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INTRODUCTORY NOTE
The collapse of the Soviet bloc, beginning in 1989 and culminating in late August 1991 with Boris
Yeltsin’s seizure of power on behalf of a coalition of capitalist-restorationist forces in the Soviet Union,
offered a veritable propaganda bonanza for anti-socialist ideologues and social forces throughout the
world. The determination of the mass media to draw and disseminate only the most simple-minded,
pro-capitalist lessons from the demise of Soviet-style “actually existing socialism” guaranteed the
superficial and deeply reactionary character of most commentaries. Predictably, the failure of the
“socialist ideal” in the erstwhile Communist countries was attributed to the invidiousness and inherent
corruptibility of human nature. At the same time, the systemic crisis of Soviet-type societies was
explained in no less shallow and tendentious terms: planned economies don’t work; socialism kills
human motivation and individual initiative; only capitalism can accommodate the popular appetite for
democracy; and (perhaps most absurdly of all) the saintly leaders of the “free market” West wished
only to be the democratic benefactors of the Soviet-bloc peoples! After decades of mismanagement
by corrupt and incompetent bureaucratic oligarchies that had repeatedly sabotaged revolutionary
opportunities throughout the world in the name of peaceful coexistence with world capitalism, a weak
and decrepit caricature of socialism finally imploded. Grotesquely, that defeat was then adduced by
the capitalist propaganda mills to establish the indubitable superiority of capitalism over socialism,
confirming once again that in the battle of ideas, as in so many other conflicts, “might makes right” …
at least for those inclined to support the mighty.
Three features of the ideological offensive of world capitalism in the face of the “fall of Communism”
were particularly noteworthy: 1) the relentlessness with which bureaucratic rule (that is, Stalinism)
was identified with socialism/communism; 2) the determination with which a single “correct
interpretation” of the crisis of Stalinism was promulgated – one that absolved Western imperialism of
all responsibility for the malaise and final demise of the Soviet system, even as U.S. President
George H. W. Bush crowed that “Communism didn’t just fall – it was pushed”; and 3) the consistency
with which authentically socialist positions and analyses hostile to Stalinism were ignored or
suppressed.
Today, twenty years after the fall of the Soviet Union (USSR), the ideological triumphalism of the
capitalist class has been eclipsed by the seemingly inexorable descent of global capitalism into a new
version of the Great Depression of the 1930s. The bleak future facing the overwhelming majority of
the world’s population as a result of the decay of the “free-market” profit system may now, at long last,
create an opening for a more serious assessment of what transpired between 1989 and 1991.
Although the contemporary Marxist left lacks an authoritative, high-profile voice to offer such an
assessment, there is an outstanding, albeit controversial, figure from the past who spoke eloquently
and in a remarkably resonant fashion about many of the problems and dilemmas posed by the
collapse of Stalinism in the former Soviet bloc. That figure is Leon Trotsky (1879-1940), one of the
central leaders of the Russian socialist revolution of 1917, an intransigent revolutionary Marxist, and
Stalinism’s most implacable communist opponent.
To give Trotsky a serious hearing at this juncture is to open a perspective on the events of 1989 to
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1991 that the capitalists and their ideological agents have done their best to foreclose. What’s more, it
affords a timely opportunity to consider an authentically Marxist-socialist alternative to Stalinism in
response to the mounting irrationality of global capitalism. In this era of fading capitalist “triumph” over
the fatally distorted “concrete embodiment” of the socialist idea, what could be more appropriate than
to ask the opinion of the man who defended that idea more vigorously than perhaps any other in the
twentieth century? Who better to comment on the fall of Soviet-bloc Stalinism than the Chairman of
the St. Petersburg Soviet during the Russian revolution of 1905; the organizer of the Bolshevik-led
insurrection of 1917 and the co-founder with Vladimir Lenin of the Soviet state and the Communist
International; the architect of the Red Army and the mastermind of the Soviet victory in the Civil War
of 1918-20; the man with whom an ailing Lenin sought an alliance against the growing influence of
the arch-bureaucrat Joseph Stalin in 1923; the leader of the Left Opposition within the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union and the most powerful critic of Stalin’s ruthless bureaucratic dictatorship; the
theorist of “permanent revolution” who waged a tireless struggle against the disastrous policies of the
official Communist parties following his exile from the USSR in 1929; the foremost champion of
proletarian-socialist democracy in the 1930s and founder, in 1938, of the Fourth International, the
“world party of socialist revolution.”
Leon Trotsky’s voice was silenced in 1940; a Stalinist assassin saw to that. Yet his writings remain
fresh, his analysis incisive and to the point. To questions that might be posed to him by a
contemporary socialist in August 2011, the twentieth anniversary of the fall of the Soviet Union,
Trotsky’s observations are surprisingly relevant. Indeed, they provide a remarkably profound
counterpoint to the relentless ideological campaign by capital against the fundamental ideas of
Marxist socialism.

Editorial Note
All of Trotsky’s “answers” in the contrived interview below are taken from his own writings. His words
have been altered only to support the illusion that he is speaking in 2011. Altered words and phrases
– mainly involving changes of tense – are indicated by square brackets.
The editor welcomes the posting or re-publication of this work by interested websites and print
journals on condition that it is reproduced in its entirety.
This e-pamphlet was produced entirely by voluntary labour.
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Contemporary Socialist (CS): The social phenomenon of bureaucratic-oligarchic rule on the
basis of collectivized property forms – what you called Stalinism, and which survived in the
USSR (not to mention Eastern Europe, China, Vietnam, etc.) long after the death of the
tyrant Joseph Stalin – was obviously beset by profound contradictions and seemed destined to
fail. But was the failure of Stalinism also the failure of Marxist socialism? Should Stalinism
be regarded as the logical result of the magnificent ideals of Karl Marx – the inevitable and
tragic consequence of a quixotic attempt by Lenin and the Bolsheviks to realize those ideals in
the real world?
Leon Trotsky (LT): The state built up by the Bolsheviks [reflected] not only the thought and
will of Bolshevism but also the cultural level of the country, the social composition of the
population, the pressure of a barbaric past and no less barbaric world imperialism. To
represent the process of degeneration of the Soviet state as the evolution of pure Bolshevism
is to ignore social reality in the name of one of its elements, isolated by pure logic....
Bolshevism considered itself as one of the factors of history, the “conscious” factor – a very
important but not the decisive one. We never sinned in historical subjectivism. We saw the
decisive factor – on the existing basis of productive forces – in the class struggle, not only on
a national but on an international scale.... Having taken over the state, the [Bolshevik]
party [was] able, certainly, to influence the development of society with a power inaccessible
to it before; but in return it [submitted] itself to a ten times greater influence from all other
elements of society.... [So] certainly Stalinism “grew out” of Bolshevism, not logically,
however, but dialectically; not as a revolutionary affirmation but as a Thermidorian negation.
[1937a:13, 14, 15]
CS: It is certainly true that the program of Marxism was only one element in an objective
situation that was far from favorable to the realization of the sort of socialism envisaged by
Marx – a socialism which was to be more not less productive than advanced capitalism,
and incomparably more democratic than any capitalist regime. Are you of the opinion,
then, that the program of Marxian socialism could not have been fully achieved within the
borders of the relatively backward Soviet workers’ state?
LT: Two years before The Communist Manifesto, young Marx wrote [in The German Ideology –
ed.]: “A development of the productive forces is the absolutely necessary practical premise
[of communism], because without it want is generalized, and with want the struggle for
necessities begins again, and that means that the old crap must revive.” This thought Marx
never directly developed, and for no accidental reason: he never foresaw a proletarian
revolution in a backward country. Lenin also never dwelt upon it, and this too was not
accidental. He did not foresee so prolonged an isolation of the Soviet state. Nevertheless,
the citation, merely an abstract construction with Marx, an inference from the opposite, provides
an indispensable theoretical key to the wholly concrete difficulties and sicknesses of the Soviet
regime. On the historic basis of destitution, aggravated by the destruction of the imperialist
and civil wars, the “struggle for individual existence” not only did not disappear the day
after the overthrow of the bourgeoisie, and not only did not abate in the succeeding years,
but on the contrary, assumed at times an unheard of ferocity. Need we recall that certain
regions of the country twice [went] to the point of cannibalism? ... In the most favorable
conditions – that is, in the absence of inner disturbances and external catastrophes – it would
[have required] several more five-year periods [after the mid-1930s] before the Soviet
Union could [have] fully [assimilated] those economic and educative achievements upon
which the first-born nations of capitalist civilization have expended centuries. The application
of socialist methods for the solution of pre-socialist problems – that [was] the very essence of
the ... economic and cultural work in the Soviet Union. [1937b:56-57]
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CS: Your critique of Stalin’s claim to have built “socialism in one country” is one of the
cornerstones of your indictment of Stalinism. In hindsight, especially, it’s clear that the
Stalinism-socialism identity did enormous damage to the very idea of socialism. By
describing Soviet society as “socialist” the Stalinists abetted the efforts of anti-communist
ideologues who insist that socialism equals “generalized want” and that communism means a
restricted human freedom, not a greater freedom as both Marx and Lenin maintained.
LT: The theory of socialism in one country inexorably [led] to an underestimation of the
difficulties which [had to] be overcome and to an exaggeration of the achievements gained.
One could not find a more anti-socialist and anti-revolutionary assertion than Stalin’s
statement [in 1926] to the effect that “socialism has already been 90 per cent realized in the
USSR.” This statement seems to [have been] especially meant for a smug bureaucrat. In
this way one [could] hopelessly discredit the idea of a socialist society in the eyes of the
toiling masses....We [needed to] tell [the Soviet people] that we [would] enter on the path
of real socialist construction only when the proletariat of the most advanced countries
[had] captured power; that it [was] necessary to work unremittingly for this, using both
levers – the short lever of our internal economic efforts and the long lever of the international
proletarian struggle. [1928:66]
CS: If the Soviet Union was too infertile a field in which to plant the seed of socialism, what
then was the historical justification for your socialist revolution of October 1917? Isn’t your
perspective of “permanent revolution” premised on the idea that the proletarian revolution (and
hence socialist construction) may well begin first in economically underdeveloped countries?
LT: [My theory of permanent revolution] pointed out that the democratic tasks of the
backward bourgeois nations lead directly, in our epoch, to the dictatorship of the
proletariat and that the dictatorship of the proletariat puts socialist tasks on the order of the
day.... The socialist revolution begins on national foundations – but it cannot be completed
within these foundations. The maintenance of the proletarian revolution within a national
framework can only be a provisional state of affairs, even though, as the experience of the
Soviet Union [showed], one of long duration. In an isolated proletarian dictatorship, the
internal and external contradictions grow inevitably along with the successes achieved. If it
remains isolated, the proletarian state must finally fall victim to these contradictions. The way
out for it lies only in the victory of the proletariat of the advanced countries. [1929:132-133]
CS: To avoid possible misunderstandings, perhaps we should make it clear that when Marxists
speak of the “dictatorship of the proletariat” they are referring, at a minimum, to a state
committed to property forms that serve the historic interests of the working class. Just as the
“dictatorship of the bourgeoisie” can assume different forms (for example, a parliamentary
democracy, fascism, or the rule of a military junta), history has shown that this is true for the
dictatorship of the proletariat as well. In the early days of the Soviet Union, in your view, the
rule of workers’ councils – the soviets – was predominant. But within a few years, this rule
was usurped by Stalin’s bureaucratic clique.
LT: The dictatorship of the proletariat in no way signifies the dictatorship of the revolutionary
organization over the proletariat, but a dictatorship over the whole society through the
proletariat. [1905:24]… [In the Soviet degenerated workers’ state], the bureaucracy replaced
the soviets as class organs with the fiction of universal electoral rights – in the style of
Hitler-Goebbels. It [was] necessary to return to the soviets not only their free democratic
form but also their class content…. Democratization of the soviets [was] impossible without
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the legalization of soviet parties. [1938:65]
CS: And when you refer to “our epoch,” I take it you mean what Lenin called the imperialist
epoch, in which the possibility of a progressive capitalist development in those countries that
are latecomers to “capitalist civilization” is obstructed and in which, in general, even the
elementary tasks of modernization and “democratic” revolution can only be achieved by
entering onto the road of socialist revolution under working class leadership.
LT: Disproportion of development [between countries] brought tremendous benefits to the
advanced countries, which, although in varying degrees, continued to develop at the
expense of the backward ones, by exploiting them, by converting them into colonies, or, at
least, by making it impossible for them to get in among the capitalist aristocracy. The
fortunes of Spain, Holland, England, France were obtained not only from the surplus labour of
their own proletariats, not only by devastating their own petit-bourgeoisie, but also
through the systematic pillage of their overseas possessions. The exploitation of classes
was supplemented, and its potency increased, by the exploitation of nations. [1939:47-48]
CS: If the idea of building socialism in a single country was wrong in a relatively backward
country like Russia in the 1920s and 1930s, is it any more feasible in more technologically and
culturally advanced countries?
LT: Marxism takes its point of departure from world economy, not as a sum of national parts but
as a mighty and independent reality which has been created by the international division of
labour and the world market, and which in our epoch imperiously dominates the national
markets. The productive forces of capitalist society have long ago outgrown the national
boundaries.... In respect of the techniques of production, socialist society must represent a
higher stage than capitalism. To aim at building a nationally isolated socialist society means,
in spite of all passing successes, to pull the productive forces backward even as compared
with capitalism. To attempt ... to realize a shut-off proportionality of all the branches of
economy within a national framework, means to pursue a reactionary utopia. [1929:146]
CS: It seems that you are suggesting that the international division of labor must itself be
regarded as one of the elements of the “productive forces,” as one of the “techniques of
production” which socialist society must incorporate in order to register an historic
advance over capitalism.
LT: Insofar as capitalism has created a world market, a world division of labour and world
productive forces, it has also prepared world economy as a whole for socialist transformation.
Different countries will go through this process at different tempos. Backward countries may,
under certain conditions, arrive at the dictatorship of the proletariat sooner than advanced
countries, but they will come later than the latter to socialism. [1929:279]
CS: Yet the essential problem is surely that the advanced countries have so far remained
capitalist. Your strategic perspective of “permanent revolution” – the passing over from the
bourgeois-democratic to the proletarian-socialist revolution – was clearly realized in Russia in
1917. But your theory of permanent revolution also maintained that a socialist revolution in
backward Russia would have to be a prologue to a world revolution in order to survive. In fact,
the world revolution didn’t triumph as you’d expected, and yet some of the conquests of the
October socialist revolution did survive, if only on a “national” basis. On this much, both
you and the Stalinists could agree. What do you say to those who argue that this amounted to
an experiment in building “socialism in one country” even if such an experiment was never
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envisaged by Marx?
LT: The inevitability of socialism flows historically from the fact that the present productive
forces of humanity have become incompatible not only with private property in the means of
production but also with present national boundaries, especially in Europe. Just as medieval
particularism hindered the development of capitalism in its youth, so now at the peak of its
development capitalism is strangling in the limits set by the nation states. Socialism cannot
confine productive forces in the procrustean bed of national states. The socialist economy
will develop on the basis of an international division of labor, the mighty foundations of
which have been laid down by capitalism. The Soviet industrial construction is, in my view,
a part of a future European, Asiatic, and worldwide socialist structure, and not an
independent national whole. [1932a: 45-46]
CS: But does not the continuing domination of the world economy by capitalism due to the
failure of the working class to carry through revolutions in the advanced countries mean that
“socialist construction” can only occur on the national terrains of those countries that have
managed to delink themselves from world capitalism? And what of the achievements of the
workers in the USSR, who earnestly dedicated themselves to building “socialism in one
country”?
LT: In the course of a number of years state institutions for centralized management of the
economy were created and put into operation. Great creative work was performed….
Grandiose enterprises [were] created, new industries, entire branches of industry. The capacity
of the proletariat organized into a state to direct the economy by new methods and to create
material values in tempos previously unheard-of [were] demonstrated in life.... Socialism,
as a system, for the first time, demonstrated its title to historic victory, not in the pages of
[Marx’s] Capital, but by the praxis of hydroelectric plants and blast furnaces. [1932b: 260]
CS: Yet these earlier achievements of “socialist methods” – of a planned and collectivized
economy – gave way over time to declining productivity, gross economic mismanagement, and
finally the economic stagnation of the 1980s. How do you explain this?
LT: [The] basic mechanism of socialist construction – the adaptable and elastic system of Soviet
democracy – was liquidated. Face to face with the economic reality and its difficulties, the
bureaucracy turned out to be armed only with the twisted and collapsed carcass of the plan,
with its own administrative will also considerably deflated. [1932b:277]… Beyond the shadow
of a doubt, the Soviet regime gave a mighty impulse to economy. But the source of this
impulse was the nationalization of the means of production and the planned beginnings, and by
no means the fact that the bureaucracy usurped command over the economy. On the
contrary, bureaucratism, as a system, became the worst brake on the technical and cultural
development of the country. This was veiled for a certain time by the fact that the Soviet
economy was occupied for ... decades with transplanting and assimilating the technology and
organization of production in advanced capitalist countries. The period of borrowing and
imitation still could, for better or for worse, be accommodated to bureaucratic automatism,
i.e., the suffocation of all initiative and all creative urge. But the higher the economy rose, the
more complex its requirements became, all the more unbearable became the obstacle of the
bureaucratic regime. [1939-40:6-7]... [By] squandering an ever-bigger portion of the
national income and by disrupting the basic proportions of the economy ... the bureaucracy
[retarded] the economic and cultural growth of the country. [1933:115]... Each day added to
[the bureaucracy’s] domination [helped] rot the foundations of the socialist elements of [the]
economy and [increased] the chances for capitalist restoration. [1938:64]
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CS: So this is why you consider that the collapse of “actually existing socialism” in the Soviet
bloc was not an indictment of “socialist methods” in general.
LT: The continuing privations of the masses in the USSR, the omnipotence of the privileged
caste, which [had] lifted itself above the nation and its misery, finally, the rampant club-law of
the bureaucrats [were] not consequences of the socialist method of economy but of the
isolation and backwardness of the USSR caught in the ring of capitalist encirclement. The
wonder is that under such exceptionally unfavorable conditions planned economy … managed
to demonstrate its insuperable benefits. [1939:41]
CS: If the USSR was never really socialist, while possessing some crucial elements of a
socialist economy, how would you characterize it?
LT: It [was] the most transitional country in our transitional epoch.... The present condition of
world economy makes it possible to say without hesitation: Capitalism has come far closer to
the proletarian revolution than the Soviet Union [ever did] to socialism. The fate of the first
workers’ state [was] inseparably bound up with the fate of the liberating movement in the
west and east. [1932c:386]... The Soviet Union [was] a contradictory society halfway between
capitalism and socialism, in which: a) the productive forces [were] still far from adequate to
give the state property a socialist character; b) the tendency toward primitive accumulation
created by want [broke] out through the innumerable pores of the planned economy; c) norms
of distribution preserving a bourgeois character [formed] the basis of a new differentiation
of society; d) the economic growth, while slowly bettering the situation of the toilers,
[promoted] a swift formation of privileged strata; e) exploiting the social antagonisms, a
bureaucracy [had] converted itself into an uncontrolled caste alien to socialism; f) the social
revolution, betrayed by the ruling party, still [existed] in property relations and in the
consciousness of the toiling masses; g) a further development of the accumulating
contradictions [might just] as well [have led] to socialism as back to capitalism; h) on the
road to capitalism the counterrevolution [had] to [break] the resistance of the workers; i) on the
road to socialism the workers would have [had] to overthrow the bureaucracy. In the last
analysis, the question [had to] be decided by a struggle of living social forces, both on
the national and the world arena. [1937b:255]
CS: Your characterization of the Soviet state as a “workers’ state,” albeit a “bureaucratically
degenerated” one, has been frequently criticized on the grounds that it suggested that the
working class was at once a “ruling” and an “oppressed” class within Soviet society. Is this
not an obvious contradiction?
LT: One can with full justification say that the proletariat, ruling in one backward and isolated
country, still remains an oppressed class. The source of oppression is world imperialism; the
mechanism of transmission of the oppression – the bureaucracy. If in the words “a ruling and at
the same time an oppressed class” there is a contradiction, then it flows not from mistakes of
thought but from the contradiction in the very situation of the USSR. It is precisely because of
this that we reject the theory of socialism in one country. [1937c:94]
CS: Capitalist ideologues would likely argue that it is unreasonable to blame the oppression of
the Soviet working class on world capitalism rather than the state created by the revolution of
1917.

8

LT: The rule of the proletariat, already maimed by the backwardness and poverty of the country,
[was] doubly and triply deformed under the pressure of world imperialism. The organ of the
rule of the proletariat – the state – [became] an organ for the pressure from imperialism
(diplomacy, army, foreign trade, ideas and customs). The struggle for domination, considered
on an historical scale, [was] not between the proletariat and the bureaucracy, but between the
proletariat and the world bourgeoisie. [1937c:93]
CS: You say the Stalinist oligarchy – the party-state bureaucracy that “usurped” power from the
working class – shouldn’t have been considered a “new ruling class” that directly exploited and
oppressed the Soviet working class. How could the Soviet state have been a workers’ state in
any meaningful sense if the bureaucratic oligarchy had all the political power and appropriated a
disproportionately large share of the social wealth?
LT: A class is defined not by its participation in the distribution of the national income alone, but
by its independent role in the general structure of the economy and by its independent roots in
the economic foundation of society. Each class ... works out its own special forms of property.
The bureaucracy [lacked] all these social traits. It [had] no independent position in the
process of production and distribution. It [had] no independent property roots. Its functions
[related] basically to the political technique of class rule.... The frightful difficulties of
socialist construction in an isolated and backward country coupled with the false policies
of the leadership – which, in the last analysis, also [reflected] the pressure of
backwardness and isolation – … led to the result that the bureaucracy … expropriated the
proletariat politically in order to guard its social conquests with its own methods... [The]
bureaucracy ... [turned] out to be not an independent class but an excrescence upon the
proletariat. A tumor can grow to tremendous size and even strangle the living organism, but a
tumor can never become an independent organism. [1933:112, 104, 115]
CS: You speak of the proletariat’s “social conquests” (collectivized property, central planning,
state monopoly of foreign trade, etc.); but what about the bureaucracy’s privileges? Surely
those stood in stark opposition to the interests of the working class.
LT: [The] privileges of the bureaucracy by themselves [did] not change the bases of the
Soviet state, because the bureaucracy [derived] its privileges not from any special property
relations peculiar to it as a “class,” but from those property relations that [had] been
created by the October Revolution and that are fundamentally adequate for the
dictatorship of the proletariat. To put it plainly, insofar as the bureaucracy [robbed] the
people (and this is done in various ways by every bureaucracy), we [were dealing] not with
class exploitation, in the scientific sense of the word, but with social parasitism, although
on a very large scale. [1933:114]
CS: You characterized the bureaucratic oligarchy as a parasite or a tumor and suggested
that it was sociologically “superfluous.” Doesn’t this imply that it had no real function?
LT: [We] can and must say that the Soviet bureaucracy [had] all the vices of a possessing
class without any of its “virtues” (organic stability, certain moral norms, etc.). [1937c:88]
CS: In the absence of a functioning “soviet democracy” the party-state bureaucracy
performed tasks that were necessary, and even indispensable: it administered the economy, for
example, from top to bottom. Yet, it’s also true that the bureaucratic ruling group was not
synonymous with the entire administrative apparatus; and it was that narrower group – the
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bureaucratic oligarchy – that enjoyed the greatest privileges and wielded real power. Are you
saying that this group performed no “function”? What justified its existence?
LT: The function of [the Stalinist oligarchy, like that of a trade union official in a bureaucratized
union, had] a dual character. [It served] the bureaucracy and thus the world bourgeoisie; but [it
couldn’t] serve the bureaucracy without defending that social function [e.g. planning] which
the bureaucracy [exploited] in its own interests. To that extent [did the Stalinist
oligarchy] defend nationalized property from imperialist attacks and from the too impatient
and avaricious layers of this very bureaucracy. However, [it carried] through this defense with
methods that [prepared] the general destruction of Soviet society. It [was] exactly because of
this that the Stalinist clique [needed to] be overthrown. But it [was] the revolutionary
proletariat who [had to] overthrow it.” [1937d:92]
CS: The oligarchy’s methods did indeed ultimately result in the “general destruction” of
the Soviet system, as the events of 1989-91 attest. But if Stalinism represents a major departure
from Marx’s and Lenin’s conception of the “dictatorship of the proletariat,” a conception that
most closely corresponded to the period of the rule of the workers councils in 1917-18, what
was the genesis of this bureaucratic deformation – this truly despotic deviation from “the
Marxist norm”?
LT: We … defined the Soviet Thermidor as a triumph of the bureaucracy over the masses. We
… tried to disclose the historic conditions of this triumph. The revolutionary vanguard of the
proletariat was in part devoured by the administrative apparatus and gradually demoralized, in
part annihilated in the civil war, and in part thrown out and crushed. The tired and
disappointed masses were indifferent to what was happening on the summits. These
conditions, however, important as they may have been in themselves, are inadequate to
explain why the bureaucracy succeeded in raising itself above society and getting its
fate firmly into its own hands. Its own will to this would in any case [have been]
inadequate; the arising of a new ruling stratum must have deep social causes.... The basis of
bureaucratic rule [was] the poverty of society in objects of consumption, with the resulting
struggle of each against all. When there is enough goods in a store, the purchasers can come
whenever they want to. When there is little goods, the purchasers are compelled to stand in
line. When the lines are very long, it is necessary to appoint a policeman to keep order. Such
[was] the starting point of the power of the Soviet bureaucracy. It [“knew”] who [was] to get
something and who [had] to wait.... [The bureaucracy] arose in the beginning as the
bourgeois organ of a workers’ state. In establishing and defending the advantages of a
minority, it of course [drew] off the cream for its own use. Nobody who has wealth to
distribute ever omits himself. Thus out of social necessity there … developed an organ
which … far [outgrew] its socially necessary function, and [became] an independent factor
and therewith the source of great danger for the whole social organism. [1937b:112-113]
CS: What did you mean by characterizing the bureaucracy as a “bourgeois organ of a workers’
state”?
LT: [Even] the most revolutionary bureaucracy is to a certain degree a bourgeois organ in the
workers’ state. [The workers’ state, as a state, is necessary exactly because the bourgeois
norms of distribution remain in force: “from each according to his ability, to each according to
his contribution,” instead of the communist norm “from each according to his ability, to each
according to his needs.”] Of course, the degree of this bourgeoisification and the general
tendency of development bear decisive significance…. However, so long as that
10

contradiction [did] not [pass] from the sphere of distribution into the sphere of production,
and [did not blow up] nationalized property and planned economy, the state [remained] a
workers’ state. [1937d:93]
CS: But you defend the view that the Soviet case was by no means a typical representation of
the “general tendency of development” of a society transitional between capitalism and
socialism.
LT: In the bureaucratic degeneration of the Soviet state it [was] not the general laws of modern
society from capitalism to socialism which [found] expression but a special, exceptional
and temporary refraction of those laws under the conditions of a backward revolutionary
country in a capitalist environment. The scarcity in consumer goods and the universal
struggle to obtain them [generated] a policeman who [arrogated] to himself the function of
distribution. Hostile pressure from without [imposed] on the policeman the role of “defender”
of the country, [endowed] him with national authority, and [permitted] him doubly to
plunder the country.... [The triumph of] world revolution [would have done] away with the
danger from without as a supplementary cause of bureaucratization. The elimination of the
need to expend an enormous share of the national income on armaments would [have raised]
even higher the living and cultural level of the masses. In these conditions, the need for a
policeman-distributor would [have fallen] away by itself. [1939-40:7]
CS: Bourgeois ideologists point to the Soviet experience of “socialist construction” as evidence
that socialized property forms do not lead to social equality – i.e., to the creation of a classless
society. One of the most reliable general indices of social progress of a given society is the
position of women within it. In your view, what does the Soviet experience tell us about the
social and material conditions necessary for the emancipation of women?
LT: The October revolution honestly fulfilled its obligations in relation to woman. The
young government not only gave her all political and legal rights in equality with man, but,
what is more important, did all that it could, and in any case incomparably more than any
other government ever did, actually to secure her access to all forms of economic and
cultural work…. The revolution made a heroic effort to destroy the so-called “family hearth”
- that archaic, stuffy and stagnant institution in which the woman of the toiling classes
performs galley labor from childhood to death…. The place of the family as a shut-in petty
enterprise was to be occupied, according to the plans, by a finished system of social care
and accommodation: maternity houses, crèches, kindergartens, schools, social dining
rooms, social laundries, first-aid stations, hospitals, sanatoria, athletic organizations,
moving-picture theatres, etc. The complete absorption of the housekeeping functions of the
family by institutions of the socialist society, uniting all generations in solidarity and
mutual aid, was to bring to woman, and thereby to the loving couple, a real liberation
from the thousand-year-old fetters. [In the end] this problem of problems [was never]
solved. [1937b:144-145]
CS: Why not?
LT: Unfortunately society proved too poor and little cultured. The real resources of the state
did not correspond to the plans and intentions of the Communist Party. You cannot “abolish”
the family; you have to replace it. The actual liberation of women is unrealizable on a basis of
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“generalized want.” Experience soon proved this austere truth which Marx had formulated
eighty years before. [1937b:1 45 ]
CS: But Stalin’s political counterrevolution attacked women’s most basic rights, not just the
hopes and aspirations of the early Bolshevik state. The prohibition of abortion in the 1930s is a
striking example.
LT: Having revealed its inability to serve women who are compelled to resort to abortion
with the necessary medical aid and sanitation, the state [made] a sharp change of course,
and [took] the road of prohibition. And just as in other situations, the bureaucracy [made] a
virtue of necessity…. These gentlemen ... completely [forgot] that socialism was to remove the
cause which impels woman to abortion, and not force her into the “joys of motherhood”
with the help of a foul police interference in what is to every woman the most intimate
sphere of life.... The genuinely socialist family, from which society will remove the daily
vexation of unbearable and humiliating cares, will have no need of any regimentation, and
the very idea of laws about abortion and divorce will sound no better within its walls than the
recollection of houses of prostitution or human sacrifices. The October legislation took a bold
step in the direction of such a family. Economic and cultural backwardness has produced a
cruel reaction. [1937b:150, 151, 157]
CS: Your analysis of Stalinism poses many important questions. One of the most crucial is why
did the Soviet workers themselves not settle accounts with the Stalinist rulers?
LT: [The] workers [feared] that they [would] clear the field for the class enemy if they
[overthrew] the bureaucracy. The interrelations between the bureaucracy and the class [were]
really much more complex than they [appeared] to the frothy “democrats.” The Soviet workers
would have settled accounts with the despotism of the apparatus had other perspectives
opened up before them, had the Western horizon flamed not with the brown color of
fascism but with the red of revolution. [1933:105]
CS: In posing the call for “proletarian political revolution” you were always careful to link the
revolutionary overthrow of the bureaucracy with the defense of the “gains of October,” of the
workers’ state.
LT: [The] question of the overthrowing of the Soviet bureaucracy [was] for us subordinate to
the question of preserving state property in the means of production in the USSR; [the]
question of preserving state property in the means of production in the USSR [was]
subordinate for us to the question of the world proletarian revolution. [1939-40:21]
CS: Would the political revolution against the bureaucracy have necessarily meant a civil war?
LT: A real civil war could [have developed] not between the Stalinist bureaucracy and the
resurgent proletariat but between the proletariat and the active forces of the counterrevolution.
In the event of an open clash between the two mass camps, there [could not have been] talk
of the bureaucracy playing an independent role. Its polar flanks would [have been] flung to
the different sides of the barricade. [1933:117-118]... While analyzing and exposing the
growing political independence of the bureaucracy from the proletariat, we … never lost
sight of the objective social boundaries of this “independence”; namely, nationalized
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property supplemented by the monopoly of foreign trade. [1939-40:119]
CS: Your analysis was substantially vindicated by the disintegration of the USSR in 1991. The
bureaucracy did indeed reveal itself to be a brittle and heterogeneous phenomenon. That very
fragility, as you suggested, was a major reason why it had to resort to police-state tactics
to secure its position. But a social counterrevolution did unfold in 1991, a movement
toward the restoration of capitalism, spearheaded by Boris Yeltsin and other “exbureaucrats” who had thrown in their lot, quite openly, with Western imperialism. And
yet the so-called hard-liners who staged a coup against the last Soviet premier, Mikhail
Gorbachev, in August of 1991 were themselves by no means firmly committed to defending
the workers’ state. Even prior to Yeltsin’s counter-coup against these “hardliners,” which
was the decisive event that brought about the triumph of capitalist counterrevolution in the
USSR, virtually the entire bureaucracy had accepted the proposition that there was no viable
alternative to a “free market” perestroika involving extensive privatization.
LT: The contradictions can become so acute [within a bureaucratized workers’ state] that the
bureaucracy, in order to protect itself, may have to revert to [private] property relations. It
may have to strike at the roots of the present social system. [1936:648]
CS: That seemed to be what was underway. But Yeltsin’s openly pro-imperialist coalition of
“ex-bureaucrats,” entrepreneurs, “co-operativists,” “democratic” intellectuals and
nationalists (none of whom had any interest in protecting the prerogatives of the CPSU)
seized the opportunity when it presented itself. There was no indication that any section of the
bureaucracy could have been won to the program of proletarian political revolution,
although this was hardly surprising given that no significant section of the working class
mobilized as an independent force to fight for a socialist program of “restructuring.” Those
workers who showed some willingness to defend state property, the state monopoly of
foreign trade, and other elements of the existing order that you said served the
proletariat’s historic interests obeyed the instructions of the “hardliners” and failed to confront
the Yeltsinites. What orientation should Marxists have taken in this situation?
LT: It is the duty of revolutionists to defend every conquest of the working class even though it
may be distorted by the pressures of hostile forces. Those who cannot defend old positions will
never conquer new ones. [1939-40:178] ... [Among] the surviving conquests of the
October revolution [were] the nationalized industry and the collectivized Soviet economy.
Upon this foundation, workers’ soviets [could have built] a new and happier society. This
foundation [should not have been] surrendered by us to the world bourgeoisie under any
conditions. It is the duty of revolutionists to defend tooth and nail every position gained by
the working class, whether it involves democratic rights, wage scales, or so colossal a
conquest of mankind as the nationalization of the means of production and planned economy.
[1940:166] ... If the proletariat [had driven] out the Soviet bureaucracy in time, then it [would
still have found] the nationalized means of production and the basic elements of planned
economy after its victory. This [would have meant] that it [did not have] to begin at the
beginning. That [would have been] a tremendous advantage. [1937d:93-4]
CS: But the Stalinist bureaucracy was driven out – and by pro-imperialist, counter-

13

revolutionary forces, not by the workers. Even so, some of those who identify with your
views have argued that the fact that the counterrevolution of 1991 didn’t immediately
liquidate the entire nationalized economy signified that Yeltsin and his capitalistrestorationist supporters still headed a workers’ state of some sort (albeit one undergoing
rapid disintegration). What would you say to such people?
LT: In the first months of Soviet rule the proletariat reigned on the basis of a bourgeois
economy.... [With] a bourgeois counterrevolution [succeeding] in the USSR, the new
government for a lengthy period [had] to base itself upon the nationalized economy. But
what [did] such a type of temporary conflict between the economy and the state mean? It
[meant] a revolution or a counterrevolution. [1937d: 91]
CS: What did you anticipate a counterrevolution would look like in the USSR?
LT: In The Revolution Betrayed, I wrote: “If ... a bourgeois party were to overthrow the ruling
Soviet caste, it would find no small number of ready servants among the present bureaucrats,
administrators, technicians, directors, party secretaries and privileged upper circles in general.
A purgation of the state apparatus would, of course, be necessary.... But a bourgeois restoration
would probably have to clean out fewer people than a revolutionary party. The chief task of
the new power would be to restore private property in the means of production. First of all,
it would be necessary to create conditions for the development of strong farmers from the
weak collective farms, and for converting the strong collectives into producers’ co-operatives
of the bourgeois type – into agricultural stock companies. In the sphere of industry,
denationalization would begin with the light industries and those producing food. The
planning principle would be converted for the transitional period into a series of
compromises between state power and individual ‘corporations’ – potential proprietors, that is,
among the Soviet captains of industry, the émigré former proprietors and foreign
capitalists.” [1937b:253]
CS: Many Western socialists believed that the call for “workers’ self-management” of industry
was on the order of the day in 1990-91, that the discredited structures of central planning
should not, or could not, have been transformed and democratized by an empowered
working class, and that instead the only viable option was some sort of decentralized “market
socialism” administered by atomized self-managing collectivities. What do you think would
have been the result of such a “market-socialist” course?
LT: The trusts and individual factories [would have begun] living an independent life. Not a
trace [would have been] left of the planned beginnings…. The economic struggle of the
workers [would have acquired] a scope unrestricted save by the relation of forces. The state
ownership of the means of production [would have been] first transformed into a juridical
fiction, and later on, even the latter [would have been] swept away. [1928:300]
CS: Just another road to capitalist restoration, in other words. What were some of the key
elements of your own program of socialist renewal, of proletarian political revolution?
LT: In my Transitional Program of 1938, I wrote that: “The struggle for the freedom of the trade
unions and the factory committees, for the right of assembly and freedom of the press, will
unfold in the struggle for the regeneration and development of Soviet democracy.... In the
soviets there is room only for representatives of the workers, rank-and-file collective
14

farmers, peasants and Red Army men. Democratization of the soviets is impossible without
legalization of soviet parties. The workers and peasants themselves by their own free vote
will indicate what parties they recognize as soviet parties. A revision of planned economy
from the top to bottom in the interests of producers and consumers! Factory committees
should be returned the right to control production. A democratically organized consumers’
cooperative should control the quality and price of products. Reorganization of the
collective farms in accordance with the will and in the interests of the workers there engaged!
The reactionary international policy of the bureaucracy should be replaced by the policy of
proletarian internationalism.” [1938:65]
CS: You have repeatedly stressed the important link between the success of workers’ struggles
internationally and the possibility of the development of a genuinely socialist system in the
USSR. Some leftists have pointed out that the crimes of Stalinism were at least one factor in
dissuading the working classes of other countries, in particular those of the advanced
capitalist West, from seeing socialist revolution as a viable solution to their problems.
LT: If Soviet economic life had been conducted in the interests of the people; if the
bureaucracy had not devoured and vainly wasted the major portion of the national income; if
the bureaucracy had not trampled underfoot the vital interests of the population, then the
USSR would have been a great magnetic pole of attraction for the toilers of the world and the
inviolability of the Soviet Union would have been assured. But the infamous oppressive regime
of [the Stalinists] … deprived the USSR of its attractive power. [1940:166]
CS: You also stressed the counterrevolutionary international policy of the Stalinist oligarchy: its
willingness to derail workers’ revolutions in the interests of achieving temporary pacts with
imperialist powers. It has been suggested that this strategy, which was presented as a
practical way of safeguarding the immediate interests of the USSR, was also intended to
ensure the quiescence of the Soviet working class, which was encouraged to think that there
was no potential for revolution in the advanced capitalist countries.
LT: The bureaucracy which became a reactionary force in the USSR [could not] play a
revolutionary role on the world arena. [1938:66]... Having strangled independence and
initiative in the lower ranks of the people at home, [the Soviet bureaucracy] naturally
[could not] provoke critical thought and revolutionary daring on the world arena.
Moreover, as a ruling and privileged stratum, it [valued] infinitely more the help and
friendship of those who [were] kin to it in social type in the West – bourgeois radicals,
reformist parliamentarians, trade-union bureaucrats – than of the rank-and-file workers who
[were] separated from it by social chasms.... The fact is that in its capacity as leader of the
Communist International, the nationally limited and conservative, ignorant and
irresponsible Soviet bureaucracy [brought] nothing but misfortunes to the workers’
movement of the world. As though in historic justice, the … international position of the
Soviet Union [was] determined to a far higher degree by the consequences of the defeat of the
world proletariat, than by the successes of an isolated Socialist construction. [1937b:191]
CS: Your faith in the principle of socialist central planning seems undiminished despite the
wastefulness and incompetence of Stalinist-style “planned economy” and the latter’s longterm inability (despite impressive initial accomplishments) to compete with the West in
raising labor productivity. What accounts for this failure in your view?
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LT: The progressive role of the Soviet bureaucracy [coincided] with the period devoted to
introducing into the Soviet Union the most important elements of capitalist technique. The
rough work of borrowing, imitating, transplanting and grafting, was accomplished on the
bases laid down by the revolution. There was ... no question of any new word in the sphere
of technique, science or art. It [was] possible to build gigantic factories according to a
ready-made Western pattern by bureaucratic command – although, to be sure, at triple the
normal cost. But the farther [it went], the more the economy [ran] into the problem of quality,
which [slipped] out of the hands of a bureaucracy like a shadow. The Soviet products [were]
as though branded with the gray label of indifference. Under a nationalized economy,
quality demands a democracy of producers and consumers, freedom of criticism and
initiative – conditions incompatible with a totalitarian regime of fear, lies and flattery.
[1937b:276]
CS: What role do you see “workers’ democracy” playing in the period of transition from a
capitalist economic system to a socialist one?
LT: Only the interaction of three elements, of state planning, of the market, and of Soviet
democracy can provide the country with correct leadership in the transitional epoch...The
problem of the proportionality of the elements of production and the branches of the
economy constitutes the very heart of socialist economy….The innumerable living participants
in the economy, collective and individual, must serve notice of their needs and of their
relative strength not only through the statistical determinations of plan commissions but by
the direct pressure of supply and demand. The plan is checked and, to a considerable degree,
realized through the market. The regulation of the market itself must depend upon the
tendencies that are brought out through its mechanism. The blueprints produced by the
departments must demonstrate their efficacy through commercial calculation. [1932b:275,
265, 274]
CS: Is there not a risk that reliance upon the market, albeit a “socialized” one, and upon forces
of supply and demand, could represent a retreat from the vision of a society in which human
beings consciously regulate their economic relations on the basis of a plan instead of allowing
money and “exchange value” to play a dominant, mediating role?
LT: The art of socialist planning does not drop from heaven nor is it presented full-blown into
one’s hands with the conquest of power. This art may be mastered only by struggle, step by
step, not by a few but by millions, as a component part of the new economy and culture. [1932b:
260]… [A] successful socialist construction is unthinkable without including in the planned
system the direct personal interests of the producer and consumer, their egoism, – which
in its turn may reveal itself fruitfully only if it has in its service the customary reliable and
flexible instrument, money. The raising of the productivity of labor and bettering of the quality
of its products is quite unattainable without an accurate measure freely penetrating into all
the cells of industry – that is, without a stable unit of currency.... For the regulation and
application of plans two levers are needed: the political lever, in the form of a real
participation in leadership of the interested masses themselves, a thing which is
unthinkable without Soviet democracy; and a financial lever, in the form of a real testing
out of a priori calculations with the help of a universal equivalent, a thing which is
unthinkable without a stable money system. [1937b:67-68]
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CS: Upon what would such a stable money system be based?
LT: [It] is clear that in the transitional economy, as also under capitalism, the sole authentic
money is that based upon gold…. Deprived of an independent basis – that is, a gold basis –
the money system of the Soviet Union, like that of a number of capitalist countries, [had]
necessarily a shut-in character. For the world market the ruble [did] not exist. If the Soviet
Union [was able to] endure the adverse aspects of this money system more easily than [other
countries], it [was] only in part due to the [state] monopoly of foreign trade. Chiefly it [was] due
to the natural wealth of the country. Only this [made] it possible not to strangle in the clutches
of autarky. The historic task, however, is not merely to avoid strangling, but to create face to
face with the highest achievements of the world market a powerful economy, rational
through and through, which will guarantee the greatest saving of time and consequently
the highest flowering of culture. [1937b:68]
CS: Much has been made of the failure of the Stalinists to defuse nationalist sentiment and
ethnic conflicts in the various republics of the former USSR. You were always highly critical of
the embrace and promotion of “great Russian chauvinism” by the Soviet bureaucracy.
What approach would a healthy socialist regime take toward creating a satisfactory framework
for resolving national conflicts?
LT: The right of national self-determination is, of course, a democratic and not a socialist
principle. But genuinely democratic principles are supported and realized in our era only by the
revolutionary proletariat; it is for this very reason that they interlace with socialist tasks.
[1939b:45]
CS: Some ostensible revolutionary socialists supported national independence movements within
the USSR led by pro-capitalist, pro-imperialist elements. During the 1930s you sought to
counter the Ukrainian separatist slogan “For an Independent Ukraine” with the call for an
“Independent Soviet Ukraine.” Evidently you meant to drive a class wedge into the
Ukrainian national movement.
LT: The national problem separate and apart from class correlations is a fiction, a lie, a
strangler’s noose for the proletariat…. National self-determination is one of the elements of
democracy. The struggle for national self-determination, like the struggle for democracy in
general, plays an enormous role in the lives of the peoples, particularly in the life of the
proletariat. He is a poor revolutionist who does not know how to utilize democratic institutions
and forms, including parliamentarism, in the interests of the proletariat. But from the
proletarian standpoint, neither democracy as a whole nor national self-determination as an
integral part of it stands above the classes; nor does either of them supply the highest
criterion of revolutionary policy. [1929:264-65]
CS: We are now witnessing a major offensive by capital against labor on a world scale. The
identification of Stalinism with socialism contributed decisively to a disarming of the
international workers’ movement, and, at least initially, was seen to create historic opportunities
for a reinvigorated Social Democracy. But the social democrats were the original authors of
the doctrine of building “socialism in one country.” Their historic accommodation with
capitalism was reflected, above all, in an anti-internationalist political perspective which
was at best limited to the “national interests” of the “British working class,” “the French
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working class,” “the Swedish working class,” etc. (and to hell with Marx’s “workers of
the world”!). Twenty years after the Soviet collapse, the social democrats are now
scarcely distinguishable from the openly capitalist parties with whom they vie in
parliamentary elections. Their “national reformism” has led them, in an era of capitalist
globalization and intensified economic crisis, into complete prostration before the
interests and requirements of their own national bourgeoisies. Any final thoughts?
LT: Marxism has always taught the workers that even their struggle for higher wages and shorter
hours cannot be successful unless waged as an international struggle. [1928:71]... The working
class is powerless against imperialism as long as its great organizations stand by their old
opportunist tactics. The working class will be all-powerful against imperialism when it takes
to the battlefield of Social Revolution. The methods of national-parliamentary opposition not
only fail to produce practical results, but also cease to make an appeal to the laboring
masses, because the workers find that, behind the backs of the parliamentarians, imperialism, by
armed force, reduces the wages and the very lives of the workers to ever greater dependence on
its successes in the world market. [1915:69]... [The] crisis of the proletarian leadership,
having become the crisis in mankind’s culture, can be resolved only by the Fourth
International. The strategic task of the next period –a pre-revolutionary period of agitation,
propaganda and organization – consists in overcoming the contradiction between the maturity
of the objective revolutionary conditions and the immaturity of the proletariat and its vanguard
(the confusion and disappointment of the older generation; the inexperience of the younger
generation). It is necessary to help the masses in the process of the daily struggle to find the
bridge between present demands and the socialist program of the revolution. This bridge
should include a system of transitional demands, stemming from today’s conditions and from
today’s consciousness of wide layers of the working class and unalterably leading to one final
conclusion: the conquest of power by the proletariat. [1938:36]
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