an ideological weapon to deceive people in order to carry out reactionary political policies. Never before have there been so many ideological amalgams based upon the arbitrary identification of completely different historical phenomena, separated both in time and in space.

As it applies to political life, the concept of an “amalgam” (in its literal meaning — a fusion of diverse metals) was first used during the epoch of the Great French Revolution. Following the counter-revolutionary coup on 27 July 1794 (the ninth of Thermidor in the second year, according to the Republican calendar), the term came to designate the Thermidorian methods of fabricating all kinds of “conspiracies”: sitting next to each other on the defendants’ bench were monarchists, revolutionary Jacobins, criminals, and others. This was done in order to commingle the guilty and the innocent and, ultimately, to deceive the people, while inciting an anti-Jacobin hysteria.

By the end of the 1920s, the Left Opposition was arguing that Stalin and his henchmen had armed themselves with the method of the amalgam in order to accuse oppositionists of collaborating with anti-Soviet forces. In the 1930s, Trotsky spoke of the Stalinist amalgams in a broader sense as the provocative identification of Bolsheviks—the opponents of Stalinism—with counter-revolutionary conspirators, terrorists, saboteurs, and the spies of foreign intelligence services. This method served as the primary weapon for deceiving both the Soviet people and the progressive foreign community with the intention of securing their faith in the most horrific and repressive acts against “enemies of the people.” Later, vastly different groups were amalgamated in the same fashion: participants of the White-Guard conspiracies — and ordinary citizens who had suffered for expressing the wrong word; participants in the peasant uprisings of the late 1920s and early 1930s — and the peasants of average means who were “dekulakized,” or dispossessed, on the basis of routine orders; the former landowners of tsarist Russia who despised the October Revolution for removing their privileges — and communists who had dared to pass judgment on the Stalinist leadership; Vlasov supporters, Nazi police recruits — and prisoners of war who had not disgraced themselves by collaborating with Hitler’s forces, but had endured the hell of fascist concentration camps; the organizers and members of the nationalist gangs — and entire peoples who had been subjected to merciless deportation.

No less arbitrary are those “Stalinist amalgams turned inside out” that are circulated by anti-communist forces; they conclude that all the tragic events of post-October history stem from certain characteristics and inadequacies existing from the very beginning within the Bolshevik Party. While exposing similar types of historical interpretations that arose during discussions in the 1930s about the origins and nature of Stalinism, Trotsky showed that amalgams of this nature are based on idealistic conceptions of the Bolshevik Party as a kind of omnipotent factor in history, operating in empty space, or with the amorphous masses, and never experiencing any opposition from the social milieu or pressure from without.

A significant role in the formation of these versions was played by former orthodox communists who had broken with the communist movement and renounced Marxism under the influence of the tragic events of the 1930s. Their judgments were seized upon by professional Sovietology, which began to develop in the west after the second world war. In the 1940s and 1950s, hundreds of works appeared advancing the idea that Stalinism was a fatal, pre-determined expression of the character of the Bolshevik Party and the October Revolution. “Early” western Sovietologists showed a striking unanimity in their interpretation of the relationship between Bolshevism and Stalinism. As Stephen Cohen writes:

Surviving various methodologies and approaches, the consensus posited an uncomplicated conclusion: no meaningful difference or discontinuity was seen between Bolshevism and Stalinism, which were viewed as being fundamentally the same, politically and ideologically.2


The inculcation of this myth for decades was explained by the following: in epochs of extremely tense political contradictions, the historical generalizations that should emerge from an unbiased analysis of many incontestable and irreversible facts bear, as a rule, the mark of the political sympathies of the researchers. Although western academic Sovietology had access to a significantly greater amount of factual material than Soviet historiography, under conditions of the “cold war” it also fulfilled a definite “social command” and, as a result, suffered from its own ideological blind spots. Only in the 1970s did its more serious representatives reject the “prevailing view that Stalinism was the logical, irresistible outcome of the Bolshevik revolution.”3

It would seem that the exposure of Stalin’s cult of personality at the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU should have been conducive to a similarly productive process in the USSR and led to the destruction of countless historical myths that were propagated by the Stalin school of falsification. However, the first two waves of anti-Stalinist criticism (after the Twentieth and Twenty-Second Party Congresses) directed by Khrushchev — formerly one of the most devoted Stalinists — left the principal myths of the Stalin school intact. In his report at the Twentieth Party Congress “On the Cult of Personality and its Consequences,” Khrushchev praised “the great struggle against Trotskyists, rightists, and bourgeois nationalists,” whose policies ostensibly “led to the restoration of capitalism, to capitulation before the world bourgeoisie.” He lauded the role of Stalin in this “necessary” battle “against those who tried to divert the country from the singularly correct Leninist path.”4 In accord with such an interpretation of the inner-party struggle, Khrushchev explained away the origin of the “cult of personality” as merely the expression of Stalin’s negative personal qualities, which had supposedly developed only after 1934.

This version was maintained in official propaganda for the entire duration of the Khrushchev “thaw.” After removing Khrushchev from power, the Brezhnev-Suslov leadership placed a ban on all official criticism of Stalinism, thereby restricting the possibility of addressing this theme to mentioning Stalin’s “individual mistakes.” Under these conditions, a critical re-evaluation of the nation’s history could be made only in the illegal self-publications of “samizdat,” or in unsanctioned publications abroad, known as “tamizdat.” The decay of the Brezhnev regime, to a large extent bound up with the inability and unwillingness on the part of this new irremovable leadership to draw lessons from history, deprived the Soviet people of the hopes raised after the Twentieth Congress for a rebirth of socialist principles in politics and ideology.

The stifling ideological atmosphere, which continued to expand during the years of stagnation, produced a yearning among many members of the Soviet intelligentsia to re-evaluate the past on the basis of the traditional amalgams, that is, to the revival of the thesis, “Stalin continues the work of Lenin and the October revolution,” only now with a negative connotation. Whereas Stalinist propaganda depicted the work of Lenin and its “continuation” as an unbroken chain of historical victories won in the battle against the “enemies of Leninism,” the dissidents of the 1970s and 1980s and the ideologues of the “third wave of Russian emigration” understood all of Soviet history as an unbroken chain of crimes and violent acts carried out against the people by the Bolsheviks.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s works, and especially his artistic work of investigation, GULag Archipelago, contributed to the widespread dissemination of this historical interpretation. This genre, which appealed not so much to the historical consciousness as to the emotions of the reader; which relied not so much upon documents, as upon the individual observations of contemporaries, thereby freeing the author from a presentation of facts in their true historical sequence; this very genre, in combination with the artistic talents of Solzhenitsyn, made possible the recognition of this interpretation of history among both the “right” and “left” elements of the Soviet intelligentsia. The continued existence of a multitude of “blank spots” in official historiography assured that Solzhenitsyn’s conception, having demonstrated itself in the eyes of many readers to be a convincing reading of Soviet history, and having suddenly inundated the pages of our journals at the end of the 1980s, became dominant and aggressively irreconcilable to all other views of post-October history.

The brief period, during which the New Economic Policy and the so-called “Bukharin alternative” were extolled, began to yield to the older myth of the Stalinist model of socialism as the only possible means of implementing Marx’s doctrine. Criticism of Stalinism was succeeded by criticism of Marxism and Bolshevism, which in turn received the blame for all the shocks and hardships endured by our country from 1917 right up through today’s all-embracing political and economic crisis. Year after year we have witnessed a barrage of articles in which the roots and sources of Stalinism are sought within the “doctrinal premises” of Marxism, in the ideology and politics of revolutionary Bolshevism, and, finally, in the alleged inherent shortcomings of the socialist idea. Moreover, no new facts, arguments, or conclusive evidence are advanced in support of this historical interpretation. The interpretation itself, moreover, rests not upon historical research, but rather upon the mere repetition of the basic ideas of White émigré and anti-communist journalism. Objective historical analysis ever more has been sacrificed to political goals, up to ascribing the tragic consequences of the fall of the USSR — and the retreat of its former republics to backward, semi-colonial capitalism — to the heritage of the “Soviet-communist system.”

This interpretation is based upon the traditional anti-communist belief in the “uninterruptedness” of historical development after October 1917, and upon the conception that several distinct episodes or phenomena — which are, in fact, radically different in their socio-political essence — somehow form a series of successive links in a single historical chain. Among the examples included are the October Revolution and the civil war; the violent collectivization and the massive deportation of peasants; and, finally, the falsified show trials and state terror of the late 1930s through the early 1950s. Excluded from this analysis, at the same time, are the events of the greatest importance — events which undermine this apparently solid framework. The October Revolution and the civil war were armed struggles of the masses who supported the Bolsheviks against a coalition of those forces seeking a national, counter-revolutionary restoration and those of foreign intervention. Collectivization was accompanied by a large number of armed peasant uprisings that threatened to grow into a “Russian Vendée” (this, of course, does not remove responsibility from the organizers of violent collectivization and the savage measures implemented under the slogan, “liquidation of the kulaks as a class”). The state terror of the late 1930s through the early 1950s was directed against millions of unarmed people, and carried out — in the manner of the Inquisition — through the fabrication of judicial frame-ups and false “cases,” using torture to obtain forced “confessions” of non-existent crimes.

The amalgamation of all these phenomena rests upon one of their common distinctive features: the use of violence. Yet the character of that violence, the historical conditions under which it was exercised, and the class nature of those forces against which it was directed — none of these factors are taken into consideration.

The founders of the latest historical set of mythological motifs, who do not wish to see anything in all of post-October history other than violence, construct an imaginary series of executioners and their victims. Among the former they place Lenin, Trotsky, Sverdlov, and Dzerzhinsky as ostensibly the direct predecessors of Stalin, Yagoda, Yezhov, Vyshinsky, and Beria. Among the latter are placed — alongside the innocent victims of the Stalinist terror — the true enemies of the October Revolution, whose activity was expressed in military operations and armed conspiracies. Finally, a third category is constructed: that of the executioner-victims; that is, those Bolsheviks who perished in the years of Stalinism, and who, it is alleged, fatally prepared their own subsequent tragic fate through their participation in the October Revolution and the civil war.

Another old dogma of the Sovietologists is resurrected in precisely the same fashion: the idea that Stalinism is the natural culmination of the Bolshevik tradition. This ideological operation (identifying the political regime established by the October Revolution with the political regime of Stalinism) is also based upon the use of one distinctive feature: the presence of a one-party system, but without comparing the party under Lenin’s leadership with the party that existed under Stalin.

The creators of this ideological set of mythological motifs ignore the obvious differences between the ideological and political practice of Bolshevism and that of Stalinism, which, while preserving traditional Marxist terminology and outwardly demonstrating its adherence to Bolshevism, at the same time trampled the essential ideas and destroyed the main principles and values of Bolshevism: social equality, socialist internationalism, and direct rule by the people. Having dismissed the idea of social equality as mere “leftish egalitarianism,” Stalinism created new systems of privileges and new — no less striking than in the past — systems of inequality. Stalinism replaced the idea of internationalism with the ideology and practice of great-power chauvinism and hegemonism, and supplanted the idea of the withering away of the state with the idea of strengthening the state system and practicing complete coercion and force.

The creators of the latest historical amalgams fail to notice one of the most important tendencies of Stalinist Bonapartism: its consistency in persecuting one specific group of its enemies. Let us recall: over the two and a half decades of Stalinist domination, the blows were redirected from certain social groups toward others, and several other persecuted social groups and institutes were suddenly moved into the ranks of the protected and patronized. Thus, the political policy of “routing” the old intelligentsia, having culminated in the early 1930s in a series of fabricated political trials against the “saboteurs” from the ranks of the scientific, technical, and military establishments, gave way — utilizing Stalinist rhetoric — to a policy of “recruitment and protection” of the old specialists. The period of persecuting the church saw the church’s sudden transformation into one of the bulwarks of the Stalinist regime. Even the horrors of “dekulakization” gave way in the mid-1930s to the restoration of civil and political rights of the so-called “disenfranchised” elements, including the victims of “dekulakization.” There existed, in fact, only one category of the victims of Stalinism, toward whom the terrorist policies steadily became more ruthless: that group included rank-and-file communists who had any association with the inner-party oppositions of the 1920s and 1930s.

It is well-known that throughout the duration of the Stalinist regime, any person who dared to possess even a single work of Trotsky’s or of other oppositionists, or who uttered carelessly even a single sympathetic word about them, or who had been “convicted of association”—that is, in collaborative work or comradely relations with any “Trotskyist,” was bound to be subjected to the most severe article of the Stalinist code of justice: “KRTD,” or “counter-revolutionary Trotskyist activity.” The mass character of this type of phenomenon refutes the explanation that it issued solely from Stalin’s personal antipathies; there was obviously something within the ideology of so-called “Trotskyism” during that period which threatened the very existence of the Stalinist regime. Stalin’s fear of “Trotskyism” was so great, that in the course of the campaign to “liquidate the Trotskyists and all other double-dealers,” he destroyed the entire ruling stratum, which consisted of people who preserved the memory of other, much different Leninist norms in party and state life. As a result of this preventative purge, more people than simply those who had dared at some point to vote for the program of the Left Opposition were reduced to ashes. “Trotskyism” was considered to be any remotely favorable mention of Trotsky (even in private conversation), or any disagreement with one or another concrete action of Stalin’s leadership. Millions of people who did not belong to any inner-party opposition groups, but, on the contrary, who opposed the opposition, either sincerely or through compulsion, nevertheless died possessing the label of “Trotskyist” — the most terrible stigma possible, and one which predominated both in the party and in the country for decades.

Today all the victims of post-October history, be they open opponents of Bolshevism or the innocent prisoners of Stalinism, are called upon to speak on the pages of Soviet publications; however, amidst the enormous flood of memoirs and artistic productions which has inundated the pages of the press over the last several years with accounts of the victims of Stalinism, we, as a rule, never encounter references to the fates of the real “Trotskyists,” that is, the true supporters of the Left Opposition. All of these people, with rare exception, were eliminated long before Stalin’s death, which opened the way for an initial re-evaluation of our tragic past; and for this reason they did not succeed in leaving documented testimony of their views and activities. But even the few things that have been preserved — the works of Trotsky and the “Trotskyists” contained in the eighty issues of the Bulletin of the Opposition which appeared abroad from 1929–1941, and the majority of their speeches published in the Soviet press throughout the twenties — remain as before unknown to the Soviet reader. In the present work we will attempt to fill this gap, to study the Soviet reality of the 1920s through the eyes of these people, and to compare their analyses, evaluations, and prognoses with the objective testimony of historical documents.

Such a method of research excludes peremptory arguments and a priori conclusions. It presupposes a presentation of historical events in the true order of their actual occurrence — a characteristic often lacking in those contemporary historical studies which skip with ease through entire decades, from the period of “war communism” to the eras of Stalin and Brezhnev and back again; however, only through the logically ordered presentation of historical events is it possible to explode both the Stalinist and the anti-communist amalgams and reveal the actual mechanisms of the most colossal political provocation in history, the success of which paved the way for the most colossal state system of terror in history.

Along this path we will be forced to confront the facts of the political and moral degeneration of those who had contributed to the victory of the October Revolution and who had appeared during the first years of the post-October period as Lenin’s closest associates. Together with the tragic guilt of these people — that is, together with their historical errors, we will also discover deliberate, improper conceptions and activities that reflected a break with the traditions, ideology, and the political and moral principles of Bolshevism. Yet even our opponents must agree, it seems, that the degeneration of certain individuals (which, of course, has not only personal, but social foundations) is a phenomenon which is fundamentally different from any inherent shortcoming or falsity within either communist ideology or the practice of revolutionary Bolshevism.

Our investigation is made easier by the fact that many historical documents, gathered from Soviet archives for the first time, have been made public in recent years. As it turned out, under the conditions of a bureaucratic regime and despite the many stamps of secrecy, the most important documents (including the personal correspondence of party leaders) were carefully preserved; these documents allow us to substantially enrich our conception of the real contradictions and drama of the winding path which the movement from Bolshevism to Stalinism followed.

With the objective of providing my account with greater harmony, I will not enter into a direct polemic in this book with the countless historical falsifications, be they old or the very latest in origin, although while working on the book one of my tasks has been to verify the consistency of every historical interpretation on the basis of analyzing true facts and genuine historical documents. 
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			Montage by Boris Efimov in the journal Prozhektor, celebrating the Sixth Anniversary of the October Revolution

		




		
			​1. The Birth of the One-Party System 

In Marxist theory, the notion of a one-party system never was considered an essential characteristic of the political structure that follows the victory of a socialist revolution. Soon after the October revolution, however, the Bolshevik Party became the sole legal and governing political party in Russia.

In a certain sense, this situation was imposed on Bolshevism by hostile political forces. All other political parties, including those calling themselves “socialist,” not only rejected the socialist option offered by the Bolsheviks, but also engaged in armed struggle against the revolutionary regime. Nonetheless, the Bolsheviks made no small effort to preserve the “Soviet” parties (that is, those parties which had joined the Soviets before October 1917) within the bounds of Soviet legality.1 During the civil war, the SRs [Socialist-Revolutionaries], Mensheviks, and other left parties were permitted to enter the Soviets whenever they abandoned their armed struggle against Soviet power. Lenin welcomed the shifts “away from those Menshevik and SR tendencies which gravitated to Kolchak and Denikin, and toward those Menshevik and SR tendencies which gravitated to Soviet power”; he emphasized that the Bolsheviks “were meeting them half-way on their part”2 as soon as these shifts appeared in some real way. Even in December 1920, the leaders of those parties attended and spoke by invitation at the Eighth Congress of Soviets.

In the elections to the Constituent Assembly on 12 November  1917, the SRs received 58 percent of the vote compared to the Bolsheviks’ 25 percent. The Mensheviks and other national social-democratic groups close to them collected less than 5 percent, while the Kadets and other bourgeois landowning parties gathered 13 percent. Thus, the overwhelming majority of voters voted altogether for two of the dozens of political parties that existed at the time. These elections did not, however, reflect the true alignment of political forces by that time, insofar as they were organized according to outdated lists compiled before the division of the SR party into Left and Right factions. This division had actually occurred in the period prior to the October insurrection, in which the Left SRs took an active part. Three days after the Constituent Assembly elections, the division became permanent. As Carr writes:

The larger section of the party (the SR party – V. R.) had made a coalition with the Bolsheviks, and formally broke from the other section which maintained its bitter feud against the Bolsheviks. The proportion between Right and Left SRs in the Constituent Assembly — 370 to 40 — was fortuitous. It was entirely different from the corresponding proportion in the membership of the peasants’ congress (that is, the Extraordinary All-Russian Congress of Peasant Deputies’ Soviets that took place from 11–25/OS November 1917 – V. R.).3

In this way, as Lenin wrote, “the people actually voted for a party which no longer existed.”4 This circumstance became the basis for a decision of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee [VTsIK], composed of Bolsheviks and Left SRs, to dissolve the Constituent Assembly should it refuse to support the first decrees of Soviet power. Several days later (on 10 December) the Soviet government was re-organized from a one-party structure into a coalition consisting of eleven Bolsheviks and seven Left SRs. Shortly before the signing of the Brest peace treaty, Lenin discussed with Proshyan — one of the Left SR leaders — the possibility of a merger between the Bolshevik and Left SR parties.

Following the conclusion of the Brest peace treaty, the Left SRs broke from the government coalition and left the Sovnarkom [the Council of Peoples’ Commissars]. They continued to work, however, in the Central Executive Committee and in the local Soviets. Among the delegates to the Fifth All-Russian Congress of Soviets (in July 1918), the Left SRs comprised nearly a third. Only after their armed insurrection, which was aimed at breaking up the Brest peace and driving the Bolsheviks from power by violent means, was the legal activity of the Left SR party prohibited.

By the beginning of 1921 — that is, by the introduction of the New Economic Policy [NEP] — all the formerly “Soviet” parties underwent a series of splits. One portion of these parties’ members ceased political activity and entered into loyal collaboration with Soviet power in state institutions; a second portion joined the Bolshevik Party;5 and a third portion emigrated or worked underground, hatching interventionist schemes against Soviet power.

The introduction of the NEP was interpreted by bourgeois-liberals and former “Soviet” parties as a return to the “natural,” “normal” development of the Russian Revolution, which, from their point of view, should have been bourgeois-democratic. Following the liberalization of economic relations, these groups expected similar changes in the political superstructure, that is, the establishment of a bourgeois-democratic regime. The various layers of emigration, though torn by internal conflicts, were prepared at any favorable moment for the renewal of armed struggle against Soviet power in order to overthrow the Bolsheviks and liquidate the social gains of the October Revolution. Inside the country there existed a so-called “internal emigration,” i.e., social forces deprived of the opportunity to join a legal political formation, but also prepared to support capitalist restoration.

With great difficulty, the Bolshevik Party had led the country out of a state of ruin and an economic blockade; they had not received the expected support from revolutions in other countries (since many revolutionary upheavals in the West in 1918–1919 had been brutally crushed). Under these conditions, the Bolshevik Party did not allow any open political declarations of intent from parties adopting explicitly counter-revolutionary positions. Nevertheless, the Bolsheviks did not retreat from their former program of democratization in political life based upon the affirmation of direct rule by the people. Lenin and other Bolshevik leaders emphasized that coercion and violence comprised only a single — and not the main — element of the dictatorship of the proletariat. They considered the most important element of the proletarian dictatorship to be the movement of the political regime in the direction of a “semi-state,” i.e., the socialist self-governing of workers. Based on the experience of the first two Russian revolutions (the revolutions of 1905 and of February 1917), Lenin discovered the political form of “a semi-state” — democratic Soviets as the expression of the direct participation of the popular masses in the administrative work of society and the state.

Yet the extremely low cultural level of the broad masses of the population in Russia did not allow for their rapid assimilation into the administration of governmental affairs. It was necessary, therefore, to create a new specialized apparatus of power and administration. As the Bolsheviks clearly understood, however, such a step also threatened to revive bureaucratism and privileged officialdom. Employing the concept of “bureaucratic centralism,” Lenin had described in March of 1918 how centralization and the bureaucratization of power might lead to the degeneration of democratic centralism.

In Lenin’s works during party discussions in the first years of Soviet power, there is frequent reference to the danger of bureaucratic degeneration within a party that does not share power with other political forces and cannot be succeeded by another party. This danger lay in the rise of party officialdom which resisted the withering away of the state, a process avowed to remove the bureaucracy from the historical stage.

In order to resist the tendency, characteristic of any bureaucratic organism, toward self-generation and self-expansion, an intense search began within the Bolshevik camp for social and political guarantees that would protect the party from both the usurpation of power by the party apparatus, and the growth of a narrow party oligarchy above it. The Bolsheviks sought guarantees against the degeneration of the party into a “new aristocracy,” a “caste that has laid its hands on power for the sake of personal interests” (Dzerzhinsky). The first group of guarantees was directed against the use of power by members of the ruling party for self-seeking goals; the second included the wide development of inner-party democracy, assuming the equal rights of all members of the party to determine its political line.
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			Sixth Congress of the RSDRP(Bolsheviks) in August 1917
Top Row, Honorary Presidium of the Congress: Lenin, Zinoviev, Trotsky, Kamenev, Kollontai, Lunacharsky
Bottom Row, Presidium of the Congress: Olminsky, Stalin, Sverdlov, Yurenev, Oppokov(Lomov)
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			Petrograd Soviet in 1918; Sitting: Uritsky, Trotsky, Sverdlov, Zinoviev, Lashevich
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			Trotsky, Lenin, Sverdlov in 1918

		


		
			​2. The Fight Against Privileges

After the October Revolution, a party came to power that had taken shape not in conditions of legal political struggle, but in conditions of the underground and emigration. The party was but a narrow layer compared to the popular masses who had been drawn into socialist transformations. Even the first stages of its activities as a ruling party posed the problem of dividing the party into “upper” and “lower” echelons, into those who govern (the professional party and Soviet functionaries) and those who are governed. This problem threatened to grow (which later did, indeed, happen) into the problem of dividing party members, as well as all society, into the privileged and the deprived, the rich and the poor.

Both before and after the Revolution, as well as before and after the introduction of NEP, Lenin defended the principle of establishing a wage for all government employees equal to the wage of the average worker. Recalling that Marx and Engels had considered this method, introduced for the first time by the Paris Commune, to be a reliable obstacle to careerism, and an infallible measure against the transformation of the state and its administrative organs from servants of society into its masters, Lenin emphasized:

It is on this particularly striking point, perhaps the most important as far as the problem of the state is concerned, that the ideas of Marx have been almost completely forgotten! In popular commentaries, the number of which is legion, this is not mentioned. One is allowed to remain silent about this, as if it were a piece of old-fashioned naïveté, just as Christians, after their religion had been given the status of a state religion, “forgot” the naïveté of primitive Christianity with its democratic revolutionary spirit. The reduction of pay for high state officials seems “simply” a demand of naive, primitive democratism.1

In the first years after the October Revolution, the following principles dominated in the ideology and practice of the Bolshevik Party: belonging to the ruling party should not entail any benefits and advantages of a material, everyday, or legal character;2 extreme difference in the income between skilled and unskilled workers serves as the material basis for the formation of new privileged groups; the establishment of pay rates and the provision of natural goods on a level many times exceeding the consumption of the great masses of the population is inadmissible; major differences in the conditions of existence of members of the ruling party hinder the strengthening of unity within it and impede party comradeship, to the interests of which all other interests of a communist must be subordinated.

Eugen Varga, a Hungarian political emigrant who lived in the USSR from 1919, recalled:

To join the Communist Party at that time meant to sacrifice oneself. Every communist exposed himself to risk, and had to be constantly on guard. Membership in the party brought no material advantages. In the years of war communism, communists received the same food rations as all other people. [During the famine, higher leaders of the party were given a small supplement to their ration], however, proletarian solidarity was so strong that Bukharin refused to receive additional provisions; a special decree of the Politburo forced him to accept them. He came to us in the Hotel “Luxe” in such a tattered shirt that my wife almost forcefully took it from him and patched it up.3

Meanwhile, even in the first years of Soviet power, the principle of material equality between the “upper” and the “lower” layers of the party was already being violated due to the influence of two basic factors. The first was the self-interested abuse of power for personal gain (bribe-taking, embezzlement, hoarding of provisions, extortion, etc.). The party viewed an attempt to use high posts for the sake of securing personal privileges to be the most terrible social evil and took organizational measures to liquidate such phenomena. Thus, in a circular letter of the Central Committee to all party organizations and all party members, adopted in 1920, the Moscow Party Committee was instructed to conduct statistical research into the material status and living conditions of all communists in Moscow and the Moscow area in order “to establish more equal living conditions for them.” It was also instructed to investigate “the conditions of transportation usage by senior officials in order to combat wastefulness and lack of control in that sphere.”4

The Central Control Commission, formed at the Ninth Conference of the RKP(b), published “An Appeal to All Members of the Party,” in which the question of the so-called “upper” and “lower” layers was called one “of the most painful and acute questions of our revolution”; it emphasized the need to fight against “the transformation of certain people, and sometimes whole groups, into people abusing privileges … sowing discord, dissension, and animosity within the proletarian party.”5

The Tenth Congress of the RKP(b) charged the CC and the control commissions “with the duty to fight decisively against abuses by party members regarding their status and material advantages.”6 The following, Eleventh Party Congress, taking into account the conditions of the NEP, indicated that “in the most ruthless manner, we must prosecute attempts at personal gain by ‘communists’ — leaders of state or economic organs.”7

A second factor of inequality between the “upper” and “lower” echelons of the party resulted from the “extraordinarily difficult situation of the Soviet republic during the first years of its existence, the extreme destruction and the enormous military danger, all of which made inevitable the designation of “shock” (and therefore essentially privileged) departments and groups of workers.”8 Among those groups receiving the largest rations, the best medical care, etc., were not only the workers in “high impact” sectors of the national economy; not only the specialists considered most “essential” for defense, science, technology, and culture; but also leading party officials, the health of whom, worn down by work of unparalleled severity, Lenin designated as “state property.” The necessity of resorting to supplementary food and improved housing and other conditions of daily existence for these workers was explained by the fact that many of them, working “without any time limit, and with their physical health seriously damaged by the underground work, exile, and incarceration of the past, had given out for good and were beginning to fall from the ranks of active workers, both in the center and in the provinces.”9

In the report on the work of the Central Committee during the period between the Ninth and Tenth Party Congresses, it was noted that in the initial period after the October Revolution there had been no inequality in the living standards of party members. That is why, when exceptions were made in order to establish certain benefits for leading workers, this was “understandable to all members of the party; they acknowledged the benefits as completely legitimate and raised no objections. When, however, these privileges began to be distributed more widely … then objections were raised, both toward the privileges themselves, and toward the correctness of their distribution. Behind many instances of opposition lay a protest, of which the opposition itself was often unconscious, against these privileges of the upper echelons.”10

The question of an admissible level of inequality was presented for discussion at the Ninth All-Russian Conference of the RKP(b) in September 1920. The draft resolution of the conference, prepared by Lenin, assigned the following task:

To work out precise practical guidelines for measures to eliminate this inequality (in living conditions, in the level of wages, etc.) between the “specialists” and senior officials on the one hand, and the masses on the other; this inequality is destroying democratic processes, is a source of demoralization within the party, and is undermining the authority of Communists …11

In developing these positions, the conference resolution indicated that Communist senior officials had no right to receive personal salaries, bonuses, or overtime pay.

The report of the Central Committee for the period between 15 September and 15 December 1920 noted that inequality in living conditions between party members was felt with particular sharpness in Moscow, where the greatest number of Communist senior officials was concentrated. In noting that the “issue of Kremlin privileges” was most acute, the Central Committee considered that it was necessary to create an authoritative and impartial commission which would investigate: 

the state of affairs within the Kremlin, establish the true extent of existing privileges, and, insofar as their complete abolition would be impossible, place them within a framework that would be comprehensible to every party comrade and that would also dispel rumors and conversations about Kremlin practices which do not correspond to reality.12

A resolution of the Eleventh Party Congress of 1922, “On Strengthening the Party and New Tasks,” noted that it was urgently necessary to put a decisive end to the great difference in salary for the various groups of Communists. It instructed the Central Committee to quickly settle the question of excessively high wages by establishing a maximum limit beyond which any remaining sum of earnings would go to the needs of mutual party aid. It is noteworthy that in February 1922, while he was filling out a questionnaire of the All-Russian Census of Communist Party members, Lenin indicated a sum of 4700 rubles as his “most recent monthly salary,” which exceeded the average monthly wage for a rank-and-file factory worker at the time by a mere 37 percent.

Of course, the scale of privileges and the inequality between the “upper” and “lower” echelons were immeasurably lower during the first years of Soviet power than in later years. They represented, however, that “cancerous cell,” which threatened the degeneration of not only the Bolshevik Party, but also the very social content of the socialist revolution. One can therefore understand the urgency with which the party and its Central Committee returned, time after time, to problems of the struggle against material inequality and privileges.
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