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2 A Free Retriever's Digest

From the Editor

Saturday, May 1, 2021

Dear reader,

At the start of its fifth year of appearance, ‘A Free Retriever's Digest’ comes out with a somewhat larger issue than 
usual, that concentrates on two main topics: 

1. On the occasion of the 100 th anniversary of the Kronstadt upris ing and its defeat  we present a small selec-
tion of extracts from the vast literature available, which we consider of interest in order to go into its wider historical  
significance and implications.

2. In continuation of an exchange, on the website and in previous issues, on the  question  of  capital ism’s  deca -
dence  and the latter’s determinations, we present two contributions by participants that (further) explain and detail  
their respective, contradictory views apropos of Has Capitalism entered its Decadence since 1914?   ‘The Falsehoods of  
the International Communist Current (ICC) — A Critique’ in ‘A Free Retriever's Digest’ Vol.4 #4 (October -December 
2020). We have taken the occasion of a first reply to one of them.

With a number of recent contributions critical of (more or less) Leninist visions on the Kronstadt uprising of 1921, as  
notably upheld by the ICT, we hope to contribute to a debate on the character and significance of this historical water -
shed, with a view to the general assessment of the October revolution in Russia 1917 and its course, that poses the  
question of the counter-revolution “from within”.

Further, we present a concise explanatory text on the ‘peasant quest ion’ in India  by Faridabad Majdoor Samachar  
and Kamunist Kranti, which has come to our attention apropos of an article on India by ‘Le Proletaire’ in the previous 
issue of this ‘Digest’. Last but not least, we have included a brief communiqué on the military coup in Myanmar 
(Burma) by the English section of the latter Bordigist group that, in spite of its usual party-mantra, we have found in -
formative on the situation in the region.

Whereas we have included a number of overview tables summarizing related articles and contributions that have ap -
peared over time, we have had to skip our usual ‘article and news feeds selection’ for lack of forces. For those looking  
for a chronological selection, we’d like to refer to the weekly section ‘New from internationalist sites’   at  ‘Left-wing  
Communism – NOT an infantile disorder’.

We hope to make good on this in short term, and wish you good reading.

Internationalist regards,
Henry Cinnamon (editor). 

A Free Retriever's  Digest  aims at presenting publications relevant to discussions within the internationalist milieu in general, 
and among the groups and circles who claim adherence to the international communist left(s) in particular. It intends to provide com-
ments and a space for discussion.
Readers are invited to send in notifications of publications by e-mail, abstracts and reviews of relevant books, articles or texts, and pre -
sentations at discussion meetings. Contributions should be written in English (notify if you need translation support). For articles a 
maximum of 3,000 words is observed; discussion contributions should be limited to 1,500 words. Bibliographical references and internet 
links need to be exact.
Articles and contributions express the views of their authors. Their publication is at the discretion of the editor. They may be freely 
adopted if correctly quoted with source reference. We highly appreciate receiving a notification.

Web blog:  
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com. 

e-mai l addresses :  
afreeretriever@gmail.com; afreeretrievers@protonmail.com  

https://leftdis.wordpress.com/news-from-internationalist-sites/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/has-capitalism-entered-its-decadence-since-1914/
mailto:afreeretriever@gmail.com
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/


Myanmar: Military coup and “democratic  
transition” – two  sides of the same coin!

A communiqué  by ‘Le Prolétaire’ – ‘Proletarian’ (February 26, 2021)

On Monday, February 1, the newly elected officials 
were  preparing to  join the  various  parliamentary 
hemicyles to officialize the results of the November 
8 legislative elections, won by Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
National  League for  Democracy (NLD).  The mili-
tary  interrupted  the  electoral  circus  they  them-
selves  had set  up,  imprisoning  the  head  of  state 
and his State Councilor and Foreign Minister Aung 
San Suu Kyi and various NLD personalities in the 
name of a State Administrative Council (SAC) cre-
ated to govern the country.

The details of the coup and its chronology, the lack 
of charisma of the junta’s leaders or its ridiculous 
justifications are of no interest. What is important 
here is that once again the democracy/authoritari-
anism duo is an anti-proletarian weapon.

Capitalist development and the rise of the 
proletariat

Myanmar (Burma) is a South-east Asian country of 
50 to 60 million inhabitants according to estimates, 
still  largely agricultural  (the  countryside employs 
70% of the country’s workers), but which is in full 
capitalist  development:  it  is  experiencing  strong 
economic growth, boosted by an influx of Western 
and Asian capital, especially Chinese. The “democ-
ratization”  instituted  since  2011  was  essentially 
aimed at attracting these investments by normaliz-
ing  the  regime  and  carrying  out  a  gradual  eco-
nomic opening.

This capitalist expansion gave birth to a young pro-
letariat.  Anthropologist  Stephen  Campbell  de-
scribes this dynamic based on rural-urban migra-
tion:  “The  working class  population  in the  industrial  
areas  of  Yangon [Rangoon]  consists  mainly  of  former  
villagers driven out of rural areas because of unmanage-
able  debt,  the  devastation  of  infrastructure  caused  by  
Cyclone Nargis in 2008, and the outright theft of their  
land by private military and commercial interests. Real  
estate  speculation  and  elitist  urban  development  over  
the past decade have pushed up the cost of housing, lead-
ing hundreds of thousands of migrants arriving in the  
city to run out of official housing and turn to cheaper  
squatter housing on the outskirts of the city.  Many of  

these new urban residents sought employment in food  
and other processing plants producing for the domestic  
market, or in clothing factories producing for export. In  
2018,  more  than  one  million  workers  -  mostly  young  
women,  many  of  them  squatters  -  were  employed  in  
clothing, textile, shoe and accessory factories in Myan-
mar, mainly around Yangon”. (1)

This young working class is the victim of ferocious 
exploitation:  very  low  wages  attract  foreign  in-
vestors by diverting them from countries like Viet-
nam where poverty wages are not enough for the 
capitalist exploiters. Of course, this exploitation is 
accompanied by severe anti-worker repression (le-
gal or extra-legal) and by the integration of work-
ers’ protest into the bourgeois institutions of nego-
tiation  and  “dialogue”.  Campbell  explains:  “The  
quasi-civil  government  of  U  Thein  Sein,  which  took  
power  in  2011,  introduced  new  legislation  developed  
with the support of the ILO [International Labour Or-
ganization], legalizing the creation of trade unions (Oc-
tober  2011)  and  formalizing  collective  bargaining  
(March  2012).  The  new  laws  are  designed  to  curb  
strikes by providing workers with institutional channels  
to seek redress for their employment grievances.”

These  measures  do  not  prevent  workers’  protest, 
but  they  aim  to  confine  it  within  a  bourgeois 
framework in order to prevent it from finding the 
path of classist struggle.

A “democratic transition” against the 
proletariat and ethnic minorities

In November 2010, the military freed the leader of 
the opposition, Aung San Suu Kyi, and embarked 
on a  democratization of  the  regime:  reduction  of 
media censorship, reduction in the military budget, 
increase in the budget for education and health, re-
lease of several political prisoners, etc..

The 2012 elections allowed for  the legalization of 
political parties and constitutional reforms on elec-
tions. However, the military retained reserved seats 

1) Ph. Alcoy, ‘Revolution Permanente’ , February 24 1921: 
Myanmar. La classe ouvrière face au putsch, entre la résistance et 
le piège "démocratique" bourgeois.

https://www.revolutionpermanente.fr/Myanmar-La-classe-ouvriere-face-au-putsch-entre-la-resistance-et-le-piege-democratique-bourgeois
https://www.revolutionpermanente.fr/Myanmar-La-classe-ouvriere-face-au-putsch-entre-la-resistance-et-le-piege-democratique-bourgeois
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in  the  assemblies.  Finally,  in  2015 Aung San Suu 
Kyi became the country’s de facto prime minister 
(“Councilor”).

This democratization was not only accompanied by 
repressive measures against  the working class (to 
guarantee  the  investments  of  foreign  capital)  but 
also by a genocidal  policy against  the Rohingyas, 
one of Burma’s many ethnic minorities (these mi-
norities constitute 30% of the population and the 
central  power has a long tradition of  persecution 
against  them).  In  2017,  the  army launched a sys-
tematic campaign of massacres,  rapes and village 
fires against this deeply oppressed Muslim minor-
ity,  killing  thousands  of  people  and leading  to  a 
mass exodus to neighboring Bangladesh.

The criminal nature of the “democratic transition” 
has made the star of the Nobel Peace Prize-winning 
“Lady of Rangoon” paled in the imperialist media 
and international  institutions,  but  it  has  not  pre-
vented  the  imperialists  from  going  about  their 
business: business as usual!

Imperialism on the look-out
The  imperialist  powers  of  Europe,  the  United 
States,  Japan  and  China  are  very  interested  in 
Myanmar. In addition to finding cheap and moni-
tored labor there, the bourgeois are greedy for the 
country’s natural resources. This is particularly the 
case of the French multinational  Total,  which has 
been exploiting Myanmar’s oil for several decades, 
an activity that was accompanied under the mili-
tary  dictatorship  by barbaric  violence  against  the 
civilian populations in the oil-producing areas, in-
cluding their enslavement.

The  European  imperialists  also  sought  to 
strengthen their  presence  by establishing military 
cooperation  with  the  uniformed  torturers.  Police 
forces have been trained in “crowd management” by 
the  European  Union as  part  of  the  MYPOL pro-
gram in place since 2016. (2).

On the Japanese side, the Japan-Myanmar Associa-
tion  (formerly  the  Burmese  Interests  Committee), 
the influential lobby at the source of Japanese pol-
icy towards this country, has pushed, in addition to 
the  development  of  investments  in  various  fields 
(Japanese investments are in first  place after  Chi-
nese investments), the establishment of military re-
lations between Rangoon and Tokyo at the begin-

2) Salai Ming, Asialyst, February 19, 2021: “Resistance 
in the face of the spectre of 1988" , Coup d'État en 
Birmanie : la résistance face au spectre de 1988.

ning of this year. Japan is also the largest provider 
of “aid” to Myanmar (more than a billion dollars a 
year) obviously to defend its interests. All this ex-
plains  the  refusal  so  far  to  talk  about  sanctions 
against  the military;  Japanese  capitalists  also fear 
that critics of the military will play into the hands 
of the Chinese competitor.

For its part, Chinese imperialism sees Myanmar as 
an important partner in its  “New Silk Roads”. Chi-
nese investments are by far the most important in 
the country. Burma is a trading partner but also a 
geo-strategic asset that can help avoid the Strait of 
Malacca to move Chinese exports and imports by 
sea. It is therefore not surprising that the Chinese 
government did not voice any criticism of the coup 
and that it vetoed a UN resolution condemning it.

Reacting  to  the  Chinese  push,  the  United  States 
had approached the Myanmar regime in the 2010’s 
in an attempt to reduce Beijing’s influence and is 
now the most vehement critic of the military junta.

It is not democracy that will defend the 
proletariat!

The population that had testified to its rejection of 
the military by voting for the NLD went out into 
the  streets  in  massive  numbers  against  the  junta. 
The army responded with a bloody – albeit  rela-
tively measured (3) – repression against the demon-
strators and strikers.

In various sectors (railways, shipyards, etc.) work-
ers went on strike against the new dictatorship and 
calls for a general strike have been made. Unfortu-
nately, this contestation remains on the ground of 
bourgeois  democracy.  As  the  British  daily  The 
Guardian explains:  “Protesters’ demands now go be-
yond reversing the coup. They also seek the abolition of  
a 2008 constitution drawn up under military supervi-
sion that gave the generals a veto in parliament and con-
trol of several ministries, and for a federal system in eth-
nically diverse Myanmar.” (4).

In  the  face  of  the  inevitable  capitalist  offensive  – 
military or civil, authoritarian or democratic – the 
working class has no other solution than to prepare 
itself for open struggle, in total rupture with demo-
cratic or nationalist demands (even under an “anti-
imperialist” mask), independently of all bourgeois 
and petty bourgeois forces. Only by forging a class 

3) Since this text was written repression became bloody and 
hundreds of people have been killed.

4) The Guardian, February 10, 2021: Myanmar protesters return 
to streets in huge numbers amid police defections.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/10/myanmar-protesters-streets-naypyitaw-yangon-police-coup-violence
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/10/myanmar-protesters-streets-naypyitaw-yangon-police-coup-violence
https://asialyst.com/fr/2021/02/19/coup-etat-birmanie-resistance-face-spectre-1988/
https://asialyst.com/fr/2021/02/19/coup-etat-birmanie-resistance-face-spectre-1988/
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force, anti-capitalist and antidemocratic, hardened 
in proletarian mobilizations against  all  attacks by 
capital,  both on the economic ground and on the 
political and social ground, will it be able to con-
front the bourgeoisie and its military apparatus.

The  sine  qua  non  condition  is  the  struggle  with 
class demands, methods and means, and the pres-
ence  of  a  genuine communist  party to lead it  to-
wards  an  international  revolutionary  perspective. 
This  will  require  the  help  of  the  proletarians  of 
other  countries  who,  as a first  contribution,  must 
distance  themselves  from  the  current  democratic 
campaign, unmask the hypocritical condemnations 
of  their  own imperialism and enter  into  struggle 
against them.

Down with  the  military  coup!  Down with  the  
“democratic transition”!

Against  the  army  and  the  opposition,  against  
all imperialist rapacious, against all ethnic di-
visions,  one  proletarian  perspective:  indepen-
dent class struggle!

For Internationalist Proletarian Solidarity!

For  the  reconstitution  of  the  World  Party  of  
Communist Revolution!

International Communist Party (‘Le Prolétaire’), February 
26, 2021 («Proletarian»; Nr. 17; Spring 2021)

Source: Myanmar. Military coup and “democratic transition” are two 
sides of the same coin!  - For the class independence of the proletariat! 
For an open struggle against all bourgeois camps!

Recent Web Publications of A Free Retriever's Digest
Topic: The 1921 ‘Kronstadt Tragedy’ – Beginning of the Counterrevolution?

•  Four selected documents for discussion   (April 26, 2021)
- The Program of the Kronstadt Upris ing  (Ida Mett, 1938),
- Extract from: Willy Huhn, Trotsky – The Failed Stalin  (1952),
- Survey of a bibl iography  and documents‘ collection (an ‘Archives Autonomies’ collaboration project)
- The Retreat of the World-Revolution – The 1921 ‘Kronstadt Tragedy’ , Extract from The 
Dutch and German Communist Left (1900–68)

• These articles are included in the Topics section on page 7 ff.

Discussion: Contributions on the question of capitalism’s decadence 

•  Topic: Has Capitalism entered its Decadence since 1914? (II)   
(Last updated March 23, 2021)
NEW (Spring 2020):
Capitalism is coming to an end. But how?
Fredo Corvo replies to C.Mcl. (Version of March 14, 2021)
The Decadence of Capitalism. A Discussion.  
Aníbal & materia (Version of March 22, 2021)

• The recent contributions are included in the discussion section on page 26 ff.

Documents of the historical Communist Left 
•  Anton Pannekoek: The economic necessity of imperialism (1916)   

Translation from De Nieuwe Tijd, Vol.21 no.5, May 5, 1916; completed February 16, 2021. 
The second part (par. IV – VI) can also be read on page 41 ff.)

•  Trotsky and the Kronstadt Uprising of 1921  
Paragraph 1.6 from: Willy Huhn, Trotsky – the failed Stalin (1952)
This first English translation is included on page 7 ff.

http://pcint.org/07_TP/017/017_myanmar.htm
http://pcint.org/07_TP/017/017_myanmar.htm
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2021/03/27/trotsky-and-the-kronstadt-uprising-of-1921/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/anton-pannekoek-the-economic-necessity-of-imperialism-1916/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2021/03/14/topic-has-capitalism-entered-its-decadence-since-1914-ii/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2021/04/26/topic-the-1921-kronstadt-tragedy-beginning-of-the-counterrevolution/
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Extracts from F. Engels, “Herr Eugen Dühring’s Revolution in Science”

With regards to the discussion on the question of capitalism’s decadence that is pursued on the pages 26 ff. in  this is-
sue, we present extracts from two chapters of  the ‘Anti-Dühring’, sustaining that the historical materialism developed 
by Marx and Engels concerns historical modes of production  in general, and that their conclusions are not limited to 
the “cyclical” or periodic crises of capitalism in particular, nor hindered by them, as one of the participants seems to  
imply.

“The connection between distribution and the material conditions of existence of society at any period lies  
so much in the nature of things that it is always reflected in popular instinct. So long as a mode of produc-
tion still describes an ascending curve of development, it is enthusiastically welcomed even by those who  
come off worst from its corresponding mode of distribution. (…)  Only when the mode of production in  
question has already described a good part of its descending curve,  (1) when it has half outlived its day, 
when the conditions of its existence have to a large extent disappeared, and its successor is already knock -
ing at the door – it is only at this stage that the constantly increasing inequality of distribution appears as  
unjust, it is only then that appeal is made from the facts which have had their day to so-called eternal  
justice. From a scientific standpoint, this appeal to morality and justice does not help us an inch further;  
moral indignation, however justifiable, cannot serve economic science as an argument, but only as a symp-
tom. The task of economic science is rather to show that the social abuses which have recently been devel -
oping are necessary consequences of the existing mode of production, but at the same time also indica -
tions of its approaching dissolution, – and to reveal within the already dissolving economic form of mo-
tion, the elements of the future new organisation of production and exchange which will put an end to  
those abuses.” (Part II: Political Economy. I. Subject Matter and Method)

“Since the historical appearance of the capitalist mode of production, the appropriation by society of all  
the means of production has often been dreamed of, more or less vaguely, by individuals, as well as by  
sects, as the ideal of the future. But it could become possible, could become a historical necessity, only  
when the actual conditions for its realisation were there. Like every other social advance, it becomes prac-
ticable, not by men understanding that the existence of classes is in contradiction to justice, equality, etc.,  
not by the mere willingness to abolish these classes, but by virtue of certain new economic conditions. (…)

But if (…) division into classes has a certain historical justification, it has this only for a given period, only  
under given social conditions. It was based upon the insufficiency of production. It will be swept away by  
the complete development of modern productive forces. And, in fact, the abolition of classes in society  
presupposes a degree of historical evolution at which the existence, not simply of this or that particular  
ruling class, but of any ruling class at all, and, therefore, the existence of class distinction itself has become  
an obsolete anachronism. It presupposes, therefore, the development of production carried out to a degree 
at which appropriation of the means of production and of the products, and, with this, of political domi-
nation, of the monopoly of culture, and of intellectual leadership by a particular class of society, has be -
come not only superfluous but economically, politically, intellectually a hindrance to development.” (Part  
III: Socialism. II. Theoretical)

1) Verbatim, Engels’ text in German speaks of an ascendant, respectively a descendant “branch of a mode of production’s develop-
ment”, which the latter apparently has to subsequently “traverse” in its history (rather than “describe”), and the second one at 
least for “a good part”, before its surpassing by a superior mode of production is on the historic agenda.

Web transcription for M.I.A., August 1996: Frederick Engels, Anti-Dühring. Herr Eugen Dühring’s Revolution in Science. Source: Progress Publishers, 
1947; Translated by Emile Burns from the 1894 edition.

German in:  Karl Marx/ Friedrich Engels - Werke. (Karl) Dietz Verlag, Berlin. Band 20. Berlin/DDR. 1962. Web transcription: Friedrich Engels, Herrn 
Eugen Dühring's Umwälzung der Wissenschaft, (Leipzig, 1878 (1); Stuttgart, 1894 (3)). Text according to the 3rd and last edition revised and aug-
mented by Engels.

http://www.mlwerke.de/me/me20/me20_001.htm
http://www.mlwerke.de/me/me20/me20_001.htm
https://marxists.architexturez.net/archive/marx/works/1877/anti-duhring/index.htm


The violently crushed Kronstadt uprising of March 1921, followed by the introduction of the NEP, marked a decisive 
turn in the consolidation of the state capitalist regime that had come to bearing through the October insurrection in  
Russia 1917. The struggle for “soviets without the communists” (i.e. without the Bolsheviks) led by the insurgent  
mariners would be the last attempt by the proletarian masses to reconquer political power over the state, whose grip  
had been strengthened under pressure of the ‘civil war’ in Russia, with its so-called ‘war-communism’, to the detriment  
of the councils (soviets). Having achieved a military victory over the “white armies” through an unprecedented milita -
rization, the Bolshevik regime was confronted with a plain catastrophe at the economic level, resulting in mass famines  
and peasant insurrections, like the Makhnovchina in the South. The Kronstadt uprising was the tip of the iceberg of a  
mass movement that had its counterpart among the industrial proletariat. With its defeat, and the subsequent repres -
sion of political life, the backbone of the proletarian mass strike in Russia since 1905 was broken, sealing off the  
counter-revolutionary involution of the Bolshevik party in power.

The following chapter from his major work ‘Trotsky – The Failed  Stalin’ presents the analysis elaborated by the 
council communist Willy Huhn at the beginning of the 1950s of the role of the Bolshevik party, its leadership and of  
Trotsky in particular in these key events, specifically with regards to the political current of “trotskyism”. 

The Bolsheviks tried to  defame the Kronstadt up-
rising as a counterrevolutionary, White Guard ac-
tion,  and ANTONOV-OVSEYENKO spoke of “mu-
tineers”  and  “anarchist  partisans”.  And  even 
CLARA ZETKIN is not only convinced of a connec-
tion  with  the  South  Russian  peasant  revolts,  but 
also sees the rebellion in Kronstadt in the light 
of the trial  of the social revolutionaries (sum-
mer  1922),  in  which  she  spoke  on  behalf  of  the 
Comintern  before  the  Supreme  Revolutionary 
Court and  studied  the  trial  records  for  this  pur-
pose.  But  she  must  admit,  in  contrast  to  the  de-
mands of the peasant movement (free trade, admis-
sion of private and foreign capital, democratic free-
doms,  Constituent  Assembly),  “a  striking  varia-
tion”.

“Namely,  it  was  said  in  Kronstadt:  Long  live  the  Con-
stituent Assembly – and  the free soviets without the  
communists!”

She considers this demand a formal concession of 
the  counter-revolution  to  the  proletarian  revolu-
tion. (1)  Councils  without  Bolsheviks! OSKAR 
ANWEILER  claimed  that  this  slogan  was  not 
raised  by  the  Kronstadters,  but  invented  by  MI-
LYUKOV  in  emigration  (Rätebewegung  in  Ruß-

1) Clara Zetkin, „Wir klagen an! Ein Beitrag zum Prozeß  
der Sozialrevolutionäre“. Verlag der Komintern, Ham-
burg 1923, S. 57.

land  1905-1921,  Leiden 1958, E.J.  Brill,  page 317, 
footnote 229). However, therein lies the “secret” of 
this “Paris Commune” in Bolshevik Russia. For ex-
ample,  the  Workers’  Opposition had demanded 
through  the  mouth  of  Alexandra  Kollontai  that 
“the number of leading functionaries holding offices in  
the Soviet and party organs at the same time  [should] 
be  limited  to  the  greatest  possible  minimum”.  Now, 
RUTH  FISCHER,  following  EMMA  GOLDMAN, 
quotes  as  the  fifth  point  of  the  Kronstadt  Pro-
gram: (2)

“Abolition of the practice of delegating party representa-
tives  to  every  Soviet  institution;  no  party  shall  have  
prerogatives and state support in the propagation of its  
ideas.”

Finally, the radio message of March 6, 1921, which 
states, among other things:

“We fight for the power of the councils, not of the  
parties. We advocate the free election of representatives  
of  the  working classes.  The communist (one means: 
Bolshevik, Huhn) controlled councils were always  
deaf to our needs and demands; they answered only  
with bullets ...”

2) Ruth Fischer, „Stalin und der deutsche Kommunis-
mus“, US-American edition, Cambridge 1948. German 
translation with the publishing house of the „Frankfurter 
Hefte“, Frankfurt/Main (w.y.), S. 203.

Trotsky and the Kronstadt Uprising of 1921
From: Willy Huhn, Trotsky – The Failed Stalin (1952)
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The next day, on the orders of Lenin and Trotsky, 
the artillery bombardment of Kronstadt began. So 
this time the Bolsheviks answered even with shells!

We do not intend here to give even a sketchy ac-
count  of  the  Kronstadt  uprising;  ALEXANDER 
BERKMAN did that already a year later, from the 
best of his own expertise, since he had  interceded 
with Zinoviev on behalf of the Kronstadt workers 
and mariners. (3) We would like to highlight only a 
few features that belong in our context. At the end 
of February 1921 a strike movement of the Peters-
burg workers  had broken out,  which  the  Bolshe-
viks, using the  “Koursanty” (students of the Cadet 
Institute), suppressed. They finally even locked out 
the workers of a factory, at the same time depriving 
them  of  their  food  rations.  When  the  Kronstadt 
mariners heard about this, they sent a committee to 
Petersburg to examine the situation. This commit-
tee reported to a people’s assembly in Kronstadt on 
March 1, 1921, which had been officially convened 
by the 1st and 2nd Brigades of the Baltic Fleet liners 
and attended by some 16,000 Red Fleet  mariners, 
Red Army soldiers, and workers. The indignant as-
sembly adopted that famous Kronstadt resolution, 
some  of  whose  demands  we  already  know  and 
which are supplemented here:

1. Immediate new elections of the Soviets with se-
cret ballot;

2. Freedom of speech and of the press for workers 
and peasants, for all left-wing socialist  parties 
and the anarchists;

3. Liberation  of  all  political  prisoners  of  the  so-
cialist  parties,  as well as of the workers,  peas-
ants,  Red  Guards  and  mariners  arrested  and 
imprisoned on the occasion of the workers’ and 
peasants’  movements then agitating Bolshevik 
Russia. 

Only  the  Bolshevik  President  of  the  Executive 
Committee  of  the  Kronstadt  Soviet,  VASSILYEV, 
and the  President of the  RSFS, (4) KALININ, who 

3) Alexander Berkman, „Kronstadt – die Pariser Kommu-
ne Rußlands!“, (März 1922), in: „Der Syndikalist“, Organ 
of the FAUD, IV. Volume (1922), Nr. 11. – This is the origi-
nal version of the extended essay „Der Aufstand von 
Kronstadt“ by the same author that appeared in “Der 
Monat“ (Nr. 30) [Frankfurt a.M.] in 1951.

4) [Official designations: Russian Socialist Federation of So-
viets (RSFS), or Russian Socialist Federative Soviet Re-
public (RSFSR) in 1918; extended and reorganized in the 
Union of Socialist Soviet Republics (USSR) since 1922. Ed-

was  present,  objected  to  this  resolution.  The  As-
sembly sent a commission to the striking workers 
in  Petrograd to  consult  with them on a  common 
course of action. It consisted of thirty members and 
was immediately arrested by the Bolsheviks on en-
tering the city. They were never heard from again. 
Immediately after the meeting, on the morning of 
March 2, 1921, an order signed by Lenin and Trot-
sky was issued declaring the Kronstadt movement 
to be an armed insurrection (myatosh) against the 
soviet  [council]  government!  While  in  Kronstadt, 
except  for  Kuzmin,  the  chief  commissar  of  the 
Baltic  Fleet  and  Vasilyev,  no  Bolshevik  was  ar-
rested, let alone shot, Trotsky declared to the Kron-
stadt  rebels  after  a  nasty  journalistic  smear  cam-
paign on March 6, 1921:  “I will shoot you down like  
pheasants!” Berkman’s attempt to mediate with Zi-
noviev failed; Zinoviev himself delivered a diatribe 
against  Kronstadt  at  the  Petrograd Soviet  session 
on March 4, 1921, and it was his closest associate, 
YEVDOMIKOV, who introduced the resolution ac-
cusing Kronstadt of counterrevolutionary sedition 
and demanding its immediate subjugation. Trotsky 
was not present at the meeting, but still arrived on 
the night of March 5.  He and Stalin received the 
order to liquidate Kronstadt. TUCHACHEVSKY 
took over the general staff duties, Trotsky the offi-
cial military hero role, and Stalin the liquidation of 
the uprising when, after ten days of fighting, Kron-
stadt had fallen. Trotsky also hastened to liquidate 
the workers’ movement there in Petersburg. The re-
sult  of  the  victory  of  Trotsky,  Stalin  and 
Tuchachevsky  in  Kronstadt  was  about  14,000 
corpses.  So  the  effort  had  been  made  to  destroy 
pretty much that entire rebellious popular assem-
bly of March 1, 1921.

In principle, the suppression of the Kronstadt up-
rising against the Bolsheviks meant the final, indis-
putable,  political-practical  decision  of  Lenin  and 
Trotsky in  favor of  party  power  and  against  the 
power of the soviets. There can be as little doubt 
about  this  as  there  can  be  about  Ebert’s  and 
Noske’s unequivocal,  indisputable political-practi-
cal decision in favor of party power and against the 
German soviets since the evening of November 9, 
1918.  When  Alexander  Berkman  compares  Kron-
stadt with the Paris Commune, Lenin with THIERS 
and Trotsky with GALLIFET, another  comparison 
thus  suggests  itself  for  Trotsky,  and  it  is  Noske 
himself who suggests it to us: When he once spoke 
of his intention of reorganizing the German army 

itor’s note] 
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under Social Democratic  guardianship, he boasted 
that  he  could  have  become  “the  Trotsky  of  Ger-
many!” (5)

Since  Kronstadt,  the  whole  of  “Trotskyism” 
has  been  only  an  apologia  of  Trotsky’s  deci-
sions  and acts from 1917  to  1921,  and thus  at 
the same time an apotheosis of the Bolshevism 
of that period. Since the spring of 1921, therefore, 
also under the compulsion of this apologetics, Trot-
sky’s dialectical  method sinks to the level  of  that 
“Eristic  Dialectic” of SCHOPENHAUER, which al-
ready served the  young Trotsky as  a  justification 
for his favorite method in the discussion. (6) Like-
wise, his historiography is impaired in some deci-
sive points by his apologetic needs. Take, for exam-
ple,  his  perspective  of  the  “Permanent  Revolu-
tion”, which was diametrically opposed to Lenin’s 
conception of the Russian Revolution. We have al-
ready heard Martynov’s opinion that the first pe-
riod of the October Revolution (1917 to 1920) did 
not correspond to Lenin’s original conception, but 
to that of Trotsky in 1905. He developed it in the fi-
nal  chapter of his 1905-06 work on the history of 
the revolution, and it was precisely with regard to 
his  “Perspectives  on  the  Russian  Revolution” 
that  LUNATSHARSKY  once  described  him  as 
“more orthodox than Lenin”. More than a decade ear-
lier, Trotsky correctly predicted the character of the 
Russian revolution – at least in its first phase: [a] 
peasant and thus bourgeois revolution, but not un-
der the leadership of the urban bourgeoisie, but of 
the urban factory proletariat, which is to maintain 
it in permanence. Thus it is said at the same time 
that  Lenin’s  original  conception  has  simply  been 
dropped from the agenda of history. And it is Trot-
sky himself who cites ADOLF JOFFES’ last letter to 
him before his suicide (November 16, 1927), which 
states, among other things:

“You have always been politically right from 1905 onward,  
and even Lenin admitted - after all, I often told you that I  
heard it from him with my own ears – that in 1905 you and  
not he were in the right. One does not lie in the face of death,  
and I repeat it to you today.”

In the same volume, however, which contains  this 
letter in its “Appendix”, we also find the section on 

5) Ruth Fischer, op. cit., S. 99. 
6) Elias Hurwicz , “Staatsmänner und Abenteurer. Rus-

sische Porträts von Witte bis Trotzki 1891- 1925” . 
Leipzig 1925, S. 319.

“Real  and  Alleged  Differences  of  Opinion” ,  in 
which it says in item 18: (7)

“We have said before the whole Communist International:  
‘It is not true that we defend Trotskyism.’ Trotsky told the  
International that on all the fundamental questions  
over which he had quarreled with Lenin, Lenin was in  
the right – especially on the question of permanent  
revolution and the peasantry’. This statement, intended for  
the  whole Communist  International,  the  Stalin group re-
fuses to print. It  goes on to accuse us of  Trotskyism. Of  
course,  this  statement  refers  to  past  disagreements  with  
Lenin and not to the alleged discords  unscrupulously in-
vented by Stalin and Bukharin.”

But when Trotsky, in the enforced leisure of his ex-
ile in Alma Ata in 1928, re-examines his old writ-
ings on the permanent revolution  “with a pencil in  
his hand”, he again concludes that it was “precisely  
on the basis of his conception, i.e., the theory of the per-
manent revolution, ... that he predicted the inevitability  
of the October Revolution thirteen years before its real-
ization.” And so  he  undertakes  an  attempt  to  re-
store the theory of permanent revolution as it was 
first formulated by him in 1905. But with a remark-
able addition: (8)

“I show in what my position actually differed from Lenin’s  
and how and why it coincided with Lenin’s position in all  
decisive situations.”

His  apologetic  method  thus  now  mitigates  the 
sharpness, indeed [the] incompatibility, of Lenin’s 
and Trotsky’s earlier  positions in relation to each 
other, and consists essentially in attempts to prove 
the following assertions,  which are at  once  head-
ings and titles of his works:

“With Lenin in the International” - “With Lenin on the  
Peasant Question” - “Lenin's Blank Power” (for Trotsky in  
July 1919) - “My Agreement with Lenin in Industrial Con-

7) Leo D. Trotzki, „Die wirkliche Lage in Rußland“, au-
thorized edition. [German] Translation by Wilhelm Cremer, 
Avalun-Verlag, Hellerau bei Dresden (w.y.), 8–12 thousand, 
S. 264-265, 149. (According to a notice by the „Neuen Büch-
erschau“, VII/6, June 1929, this book is compiled “from co-
incidental newspaper articles and is not recognized as a book 
publication by Trotsky”, S. 299. In view of the difficulty of 
procuring Trotsky-Literature here in West Berlin, we will 
probably have to pass over Trotsky’s differences with the 
Avalun-Verlag, if only the newspaper articles combined in 
this anthology have been “coincidentally” written by Trotsky 
himself. Moreover, we are very specially interested in his 
“coincidental newspaper articles”…) 

8) Leo D. Trotzki, „Die Permanente Revolution“, Berlin-
Wilmersdorf 1930, S. 31.
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struction” - “With Lenin Against Stalin” - “With Lenin  
Against Stalin, Rykov, Kalinin and Bukharin”.

In order to mark the whole sharpness of Trotsky’s 
opposition to  Lenin  before  1917 and at  the  same 
time to prove that Trotsky foresaw even as early as 
1909 that “degeneration” of the Bolshevik dictator-
ship, which, however, he himself did not notice in 
its  beginnings until  1923 at the earliest,  when  his 
power  necessarily  melted  away  after  the  liquida-
tion of “war communism” and in the first years of 
the NEP period, we will  content ourselves with a 
few sentences from an article by Trotsky which ap-
peared in the Polish Periodical  “Przeglad Social-
demokratyczny” –  “probably  in  1909”.  Trotsky, 
whose “permanent revolution” requires the dicta-
torship of the proletariat only, here opposes Lenin’s 
thesis of the revolutionary-democratic dictatorship 
of the proletariat  and the peasantry and accuses 
Lenin not only of demanding of the victorious pro-
letariat the restriction to merely a bourgeois-peas-
ant revolution, but even advocating “to supplement  
the political self-restraint of the proletariat with an anti-
socialist ‘guarantee’ in the form of the peasants as col-
laborators.”

Trotsky foresees an imminent  “conflict of the prole-
tariat with the revolutionary government” in the event 
of  the  realization of  Lenin’s  conception,  and sees 
only the following alternative for its solution:

“This conflict can end either with a taming of the workers by  
the peasant party or with the elimination of the latter from  
power.”

The whole misfortune lies in the fact that with this 
the Bolsheviks lead the class struggle of the prole-
tariat only up to the moment of the victory of the 
revolution,  then  they  would  have  to  prevent  the 
proletariat from carrying out its class tasks,  since 
the peasants do not want socialism. Trotsky deter-
mined the difference between the Menshevik and 
Bolshevik perspectives on revolution at that time as 
follows:

“While  the  anti-revolutionary  sides  of  Menshevism  are  
showing themselves with all their force even now, a great  
danger threatens from the anti-revolutionary features of  
Bolshevism only in the event of a revolutionary vic-
tory.”

In  his  book  on  the  1905  revolution,  in  which  he 
quoted this 1909 article, he now added to it in early 
1922 a remark which a few years later served his 
opponents as evidence of “Trotskyism”:

“This  (i.e., the anti-revolutionary danger from Bolshe-
vism), as is well known, did not occur, since Bolshevism,  
under the leadership of comrade Lenin, had accomplished –  
not without internal struggle – its ideological transforma-
tion on this extremely important question in the spring of  
1917, i.e., before the conquest of power.”

The Stalinists thus proved that Trotsky had consid-
ered that it was not he who had gone over to Bol-
shevism,  but  Bolshevism  that  had  gone  over  to 
him. (9)

So let us hold to this example once and for all the 
principle of Trotsky’s apologetics:

1922: (Trotsky is still in an unshaken position 
of power)
He unmistakably expresses the view that Lenin in 
the spring of 1917 had moved to the position of 
“permanent revolution” and had reoriented his 
party in the Trotskyist sense, overcoming the con-
siderable resistance of the old Bolsheviks 
(KAMENEV, Zinoviev, STALIN, etc.).

1923: (Trotsky’s position of power is threat-
ened and shaken)
The former Menshevik Martynov notes that the 
October Revolution, carrying out Trotsky’s per-
spective, reached a dead end in 1921 “by tearing the 
proletariat away from the peasantry” and forced a far-
reaching retreat of the Bolshevik Party (NEP). After 
the same he joined the Bolshevik Party.

1925-1927: (Trotsky completely lost his position 
of power)
Trotsky declares before the whole KOMINTERN 
that Lenin had been right on the question of “per-
manent revolution”.

1928: (Trotsky is in exile in Alma Ata)
Trotsky again asserts that the course of the revolu-
tion corresponds to his 1905 forecast, i.e., the per-
spective of “permanent revolution”.

1930: (Trotsky is in asylum in Turkey on 
Prinkipo)
Trotsky endeavors to soften his differences with 
Lenin before 1917 and to prove that he agrees with 
Lenin on all fundamental and decisive questions.

And it has remained so ever since!

9) Grigori Dimitroff (Herausgeber), „Die Tragödie Trotz-
ki“, Berlin 1925, S. 55-56. 
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In that writing in which he denounces Stalin’s falsi-
fications of the history of the October Revolution, 
he declares already in 1929: (10)

“that my disagreements with Lenin were of a very incidental  
nature, and that as a resolute revolutionary I have developed  
more and more – and not only in words but also in deeds –  
towards Bolshevism”.

This statement refers to his activity during World 
War  1.  Yes,  when Trotsky  demitted,  resigned his 
position  as  chairman  of  the  Revolutionary  War 
Council (January 15, 1925), he even went so far as 
to declare his own teaching liquidated long ago:

“I never once in the course of the last eight years thought of  
approaching any problem from the standpoint of so-called  
‘Trotskyism’.  Trotskyism was and is for me long since  
liquidated.”

And Trotsky claims that  this  expression only ap-
peared at all  in  the  course  of  the  discussion  of  
his book “1917. The Lessons of October”. (11) But 
we already know that Trotsky could not yet have 
liquidated his theory, at least in 1922.

Trotsky’s  political  and  principled  attitude  after 
1925 can thus be understood only through his op-
position to and struggle against the old Leninists. 
Again and again he tried to prove in vain that  it 
was  not  the  “Old  Guard”  of  the  Bolsheviks  –  of 

10) Leo D. Trotzki, „Die wirkliche Lage in Rußland“, op. cit., 
S. 165-166.

11) Grigori Dimitrioff, op. cit., S. 54.

whom only  Stalin  remained –  but  he  who repre-
sented and defended Lenin’s true thoughts and in-
tentions against his Stalinist epigones. By the win-
ter of 1920/21 at the latest,  however, Trotsky had 
had to realize that the Bolshevik Party had not be-
come Trotskyist.  And after  even Lenin had to re-
vise the Trotskyist  course  in 1921 under pressure 
from  the  peasant  movements  and  his  old  party 
comrades and return to his  own original  concep-
tion, the fall of Trotsky was only a matter of time. 
Even Lenin could no longer have supported Trot-
sky on this question against the party majority, and 
Trotsky knew this when he allowed the transition 
to the NEP, which after all put an end to his con-
ception,  to  happen  without  resistance. (12)  Yes, 
Lenin  would  not  have  been  able  to  hold  Trotsky 
even if he had still been alive in 1925. Trotsky was 
the  man of  “war  communism”,  he stood with it 
and he fell with it.

Willy Huhn, Berlin-Wannsee, 21./27. January 1952

Source: Wily Huhn, Trotzki – der gescheiterte Stalin. Karin Kramer 
Verlag, West-Berlin 1973. Mit einem Vorwort von Paul Mattick. Ch.I. 
Trotzki und die proletarische Revolution [Paragraph VI].

A scan in pdf is available at Left-dis.nl

Translation: Jacob Johanson, March 26, 2021.
The original source references by the author have been retained.

12) Arthur Rosenberg, “Geschichte des Bolschewismus von  
Marx bis zur Gegenwart” , Berlin 1932, S. 153.
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A note on the foregoing chapter from Willy Huhn’s book on Trotsky
Willy Huhn explicitly renounces any pretense of giv-
ing an account of his own of the Kronstadt uprising 
and its defeat for the purpose of his work on Trotsky, 
and apparently relies on the testimony of Alexander 
Berkman in this respect. In his notes he refers to two 
of its editions in German language, the first published 
by the FAUD in 1922 (1) and the second published as 
an essay in 1951.  The latter  roughly coincided with 
the genesis of  Huhn’s work,  and was very recent at 
this time.
Unfortunately, Huhn did not take notice of the exten-
sive study by Ida Mett that, albeit already written in 
1938, was only published after the Second World War, 
in 1948 in French, (2) and that was likewise contempo-
rary to Huhn’s work.
This  default  may  explain  some  factual  inaccuracies 
compared to Ida Mett’s account. For instance, the lat-
ter reveals, quotations at hand, that the threat issued 
against  the Kronstadters (“If you insist,  we will  shoot  
you like partridges”), which Berkman’s account ascribes 
to Trotsky, was in reality professed by the ‘Petersburg 
Defense Committee’ under Zinoviev. (3)
A  different  question,  and  perhaps  a  weightier  one 
than a false attribution of a threat that would take on 
a life of its own, is posed by the death toll on either 
side of the fratricidal massacre.
At first appearance, Huhn seems to adopt Berkman’s 
briefly given figure of  “more than 14,000 corpses”,  an 
unspecified minimum that thus could be a rough esti -
mate of  the total death toll  on both sides. Huhn re-
lates this as “about 14,000 corpses”, but concludes from 
it: “So the effort had been made to destroy pretty much that  
entire rebellious popular assembly of March 1, 1921”,  im-
plying that the figure would apply to the insurgents 
only.  This  conclusion  however  appears  to  be  sus-
pended in mid-air.
By contrast, Ida Mett’s work takes a more critical and 
investigative approach in this respect. In the preface 
to its first  edition in French (1948),  she stated:  “The  
time seems ripe for  us to seek  a  better understanding of  
Kronstadt, although no new facts have emerged since 1921.  
The  archives  of  the  Russian Government and of  the Red  
Army  remain  closed  to  any  kind  of  objective  analysis.  

1) A transcription of Berkman’s testimonial of March 1922 in 
German can be found here: Alexander Berkman - Kronstadt: 
Die Pariser Kommune Rußlands!  

2) Ida Mett, La commune de Cronstadt. Crépuscule san-
glant des soviets (Paris 1938, 1948) [“The Kronstadt 
Commune. Bloody Twilight of the Soviets”] First English 
edition by Solidarity, 1967. 

3) In this committee’s “Call” of March 5, 2021, fully quoted in 
Ida Mett, op. cit., Ch. 5: Threats, Bribes and Skir-
mishes.

However statements in some official publications seem to  
reflect some of these events, albeit in a distorted light. But  
what was known at the time was already sufficient to allow  
one to grasp the political significance of this symptomatic  
and crucial episode of the Russian Revolution.” 
In Chapter 7,  The Final Assault, under the heading 
The Balance Sheet, she relates that “Figures issued by  
the Military Health Authorities of the Petrograd District –  
and relating  to  the  period  between 3rd and  21st March  –  
spoke of  4,127 wounded and 527 killed. These figures do  
not include the drowned, or the numerous wounded left to  
die  on the ice. (4) Nor do they include the victims of  the  
Revolutionary Tribunals. We do not even have approximate  
figures as to the losses on the Kronstadt side.  They were  
enormous,  even without  the reprisal  massacres  that  later  
took place. Perhaps one day the archives of the Tcheka and  
of the Revolutionary Tribunals will reveal the full and ter-
rible truth.”
In a next paragraph she affirms that  “In the night of  
17th –  18th March,  part  of  the  Provisional  Revolutionary  
Committee left Kronstadt. Some 8,000 people (some sailors  
and the most active part of the civilian population), moved  
towards Finland and permanent exile.”
Huhn seems to have completely passed over this turn 
of events within the Kronstadt tragedy, which never-
theless numerically concerns an estimated half of the 
participants at the Kronstadt mass meeting of March 
1.
Contrary to Ida Mett, and for the purpose of his expo-
sition (“a few features that belong in our context”), Willy 
Huhn took no interest in specifying the number of ca-
sualties on either side of the Kronstadt massacre, but 
contented  himself  with  twisting  a  general  estimate 
from his source (Alexander Berkman) and an unwar-
ranted conclusion.
Without any pretense of being conclusive, we end by 
indicating that the number of immediate casualties of 
the massacre on the side of the regime is related to 
have been considerable as well. According to some, it 
was even higher than that among the insurgents. (5) 
Henry Cinnamon, April 20, 2021

4) “So numerous were the latter that the Finnish Foreign Ministry 
started discussions with Bersine, the Russian ambassador, with a 
view to joint frontier guard patrols clearing the corpses from the 
ice. The Finns feared that hundreds of bodies would be washed on 
to the Finnish shores after the ice had melted.” (note by Ida 
Mett) 

5) For instance, Paul Avrich in ‘Kronstadt 1921’ (1970) men-
tions the estimate by the then US-American consul in Vy-
borg (Finland), Harold Quarton, of “total Soviet casualties” 
at “about 10,000”, which he regards as “a reasonable calcula-
tion of all the dead, wounded and missing taken together” … on 
the side of the Bolshevik regime.

https://www.anarchismus.at/anarchistische-klassiker/alexander-berkman/7687-alexander-berkman-kronstadt-die-pariser-kommune-russlands
https://www.anarchismus.at/anarchistische-klassiker/alexander-berkman/7687-alexander-berkman-kronstadt-die-pariser-kommune-russlands


The Program of the Kronstadt Uprising
Ida Mett (1938): The Petropavlovsk Resolution of February 28, 1921

Petrograd on the Eve of Kronstadt

Despite  the fact  that  the population of  Petrograd 
had diminished by two thirds, the winter of 1920–
21 proved to be a particularly hard one. 

Food  in  the  city  had  been  scarce  since  February 
1917  and  the  situation  had  deteriorated  from 
month to month.  The town had always relied on 
food stuffs brought in from other parts of the coun-
try. During the Revolution the rural economy was 
in crisis in many of these regions. The countryside 
could only feed the capital to a very small extent. 
The  catastrophic  condition  of  the  railways  made 
things  even  worse.  The  ever  increasing  antagon-
isms  between  town  and  country  created  further 
difficulties everywhere. 

To these partly unavoidable factors must be added 
the  bureaucratic  degeneration  of  the  administra-
tion and the rapacity of the State organs for food 
supply.  Their  role  in  feeding  the  population  was 
actually a negative one. If the population of Petro-
grad did not  die of  hunger during this period,  it 
was above all  thanks to its  own adaptability  and 
initiative. It got food wherever it could! 

Barter  was  practised  on  a  large  scale.  There  was 
still  some food to be had in the countryside, des-
pite the smaller area under cultivation. The peasant 
would  exchange  this  produce  for  the  goods  he 
lacked: boots, petrol, salt, matches. The population 
of the towns would try and get hold of these com-
modities in any way it could. They alone had real 
value.  It would take them to the country side. In 
exchange people would carry back a few pounds of 
flour  or  potatoes.  As  we  have  mentioned before, 
the  few  trains,  unheated,  would  be  packed  with 
men carrying bags on their shoulders. En route, the 
trains would often have to stop because they had 
run out of fuel.  Passengers would get off and cut 
logs for the boilers. 

Market places had officially been abolished. But in 
nearly  all  towns there  were semi tolerated illegal 
markets, where barter was carried out. Such mar-
kets existed in Petrograd. Suddenly, in the Summer 
of 1920,  Zinoviev issued a decree  forbidding any 
kind  of  commercial  transaction.  The  few  small 

shops still open were closed and their doors sealed. 
However, the State apparatus was in no position to 
supply  the  towns.  From this  moment  on,  famine 
could no longer be attenuated by the initiative of 
the  population.  It  became  extreme.  In  January 
1921,  according  to  information  published  by  Pet-
rokommouns (the State Supplies of the town of Pet-
rograd),  workers  in metal  smelting factories were 
allocated rations of 800 grams of black bread a day; 
shock workers in other factories 600 grams; work-
ers with A.V. cards: 400 grams; other workers: 200 
grams. Black bread was the staple diet of the Rus-
sian people at this time. 

But even these official rations were distributed ir-
regularly and in even smaller amounts than those 
stipulated. Transport workers would receive, at ir-
regular intervals, the equivalent of 700 to 1,000 cal-
ories a day. Lodgings were unheated. There was a 
great shortage of both clothing and footwear. Ac-
cording to official statistics, working class wages in 
1920 in Petrograd were only 9 per cent of those in 
1913. 

The population was drifting away from the capital. 
All who had relatives in the country had rejoined 
them.  The  authentic  proletariat  remained  till  the 
end, having the most slender connections with the 
countryside. 

This fact must be emphasised, in order to nail the 
official  lies  seeking  to  attribute  the  Petrograd 
strikes that were soon to break out to peasant ele-
ments, “insufficiently steeled in proletarian ideas”. The 
real situation was the very opposite. A few workers 
were seeking refuge in the countryside.  The bulk 
remained. There was certainly no exodus of peas-
ants into the starving towns! A few thousand ‘Trou-
darmeitzys’ (soldiers of the labour armies), then in 
Petrograd,  did not modify the picture.  It  was the 
famous Petrograd proletariat, the proletariat which 
had played such a leading role in both previous re-
volutions, that was finally to resort to the classical 
weapon of the class struggle: the strike. 

The first strike broke out at the Troubotchny fact-
ory, on 23rd  February 1921. On the 24th the strikers 
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organised  a  mass  demonstration  in  the  street. 
Zinoviev sent detachments of  ‘Koursanty’  (student 
officers) against them. The strikers tried to contact 
the Finnish Barracks. Meanwhile, the strikes were 
spreading.  The  Baltisky  factory  stopped  work. 
Then the Laferma factory and a number of others: 
the Skorokhod shoe factory, the Admiralteiski fact-
ory, the Bormann and Metalischeski plants, and fi-
nally, on 28th  February, the great Putilov works it-
self. 

The  strikers  were  demanding  measures  to  assist 
food supplies. Some factories were demanding the 
re-establishment  of  the  local  markets,  freedom to 
travel within a radius of thirty miles of the city, and 
the withdrawal of the militia detachments holding 
the road around the town. But  side  by side with 
these  economic  demands.  several  factories  were 
putting forward more political  demands freedom 
of speech and of the Press, the freeing of working 
class  political  prisoners.  In  several  big  factories, 
Party spokesmen were refused a hearing. 

Confronted with the misery of the Russian workers 
who were seeking an outlet to their intolerable con-
ditions, the servile Party Committee and Zinoviev, 
(who according to numerous accounts was behav-
ing in Petrograd like a real tyrant),  could find no 
better methods of persuasion than brute force.

Poukhov (1), ‘official’ historian of the Kronstadt re-
volt, wrote that  ”decisive class measures were needed  
to overcome the enemies of the revolution who were us-
ing a non class conscious section of the proletariat, in  
order to wrench power from the working class and its  
vanguard, the Communist Party”.

On 24th  February, the Party leaders set up a special 
General Staff, called the Committee of Defence. It 
was  composed  of  three  people:  Lachevitch,  An-
zelovitch and Avrov. They were to be supported by 
a number of technical assistants. In each district of 
the  town,  a  similar  Committee  of  Three  (‘troika’) 
was to be set up, composed of the local Party or-
ganiser,  the  commander  of  the  Party  battalion  of 
the  local  territorial  brigade  and  of  a  Commissar 
from the Officers’ Training Corps. Similar Commit-
tees were organised in the outlying districts. These 
were  composed  of  the  local  Party  organiser,  the 
President of the Executive of the local Soviet and 
the military Commissar for the District. 

1) Poukhov: The Kronstadt Rebellion of 1921. State Publishing 
House. “Young Guard” edition, 1931. In the series: “Stages 
of the Civil War”. 

On 24th  February  the  Committee  of  Defence  pro-
claimed a state of siege in Petrograd. All circulation 
on the streets was forbidden after 11 PM, as were 
all meetings and gatherings, both out of doors and 
indoors,  that  had not  been  specifically  permitted 
by the Defence Committee. ”All infringements would  
be  dealt  with  according to  military  law.” The decree 
was signed by Avrov (later shot by the Stalinists), 
Commander  of  the  Petrograd military  region,  by 
Lachevitch (who later committed suicide), a mem-
ber of the War Council, and by Bouline (later shot 
by the Stalinists), Commander of the fortified Pet-
rograd District. 

A general mobilisation of party members was de-
creed. Special detachments were created, to be sent 
to “special destinations”. At the same time, the mili-
tia detachments guarding the roads in and out of 
the town were withdrawn. Then the strike leaders 
were arrested. 

On 26th February the Kronstadt  sailors,  naturally 
interested  in  all  that  was  going  on  in  Petrograd, 
sent  delegates  to  find  out  about  the  strikes.  The 
delegation visited a number factories.  It  returned 
to Kronstadt on the 28th. That same day, the crew of 
the  battleship  ‘Petropavlovsk’,  having  discussed 
the situation, voted the following resolution: (2)

Having  heard  the  reports  of  the  representatives 
sent by the General Assembly of the Fleet to find 
out about the situation in Petrograd, the sailors de-
mand: 

1. Immediate  new  elections  to  the  Soviets.  The 
present Soviets no longer express the wishes of 
the  workers  and  peasants.  The  new  elections 
should be by secret ballot,  and should be pre-
ceded by free electoral propaganda. 

2. Freedom of speech and of the press for workers 
and  peasants,  for  the  Anarchists,  and  for  the 
Left Socialist parties. 

3. The  right  of  assembly,  and  freedom  for  trade 
union and peasant organisations. 

4. The  organisation,  at  the  latest  on  10th March 
1921,  of  a  Conference  of  non-Party  workers, 
solders and sailors of Petrograd, Kronstadt and 
the Petrograd District. 

2) This resolution was subsequently endorsed by all the Kron-
stadt sailors in General Assembly, and by a number of 
groups of Red Army Guards. It was also endorsed by the 
whole working population of Kronstadt in General As-
sembly. It became the political programme of the insurrec-
tion. It therefore deserves a careful analysis. 
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5. The liberation of all political prisoners of the So-
cialist  parties,  and  of  all  imprisoned  workers 
and peasants, soldiers and sailors belonging to 
working class and peasant organisations. 

6. The election of  a  commission to  look into  the 
dossiers  of  all  those  detained  in  prisons  and 
concentration camps. 

7. The  abolition  of  all  political  sections  in  the 
armed  forces.  No  political  party  should  have 
privileges for the propagation of its ideas, or re-
ceive State subsidies to this end. In the place of 
the  political  sections  various  cultural  groups 
should be  set  up,  deriving resources  from the 
State. 

8. The immediate abolition of the militia  detach-
ments set up between towns and countryside. 

9. The equalisation of rations for all  workers,  ex-
cept those engaged in dangerous or unhealthy 
jobs. 

10. The abolition of Party  combat detachments  in 
all  military  groups.  The  abolition  of  Party 
guards  in  factories  and  enterprises.  If  guards 
are required, they should be nominated, taking 
into account the views of the workers. 

11. The granting to the peasants of freedom of ac-
tion on their own soil, and of the right to own 
cattle, provided they look after them themselves 
and do not employ hired labour. 

12. We  request  that  all  military  units  and  officer 
trainee  groups  associate  themselves  with  this 
resolution. 

13. We demand that the Press give proper publicity 
to this resolution. 

14. We demand the institution of mobile workers’ 
control groups. 

15. We demand that handicraft  production be au-
thorised  provided  it  does  not  utilise  wage  la-
bour.” 

Ida Mett’s Analysis of the Kronstadt Program

The  Kronstadt  sailors  and  the  Petrograd  strikers 
knew quite well that Russia’s economic status was 
at the root of the political  crisis.  Their discontent 
was caused both by the famine and by the whole 
evolution  of  the  political  situation.  The  Russian 
workers  were  increasingly  disillusioned  in  their 
greatest  hope:  the  Soviets.  Daily  they  saw  the 
power of a single Party substituting itself for that of 
the Soviets. A Party, moreover, which was degener-
ating  rapidly  through  the  exercise  of  absolute 
power, and which was already riddled with career-
ists. It was against the monopoly exercised by this 
Party  in  all  fields  of  life  that  the  working  class 
sought to react.

Point one of the Kronstadt resolution expressed an 
idea  shared  by  the  best  elements  of  the  Russian 
working  class.  Totally  ‘bolshevised’  Soviets  no 
longer  reflected  the  wishes  of  the  workers  and 
peasants. Hence the demand for new elections, to 
be  carried  out  according  to  the  principle  of  full 
equality for all working class political tendencies.

Such a regeneration of the Soviets would imply the 
granting to all working class tendencies of the pos-
sibility  for  expressing  themselves  freely,  without 
fear of calumny or extermination. Hence, quite nat-
urally,  there  followed  the  idea  of  freedom of  ex-

pression, of the Press,  of Assembly and of organ-
isation, contained in Point two.

We must  stress that by 1921 the class struggle in 
the countryside had been fought to a virtual stand-
still. The vast majority of the kulaks had been dis-
possessed. It is quite wrong to claim that the grant-
ing of basic freedoms to the peasants — as deman-
ded in Point three — would have meant restoring 
political  rights  to  the  kulaks.  It  was  only  a  few 
years later that the peasants were exhorted to ”en-
rich  themselves” — and this  by  Bukharin,  then an 
official Party spokesman.

The Kronstadt revolution had the merit of stating 
things openly and clearly. But it  was breaking no 
new ground. Its main ideas were being discussed 
everywhere. For having, in one way or another, put 
forward precisely such ideas, workers and peasants 
were already filling the prisons and the recently set 
up concentration camps. The men of Kronstadt did 
not desert their comrades. Point six of their resolu-
tion  shows  that  they  intended  to  look  into  the 
whole juridical  apparatus.  They already had seri-
ous doubts as to its objectivity as an organ of their 
rule. The Kronstadt sailors were thereby showing a 
spirit of solidarity in the best working class tradi-
tion. In July 1917, Kerensky had arrested a deputa-
tion of the Baltic Fleet that had come to Petrograd. 
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Kronstadt had immediately sent a further deputa-
tion to insist on their release. In 1921, this tradition 
was being spontaneously renewed.

Points seven and ten of the resolution attacked the 
political  monopoly  being  exercised  by  the  ruling 
Party. The Party was using State funds in an exclus-
ive  and  uncontrolled  manner  to  extend  its  influ-
ence both in the Army and in the police.

Point nine of their resolution demanded equal ra-
tions for all workers This destroys Trotsky’s accusa-
tion of 1938 (1) according to which ”the men of Kron-
stadt wanted privileges, while the country was hungry”.

Point fourteen clearly raised the question of work-
ers control. Both before and during the October Re-
volution this demand had provoked powerful echo 
among the working class. The Kronstadt sailors un-
derstood quite clearly that real control had escaped 
from the hands of the rank and file. They sought to 
bring it back. The Bolshevik meanwhile sought to 
vest all control in the hands of a special Commis-
sariat,  the  Rabkrin — Workers  and  Peasants  in-
spection. 

Point eleven reflected the demands of the peasants 
to  whom  the  Kronstadt  sailors  had  remained 
linked — as had, as a matter of fact, the whole of 
the Russian proletariat. The basis of this link is to 
be found in the specific history of Russian industry. 
Because of feudal backwardness, Russian industry 
did not find its roots in petty handicraft.  In their 
great majority, the Russian workers came directly 
from  the  peasantry.  This  must  be  stressed.  The 
Baltic sailors of 1921 were, it is true, closely linked 
with  the  peasantry.  But  neither  more  so  nor  less 
than had been the sailors of 1917.

In their resolution, the Kronstadt sailors were tak-
ing up once again one of the big demands of Octo-
ber. They were supporting those peasant claims de-
manding the land and the right to own cattle for 
those peasants  who did not  exploit  the labour of 
others. In 1921, moreover, there was another aspect 
to  this  particular  demand.  It  was  an  attempt  to 
solve the food question, which was becoming des-
perate. Under the system of forced requisition, the 
population of the towns was literally dying of hun-
ger.  Why,  incidentally,  should  the  satisfaction  of 
these demands be deemed  ‘tactically correct’ when 
advocated by Lenin, in March 1921, and ‘counter re-

1) The accusation was made in answer to a question put to 
Trotsky by Thomas Wendelin, a member of the New York 
Commission of Enquiry into the Moscow Trials. 

volutionary’ when  put  forward  by  the  peasants 
themselves a few weeks earlier?

What  was  so  counter  revolutionary  about  the 
Kronstadt programme? What could justify the cru-
sade launched by the Party against  Kronstadt? A 
workers’ and peasants’ regime that did not wish to 
base itself exclusively on lies and terror, had to take 
account of the peasantry. It need not thereby have 
lost its revolutionary character. The men of Kron-
stadt were not alone, moreover, in putting forward 
such  demands  in  1921,  Makhno’s  followers  were 
still active in the Ukraine. This revolutionary peas-
ant  movement  was  evolving  its  own  ideas  and 
methods of struggle. The Ukrainian peasantry had 
played  a  predominant  role  in  chasing  out  the 
feudal hordes. It had earned the right itself to de-
termine the forms of its social life.

Despite  Trotsky’s  categorical  and unsubstantiated 
assertions, the Makhno movement was in no sense 
whatsoever a Kulak movement. Koubanin, the offi-
cial Bolshevik historian of the Makhno movement, 
shows statistically, in a book edited by the Party’s 
Historical institute, that the Makhno movement at 
first appeared and developed most rapidly, in pre-
cisely those areas where the peasants were poorest. 
The Makhno movement was crushed before it had 
a  chance  of  showing  in  practice  its  full  creative 
abilities. The fact that during the Civil War it had 
been capable of creating its own specific forms of 
struggle, leads one to guess that it could have been 
capable of a lot more.

As a matter of fact, in relation to agrarian policy, 
nothing was to prove more disastrous than the zig-
zags  of  the  Bolsheviks.  In  1931,  ten  years  after 
Kronstadt, Stalin was to decree his famous ‘liquid-
ation of the kulaks’. This resulted in an atrocious 
famine and in the loss of millions of human lives.

Let us finally consider Point fifteen of the Kronstadt 
resolution, demanding freedom for handicraft pro-
duction.  This was not  a question of principle.  For 
the workers of Kronstadt, handicraft production was 
to compensate for an industrial production that had 
fallen to naught.  Through this  demand they were 
seeking  a  way  out  of  their  intolerable  economic 
plight.  

Source: Ida Mett, La commune de Cronstadt. Crépuscule sanglant  
des  soviets (Paris  1938, 1948) [“The Kronstadt Commune. Bloody  
Twilight of the Soviets”]. First English edition: Solidarity, London 1967.

English transcription: zabalaza.net, The Kronstadt Commune at M.I.A. 
(Some spelling corrections by the editor, April 2021).

https://marxists.info/archive/mett/1938/kronstadt.htm


‘Les Révolutions’ - A World in Revolt 1917–1921
A Document Collection and Bibliography on the Kronstadt Uprising

The archive site “Fragments d’Histoire de la gauche radicale” (“Fragments of the History of the radical Left“, mainly in 
French language) has recently announced a documentary collection on the Kronstadt uprising of 1921. (a) Its authors 
have undertaken an appreciable effort to collect material from as many sources as were accessible to them, so to speak 
“from all camps”, without however any claim of being exhaustive. In its presentation we read: 

« 150 years ago, the Paris Commune was put down by a soldiery under the orders of the French bourgeoisie. Fifty  
years later, the Commune of Kronstadt was crushed by military forces obeying a new power resulting from the October  
1917 revolution. If the Paris Commune is part of the consensual, collective imaginary of the left, the Kronstadt Com -
mune, on the contrary, breaks the consensus of victim-hood, and brings to light the contradictions of those forces that  
claim to fight for freedom.  
In collaboration with the site that aims to disseminate archival documents of the European-Russian geographical area  
for the period 1917-1921, we have gathered a set of texts   that relate to the Kronstadt uprising of March 1921. Some  
were  sympathetic,  others  frankly  hostile.  A  bibliography   as  complete  as  possible  is  attached  to  this  set.  
Moreover, we have not limited ourselves to doing a work of archivists. We have an opinion   on what happened, on what  
followed and on the lessons that can be drawn from it. »

Notwithstanding that references to documents of the  historical communist lefts are exceptional (“internationalists of 
the third camp”), we consider this collection relevant to any researched critique of Leninist positions on the historical  
watershed that the ‘Kronstadt’ uprising would turn out to be, and recommend  the authors’ survey on the following 
pages.

a) “Les Révolutions – La boucherie de la guerre de 1914 – 18 accouche d’une monde qui se révolte”.

Kronstadt 1921 – Notes on the documents 
“Ignorance is a demonic force and it is to be feared that it  

will cause many more tragedies.” (1)

It  is  with  the  deep meaning  of  this  quotation  in 
mind that  we  have  endeavored,  during  the  com-
memoration  of  the  Kronstadt  uprising  of  March 
1921,  to  search  for  documents  that  are  direct 
sources relating to this uprising and the reactions it 
provoked.  We  want  to  share  our  need  to  under-
stand and there is nothing better than to centralize 
on a single platform texts  that  are  scattered here 
and there, and then make them accessible, those al-
ready known and others unpublished. Thus, anti-
nomic texts will rub shoulders, those in favor of the 
insurrection and those who fought it mercilessly.

It is a big mass to digest (2), we cannot be satisfied 
with reading a chosen text,  often that  of  such or 
such author to whom we have sympathy, because 

1) Marx, 1842. Quoted by B. Souvarine in his book Staline, 
aperçu historique du bolchevisme , page 612, éditions 
Champ Libre, 1977. [We found this reference in the arrière-
propos (“background information”) of the 1985 edition with 
‘Les Éditions Gérard Lebovici’, Paris. Editor’s note.]

he or she belongs to our political  family.  But our 
choice is not to privilege such or such political fam-
ily, because this one locks us, deprives us of the ne-
cessity to seize this movement of struggle which, 
like any movement,  is  protean, moving, changing 
and reserving many surprises in its evolution. The 
family freezes,  repeats  the same clichés and does 
not make the effort to question itself. In this case, 
reflection gives way to emotion, a constant of our 
time that must be preserved.

[The Kronstadt Izvestia]
The first direct source is of course the ‘Kronstadt  
Izvestia’ (‘Kronstadt News’), the official organ of 
the  Provisional  Revolutionary  Committee 
(PRC), which published this small newspaper from 
March 3 to 16. Its main purpose was to counteract 
the violent campaign of slander and lies conducted 
by the Bolshevik authorities, relayed by various or-

2) We refer the readers to the bibliography that we have estab-
lished, which adds more material to what can be found 
here, which is not exhaustive and – with some exceptions – 
limited to works in French.

http://revolutions-1917.info/spip.php?article140
http://classiques.uqac.ca/classiques/souvarine_boris/Staline/Staline.html
http://revolutions-1917.info/spip.php?article151
http://revolutions-1917.info/spip.php?article140
http://revolutions-1917.info/spip.php?article105
https://archivesautonomies.org/
http://revolutions-1917.info/
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gans of  the  press  under  orders  such  as  ‘Pravda’ 
and the ‘Petrograd Izvestia’.

In its 14 issues, one finds administrative and eco-
nomic directives of the PRC, as well as the reports 
of its activity; extracts of the propaganda of the So-
viet power to highlight its lies as well as its ukases 
to put an end to the insurrection; letters of resign-
ing members of the Communist Party (Bolshevik) 
who condemn the attitude of the Soviet power and 
support the necessity of a radical change of course.

[From the Bolshevik camp]
Let’s  look  at  the  side  of  those  who  support  the 
crushing of the insurrection. Lenin’s speech at the 
10th Congress of the Russian CP on March 8, 1921 is 
intended  to  galvanize  the  party  troops,  to  chain 
them in order to better subdue the Kronstadt insur-
rection.  The interview of Trotsky on March 16 to 
the foreign press allows to reinforce the thesis of 
the  conspiracy  of  white-guards /socialist-revolu-
tionaries / Menshevik /counter-revolutionary gen-
erals. Even more important in its repercussions on 
the Western proletariat is the article by Karl Radek 
of April 1.  His attitude is worthy of a prosecutor 
whose function is to smear, discredit  and slander 
all  the  more strongly  because  he  is  in  a  position 
where his voice carries.  According to him, the in-
surrection could only be the work of white guards 
and therefore [had] to be crushed. This is the mes-
sage of a prominent representative of Soviet power, 
which  was  translated  into  several  languages  as 
soon  as  it  was  written.  This  article  became  state 
truth, as long as it came from Moscow. In French, it 
appeared  in  the  ‘Bulletin  Communiste’ n°19  of 
May 12,  1921,  the  organ of  the  committee  of  the 
Third International, which did not see fit to repro-
duce contradictory documents. (3) In the following 
issues of this Bulletin Communiste, other articles 
will be a somewhat servile relay of Moscow: again 
on Kronstadt and articles of Lenin on the X. Con-
gress.

3) The Bulletin communiste  is aimed at informed readers. 
The tone remains measured. This is not the case with 
‘L’Humanité’, henceforth the organ of the SFIC (French 
Section of the Communist International), which from the 
beginning of the insurrection, dragged it through the mud: 
“behind the Kronstadt mutineers one sees the Finnish counter-
revolutionaries and if one looks closely, the French government” 
(‘L'Humanité’ , March 11). We spare the readers other, 
particularly odious, excerpts.

Radek’s article, relayed by all the organs of press, 
propaganda  of  the  communist  parties  in  full  ex-
pansion could only marginalize and discredit  the 
discordant  voices,  more  especially  as  the  menda-
cious  propaganda  acts  on  the  best  minds  whose 
sight can be blurred momentarily.

[From the protagonists]
Articles of those who feel, demonstrate the impor-
tance of the insurrection and its repression.

Here is the observation of an Italian anarchist, back 
from  Russia,  who  writes  in  the  Risveglio  
comunista-anarchico n° 573 of October 1, 1921 as 
follows:

“[The] revolt  [of the sailors of Kronstadt is] still little  
known by the subversive milieus in general and by the anar-
chists  in  particular,  in  all  its  tragic  and terrible  events,  
which  continued  after  its  surrender,  because  our  milieus  
[are] still impregnated by all the interested and partial pro-
paganda which aimed at making pass in a bad light, not only  
those who had participated in this revolt, but also all those  
who, for one reason or another, protest against the barbaric  
and ferocious methods employed against these same sailors  
who had made the revolution and were unanimously consid-
ered to be in the vanguard of it, simply because they had  
dared to show solidarity with the workers on strike in Petro-
grad, and whose demand for a little more bread had been met  
with bullets and arrests.”

This observation is important: very few anarchist, 
syndicalist, or non-party militants (in any case out-
side the political milieu pronouncing itself in favor 
of  the  III.  International)  grasp  the  importance  of 
this insurrection, on the one hand as being a clear 
break from Soviet power, to the point of speaking 
of a third revolution, and on the other hand that 
we are  witnessing the  “bloody twilight  of  the  Sovi-
ets”, as Ida Mett could write in 1938. The analysis 
of  the  events  in  their  globality  is  not  yet  formu-
lated. For that it is necessary to wait until the end 
of  1921 with the  publication of  Rudolf  Rocker’s 
text, the “first global criticism of the principles of Bol-
shevism published in German from the anarchist side” 
(Arthur Lehning).

When we wrote that  “their view may have been mo-
mentarily blurred”, we are referring to two anarchist 
newspapers. Such an example is given to us by the 
reading  of  the  Réveil  communiste-anarchiste 
where we can read this laconic “The news which ar-
rives to us from Russia is distressing. It is the fratricidal  
struggle, inevitable consequence of any so-called revolu-
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tionary dictatorship.” (‘Le Réveil’ n°560, March 19, 
1921) In the newspaper ‘Le Libertaire’, no article 
on Kronstadt before December 23, 1921. (4)

However, some anarchists,  like  Marie  Isidine, (5) 
“felt” the true nature of this insurrection. In her ar-
ticle “La vérité sur Kronstadt”, published in a small 
confidential  review  ‘Les  Temps  Nouveaux’ in 
April-May 1921, (6) she says the essential, that it is 
a  spontaneous  insurrection  and  that  the  white 
guards did not play any role. Moreover, M. Isidine 
writes  something important:  “this  is  what  we  felt” 
when  we  read  the  bourgeois  newspapers,  which 
were exultant, thinking that the era of the Bolshe-
viks  was  over.  It  is  not  necessary  to have all  the 
proofs in hand, like a laborious academic, to per-
ceive the strength of a movement, even if one reads 
only the lies of the press at the orders of Moscow. 
Another  article  published  in  the  newspaper  ‘Le  
Populaire’,  the  organ  of  the  Socialist  Party  of 
March 26, signed by Alexandre Schreider (an ex-
iled  left-wing  socialist-revolutionary)  only  con-
firms the previous observation.

Thus  information  circulated,  more  or  less  well. 
Alexandre Schreider and Marie Isidine were better 
able to grasp the essentials since they read Russian 
and had been able to have the Kronstadt Izvestia in 
their hands. The other problem that must be kept 
in mind is the question of language. Everything we 
have mentioned so far is translated into French. But 
what about the testimony written in Russian and 
not  translated  for  many  years  by  Stepan  Pet-
richenko in 1921? The same goes for the text by R. 
Rocker  written  in  German  and  translated  many 
years later into French. And in other languages?

4) We don’t know about the anarchist press in Italian, German 
or English. It would be necessary to study this closely, not 
to condemn, but to understand. With regards to France 
there are several elements to be taken into account: 1°) The 
end of the war destroyed “the best of us”; 2°) There are ac-
counts to be settled between those who supported the mili-
tary effort of the Allies and those who opposed all the war-
ring sides; 3°) The participation or not with the first com-
munist parties (in 1919 and 1920); 4°) The chronic disinter-
est for what was not France; 5°) The question of the circula-
tion of information, already not easy, although in 1920, this 
was liberalized, without counting the problem of the lan-
guage, since crucial information exists first in Russian, and 
little in French.

5) Maria Isidorovna Goldsmith, born in Russia.
6) In the newspaper ‘Il Risveglio comunista-anarchico’ n°567 (25 

June 1921) we can read a review of this article.

We can find excerpts from the ‘Kronstadt  Izves-
tia’ in French,  in the  ‘Bulletin  périodique  de  la  
presse russe’ n°92 of April 29, 1921, as well as in-
formation which we can say today that they were 
precise and accurate. (7) We can also find some ex-
tracts from the Izvestia in the newspaper  ‘Le Po-
pulaire’. (8) This makes it difficult for us to under-
stand the reason for this silence for many months 
in a certain anarchist press. (9) Is it not due to the 
fact that the  “anarchists have unanimously supported  
it  [the  Bolshevist  insurrection] and  during  all  the  
revolution have participated in the defense of the coun-
try against the attacks of the counterrevolutionary gen-
erals.” (‘Le Réveil’ No. 602 of November 18, 1922.) 
This  same  newspaper,  in  its  number  601,  wrote: 
“the danger [of mutilation of the revolution] appeared to  
us from the first day; but our protest could have been ex-
ploited by the  counter-revolutionaries and even served  
to justify the infamy of the blockade, and we had to keep  
a  certain  reserve...” (10)  The  honeymoon  with  the 
Bolsheviks is consumed at the end of 1920, begin-
ning of 1921 because the Soviet power locks up the 
anarchists (as well as all organized forms of oppo-
sition  –  left  socialist-revolutionary,  maximalists, 
Menshevik...); the crushing of the Kronstadt insur-
rection and its deep meaning will only confirm the 
oppressive nature of the Russian state, but it will 
be necessary to wait until the end of 1921 for this to 
appear in full light.

* * *

If  the number of documents published in 1921 is 
large and already sufficient  to get  a clear  idea of 
the nature of the Kronstadt uprising, we note that 
with  the  years  1922 and following,  their  number 
decreases. It is time for commemoration, which A. 
Berkman does  in  the  article  “About  the  Kron-
stadt riots” and the assessment of this crucial pe-
riod.  Efim  Yartchouk in  1923  and  Stepan  Pet-
richenko in  1925  make  this  assessment,  but  as 
these  texts  were  published  in  Russian,  one  can 
think that  their impact  is  not the same as  André 

7) To which Rudolf Rocker refers in his text ‘The soviets be-
trayed by the Bolsheviks’ , published in late 1921.

8) Some excerpts from the Izvestia are placed on the front 
page of Le Libertaire ... in its number 161 of February 17, 
1922.

9) We note that we have not found any publicity in Le Liber-
taire for M. Isidine’s book.

10) We emphasize that we seek to understand and not to judge 
out of hand. Support for the Bolshevist revolution is the 
work of revolutionaries who are enemies of all white 
counter-revolutionary forces.

https://archivesautonomies.org/spip.php?rubrique577
https://maitron.fr/spip.php?article153994
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Morizet’s book, which relates the events in a mea-
sured and correct way, while thinking that the re-
pression was necessary.

[The end of the 1930s]
The end of the 1930s in Russia was marked by a gi-
gantic repression against  what  was the Bolshevik 
vanguard and the proletariat in general. Trials were 
held in Moscow in August 1936, January 1937 and 
March 1938. Trotsky, in exile in Mexico from Janu-
ary 1937, was denounced as “a terrorist in the pay of  
the Nazis”.  He tried to set up a commission of in-
quiry (known as the Dewey Commission) into the 
trials, the first session of which was held on April 
10, 1937. It is at this moment that a former German 
communist  deputy,  Thomas  Wendelin,  member 
of  the  American  sub-commission,  publicly  ques-
tions  Trotsky  on  Kronstadt  and  Makhno,  saying 
that  there  is  a  “fundamental  identity” between the 
attitude of the Bolshevik leaders in 1921 and Stalin-
ism. Trotsky answers him in July 1937. He contin-
ued to claim the  “tragic  necessity” (11)  of  crushing 
this  movement.  He  put  forward arguments  deni-
grating the insurgents, writing that “the mutiny was  
dictated by a desire  to obtain privileged food rations” , 
that it was led by petty-bourgeois, peasants whose 
ideas were reactionary. (12) In doing so, he attracted 
the responses of Ida Mett, Emma Goldman,  Vic-
tor Serge and Anton Ciliga. The controversy con-
tinued until 1938. During this year, Ida Mett final-
ized her  text  The  Kronstadt  Commune,  Bloody  
Twilight of the Soviets . (13) It was not published 
that  year  because  the  ‘Proletarian  Revolution’ 
Publishing  House  refused  to  publish  the  manu-
script,  at  a  time  when  Trotsky  was  the  object  of 
senseless  accusations  and  assassination  attempts 
by the Stalinists.  On the other  hand, this did not 
prevent the newspaper  ‘Le Libertaire’ from pub-
lishing a series of articles on Kronstadt by Alexan-
der Berkman from December 15, 1938 to February 

11) This expression is used in his biography of Stalin.
12) He does the same with Makhno whose name he doesn’t 

hesitate to sully by saying that the “partisans of Makhno were  
overtaken by a militant antisemitism”.

13) At least that was the title of her publication in 1948.

2, 1939, the conclusion of which we are putting on-
line.

[From 1940 to the present]
While  the  History  of  the  Bolshevik  Party,  super-
vised by Stalin himself and widely distributed by 
the various communist parties in 1946, states: “The  
counter-revolutionary riot in Kronstadt was a clear ex-
ample of the new tactics of the class enemy...” , the asso-
ciation  “Friends  of  Voline” publishes  the  book 
‘The  Unknown  Revolution’ by Voline.  This 700-
page volume gives a broad overview of the Kron-
stadt  uprising and allows readers to discover un-
published  material,  including  large  extracts  from 
the  Kronstadt  Izvestia.  Then came  the  publica-
tion of Ida Mett’s book ‘The Kronstadt Commune,  
Bloody Twilight of the Soviets’ in 1948.

The publication of the article of ‘Le Prolétaire’ in 
1946, is part of the reflection undertaken by mili-
tants who during the 2nd imperialist war had a po-
sition that we qualified years later “international-
ists of  the third camp”, that is to say those who 
did not  support  any imperialist  camp.  This  ques-
tioning  will  reappear  several  times  during  the 
1950s, ‘60s, ‘70s... often among militants who have 
passed through Trotskyism, as it was the case for 
those  revolutionary  communists a  little  before 
1940. As a general rule, it is a radical questioning of 
Leninism and an evolution is made either towards 
anarchism, or towards a communism of the left or 
of councils. This group, which published Le Prolé-
taire, also produced a pamphlet with Ciliga’s text 
published in 1938.

As we can see, the divisive polemic born in 1938 is 
not dead. Regularly until our days, it remains alive.

For the following years we leave it to the readers to 
discover these documents.

Source:  Notes à propos des documents sur l’insurrection de Cronstadt-
1921. Announcement on  ‘Fragments d’Histoire de la gauche radicale’ 
(Archives Autonomies): March 5, 2021.

Translation: H.C., May 2, 2021. Last edited: April 6, 2021.

https://archivesautonomies.org/spip.php?article4621
http://revolutions-1917.info/spip.php?article151
http://revolutions-1917.info/spip.php?article151


The Retreat of the World-Revolution – The 1921  
‘Kronstadt Tragedy’

Excerpt from: ‘The Dutch and German Communist Left (1900–68)’

Introduction
In January 1921, the recognition of the KAPD as a 
‘sympathiser-party’ of the Third International with 
a  ‘permanent  representative  on  the  Executive’, (1) 
seemed to be a victory for the policy of opposition 
carried out by Gorter and Pannekoek. It was begin-
ning to be possible for the Comintern and left-com-
munism to work in common. At least that is how it 
seemed,  reading  Zinoviev,  when he  wrote  in  the 
name of the Executive Committee:

“The core of the KAPD contains some genuinely revolution-
ary workers. This party has taken a great step towards com-
munism recently by excluding Laufenberg, Wolffheim and  
Otto Rühle from its ranks. The KAPD criticises our Ger-
man comrades. This is no misfortune. The KPD is not in  
any case immune from errors: we only need to remember its  
attitude during the Kapp Putsch and during the last insur-
rection of the Berlin electricians...” (2)

The  joint  work  between  the  left-communists  and 
the  Comintern  was  of  short  duration.  It  did  not 
survive the 1921 March Action in Central Germany. 
The international environment was becoming more 
and  more  unfavourable,  not  only  with  the  very 

1) The representative of the KAPD was Arthur Goldstein 
(pseudonym: Stahl) [→ note on Goldsteins’s political trajec-
tory] 

2) Letter from the Executive Committee of 15 January 1921, 
published in Die Aktion, No. 13–14, Berlin, April 1921.

clear retreat of the world revolution, but, above all, 
in relation to the politics of the Russian state. The 
foreign policy of this state, the events at Kronstadt 
and,  finally,  the politics of the Comintern in Ger-
many were to be signposts towards the final break 
that happened at the Third Congress of the Comin-
tern.  Preceded  by  the  expulsion  of  the  minority 
from the CPH, even before the Third Congress, the 
expulsion of the KAPD in September 1921 sounded 
the  death-knell  of  an  international  opposition  in 
the  Comintern.  However,  it  was  the  Dutch  com-
munist left that took the lead of the international 
opposition  even  outside  the  International.  Under 
the  guidance  of  Gorter,  but  not  of  Pannekoek,  a 
Communist  Workers’  International  (KAI)  was 
formed.  But  this  ultimately became an adventure 
without  any  future.  It  could  only  precipitate  the 
decline  in  the  communist-left  tendency  in  the 
Netherlands, as in Germany, before the rise, at the 
end of the 1920s, of the Group of Communist Inter-
nationalists (GIC).

As  the  centre  of  gravity  of  the  Dutch  current 
moved to Germany,  and even to Britain and Bul-
garia, the Netherlands became the theoretical and 
political centre of the international left-communist 
movement.

The Retreat of the World-Revolution 
The NEP (New Economic Policy) in the economic 
sphere,  applied  in  Russia  after  March  1921,  was 
preceded by a diplomatic NEP on the part of the 
Russian state. It sought to make alliances with vari-
ous capitalist states. Through the mediation of Karl 
Radek, imprisoned in Germany, from autumn 1919 
contacts were made with the  Reichswehr and its 
generals, (3)  but  also with the millionaire Walther 
Rathenau, with the aim of investigating the possib-
ility  of  a  military and economic alliance  between 

3) See Carr 1952.

Germany  and  Russia.  As  early  as  October  1919, 
Radek  stated  clearly:  ‘The  possibility  of  a  peace  
between capitalist states and proletarian states is not a  
utopia’. (4) A  de facto alliance directed against the 
Treaty of Versailles and the Allies was established 
in  1920,  during the Russian-Polish War;  Germany 
declared its ‘neutrality’, which meant the prohibi-
tion of the transport of Allied munitions for Poland 
across  its  territory.  Commercial  agreements  with 

4) Radek 1919, pp. 11–12. Radek went even further in ‘advo-
cating a modus vivendi with the capitalist states’. See also Fayet 
2004, pp. 253–315.
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Allied  countries  were  sought  and  obtained:  one 
was  concluded between Great  Britain and Russia 
on 16 March 1921, at the same time as the events in 
Kronstadt. The  modus vivendi between the capit-
alist world and the Soviet state, denounced previ-
ously by Pannekoek, slowly became a reality. The 
contours of the Treaty of Rapallo on 16 April 1922 
were beginning to emerge.

But most disturbing was the complete submission 
of the Comintern to the national aims of the Rus-
sian state.  The latter  tended to make its  interests 
predominate over the revolutionary interests of the 
International.  Turkey provides a  striking example 
of this antagonism. From 1919, contacts were made 
in  Berlin,  with  Radek  again  the  intermediary, 
between the Russian government and the Turkish-
nationalist leader, Enver Pasha, who later attended 
the Baku Congress. Friendly relations were estab-
lished with Mustafa Kemal from 1920,  leading to 
the signature of an agreement with Turkey on 16 
March 1921. Mustafa Kemal not only crushed the 
peasant-movement,  which  was  supported  by  the 

Comintern, but he also executed the entire leader-
ship  of  the  Turkish  Communist  Party,  who  had 
been  trained  in  Germany  by  the  Spartakists  and 
were hostile to all nationalism. This massacre did 
not hinder the good relations between the Russian 
state and Turkey. (5) For the first time, it was shown 
that  governments  seeking  good  diplomatic  rela-
tions with Russia could assassinate and outlaw re-
volutionary militants,  members of the Comintern, 
without  forfeiting  their  good  relations  with  the 
Russian  state  whose  policies  were,  in  principle, 
subordinated  to  those  of  the  Comintern.  These 
events, unfolding in January 1921, were the direct 
consequence of the Second Congress’s acceptance 
of support for so-called ‘national-liberation’ move-
ments.

5) In August 1920 the Soviet government delivered 400 kilo-
grams of gold to Mustafa Kemal; arms followed shortly af-
terwards. To appear radical, the Kemal government formed 
an ‘official’ CP, composed of a whole selection of generals, 
ministers and high functionaries (see Dumont 1983).

The Tragedy of Kronstadt (March 1921)
More than foreign policy, the events of Kronstadt 
brought to light the growing divorce between the 
Russian  state  and  the  proletariat.  Indeed,  strikes 
were escalating in February 1921 in the Petrograd 
factories, which were always the heart of the Rus-
sian  Revolution.  They  were  directed  as  much 
against food-rationing as against the economic and 
social policy of the state and the Bolshevik party.

Despite  the  allegations  that  the  strikes  were  fo-
mented by the Mensheviks, the Social Revolution-
aries or the anarchists – the majority of them were, 
in fact, in prison – the movement assumed a spon-
taneous character, without leaders or organisation. 
It extended to all the large factories, including the 
Putilov factories, the main bastion of the 1917 Re-
volution. Faced with this, Zinoviev and the Petro-
grad Bolsheviks responded with repressive meas-
ures:  dispersal  of  demonstrations  by  the  cadets 
(koursantis);  lock-outs of  factories  on strike;  loss 
of  ration-cards  for  strikers;  institution  of  martial 
law;  widespread arrests;  immediate  executions in 
the case of political assemblies; and surveillance of 
workers  in  the  factories  by  troops  of  armed 
Bolsheviks. (6)  These  measures  had  the  effect  of 

6) See Avrich 1970; Berkman 1982; Mett 1993; and an impres-
sive collection of Russian texts, Vinogradov and Kozlov 

crystallising  and  politicising  the  workers’  latent 
discontent,  which  had  been  growing  for  several 
months. The political demands included abolition 
of martial  law; liberation of all  those imprisoned; 
freedom of assembly, press and speech for workers; 
free elections to strike-committees and soviets:  all 
the demands directed against ‘the dictatorship of the  
party’ and  the  Cheka  showed  the  antagonism 
between the proletariat and the state upon which 
the  Bolsheviks  were  based.  They  were  an  appeal 
for  workers’  democracy  and  the  revitalisation  of 
the soviets which had been absorbed by the state 
and the Bolshevik party.

In the midst of this situation, the sailors and work-
ers of the Kronstadt repair-yards sent delegations 
to the Petrograd factories. The result was that the 
Kronstadt  sailors  and  workers  took  up  the  de-
mands  of  the  Petrograd  workers  and  broadened 
them: re-election of the soviets by secret ballot; or-
ganisation outside the Bolshevik party of a confer-
ence  of  workers,  soldiers  and  sailors  of  the 
province; freedom of the press and organisation for 
anarchists and left-socialists.  Sending Kalinin and 
Kuzmin  –  whose  attitude  was  provocative  –  to 
Kronstadt  could  only  serve  to  bring  things  to  a 

(eds.) 1999.
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head.  The  result  was  the  formation of  the  Provi-
sional  Revolutionary  Committee  (PRC)  represent-
ing the whole population of the island, at the same 
time as the workers of Petrograd went back to work 
under the effects of the terror.

Armed confrontation between the Bolsheviks and 
the Kronstadt sailors became inevitable. The latter 
were  described  as  counter-revolutionary  ‘White  
Guards’, in the pay ‘of the French capitalists’. (7) Their 
families  in  Petrograd  were  taken  hostage;  they 
themselves were threatened with being  ‘shot down  
like  partridges’.  Finally  Trotsky,  whom  the  insur-
gents called  ‘Junker Trotsky’,  or  ‘blood- thirsty Trot-
sky’, (8)  gave  the  order  to  crush  Kronstadt  on  7 
March, leaving the sailors and workers no hope of 
survival: ‘I am giving the immediate order to prepare to  
crush  the  revolt.  The  insurgents  will  be  executed’ . (9) 
With the slogan  ‘victory or death’,  the sailors and 
the workers, who had all been armed, fought with 
desperate energy.  The government  had mobilised 
tens of thousands of soldiers – of whom the major-
ity came from Central Asia, and so were more eas-
ily swayed by official propaganda – joined by mem-
bers of the Bolshevik party, including those of the 

7) This claim that the Kronstadt insurgents were led by the 
‘White Guard’ was based on the presence of an old Tsarist 
general, who was serving in the fleet. But Tukhachevsky 
was also an old Tsarist officer. At the end of 1919, the offi-
cial figures showed the integration of 100,000 Tsarist offi-
cers out of the total of 500,000 in the Red Army. The Kron-
stadt insurgents refused to follow the military advice of the 
old Tsarist general, Aleksandr Kozlovsky (1864–1940), who 
officially commanded the artillery as a ‘military specialist’, 
and was able to escape to Finland after the defeat. It is cer-
tain, however, that the Whites did not remain inactive. [...]

8) Kronstadt Izvestia, No. 5, 7 March 1921: from the French 
translation published in 1969 by Bélibaste, Paris. The Kron-
stadters made a clear distinction between Lenin and Trot-
sky. They believed that Lenin, being ill, had fallen under 
the influence of Zinoviev and Trotsky. In No. 12, on 14 
March, the Kronstadters acknowledged their disappoint-
ment in Lenin, when he had declared at the Tenth Con-
gress of the Russian Communist Party that ‘the movement 
was for the soviets but against the dictatorship of the Bolsheviks’ 
and that it was a ‘counter-revolution of a new kind’. They 
thought, like the Russian workers, that ‘Lenin was different 
from Trotsky and Zinoviev’.  They still ‘trusted in him’ (Kron-
stadt Izvestia, No. 12, 14 March 1921). They concluded 
from it that Lenin was finally led to ‘slander’ them, like Trot-
sky and Zinoviev. But Lenin was ‘sincere’, although sinking 
into ‘confusion’. 

9) This radio message from Trotsky is taken from the 1969 
Bélibaste translation. We have not been able to verify the 
Russian text of Izvestia No. 5 of 7 March. Ida Mett indi-
cates not that the insurgents would be ‘executed’, but rather 
‘crushed by armed force’ [...]

Workers’  Opposition. (10)  Behind  them  were  the 
Chekists,  who  shot  the  numerous  deserters  and 
fired on troops who went over to the Kronstadt in-
surgents.  Tukhatchevsky’s (11)  troops  finally  de-
feated the insurgents; tens of thousands of sailors 
and workers were shot; the survivors were sent to 
prison or to the camps where they perished. (12)

The  programme  of  the  Kronstadt  insurgents  was 
not sufficiently clear to grasp the attention of left-
communists.  It  certainly  rejected  any  idea  of  the 
Constituent Assembly and any return to the past; it 
simply wanted, in a confused way, a dictatorship of 
the councils without parties of any sort, and not a 
dictatorship exercised by a single party. However, 
this idea of a  ‘dictatorship  of  the  class’,  as op-
posed to the ‘dictatorship of the party’ was to be 
developed  at  the  end  of  1921  by  the  Dutch  and 
German left-communists,  above all  by the KAPD. 
By  contrast,  the  Kronstadters’  call  for  a  ‘third  re-
volution’ remained very vague and offered no per-
spective.  The idea,  besides,  of  ‘giving the  peasants  
complete freedom of action on their land’ but  ‘without  
using any wage-labour’ could only arouse the hostil-
ity of Gorter and the KAPD. (13) They were hostile 
to  all  concessions  to  the  peasantry,  which  they 
identified with the kulaks.

In  fact,  at  first  the  KAPD  supported  the  official 
thesis of a plot against Soviet Russia. Claiming that 
the French boats were in Reval to support the in-
surrection in Russia – which was false – they de-
clared:  ‘The  counter-revolutionary  Russian  emigrants  
are returning to Russia, and Count Wrangel is prepar-
ing in Hungary with the aim of providing military sup-
port’. (14) The action of the insurgents was defined 
as anti-communist and counter-revolutionary: ‘The  
exact  knowledge  of  Russian  conditions  permits  the  
counter-revolutionaries  to  provoke  an  insurrection,  

10) Alexandra Kollontai declared that the members of the Op-
position would be the first to volunteer to crush the Kron-
stadt revolt: Avrich 1970, p. 175.

11) In 1939, the Stalinist régime accused Tukhachevsky of being 
responsible for the Kronstadt insurrection!

12) It is highly significant that the insurgents, who had impris-
oned a small minority of Communists who were hostile to 
the uprising, used no violence against them. All violence 
was excluded in the insurgents’ camp […].

13) Resolution from the ship Petropavlovsk, 28 February 
1921; quoted by Avrich 1970, pp. 75–6. It is certain that the 
weight of the small peasants was felt by the sailors, because 
two-thirds were of peasant-origin in 1921. But this social 
composition was not very different from that of the Kron-
stadt sailors in 1918.

14) KAZ Berlin, No. 177.
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which, in its first phase, was of the same kind as a third  
revolution. During this struggle,  with the  demand for  
the  Constituent  Assembly,  the  imprint  of  an uprising  
directed against communism becomes clearly apparent.’

Nevertheless, the KAPD’s organ clearly shows the 
context: hunger and ‘discontent with the dictatorship  
of the party and the Soviet bureaucracy’. (15)

It took the detailed account of the KAPD delegates 
in Moscow, and in particular that of Arthur Gold-
stein (16) – assisted by Adolf Dethmann – who rep-
resented the party on the Executive of the Comin-
tern, to change the attitude of the left-communists. 
Goldstein  gave  a  more  exact  appreciation  of  the 
proletarian meaning of Kronstadt:

“The antagonism between the proletariat and the Soviet gov-
ernment has been sharpened since the outbreak of food-riots  
in Moscow and Petrograd: the Soviet government took very  
severe measures, which were no different from those adopted  
by a capitalist state. I should add that the Kronstadt uprising  
ought to be interpreted as  a  symptom of the antagonism  
between the proletariat and the Soviet government. The his-
tory of the Kronstadt insurrection is not only that of foreign  
capital which played a role against the Soviet government,  
but also the fact that the great majority of the Russian prolet-
ariat were, from the bottom of their hearts, on the side of the  
Kronstadt insurgents.” (17)

This attitude of the KAPD organs was much clearer 
and better-founded than that adopted by Gorter. At 
the  Third Congress  of  the  Comintern Radek and 
Zinoviev accused him of  ‘supporting Kronstadt’. (18) 
While noting that the Russian proletariat had risen 
against  the  Communist  Party  and that  he  would 
much prefer  to have  ‘a  dictatorship of  the  class,  in-
stead of a dictatorship of the party’, Gorter considered 

15) KAZ Berlin, No. 179, ‘Die Offensive gegen Russland beginnt!’.
16) Goldstein, soon replaced by B. Reichenbach (1888–1975; 

pseudonym: Johannes Seemann), was in contact with the 
Russian Workers’ Opposition in Moscow. It was he who 
brought Kollontai’s manuscript of the Workers’ Opposition 
to the West via a special KAPD courier. It was immediately 
translated into German and Dutch and produced by the 
KAPD and the organ of the opposition in the Netherlands, 
De Kommunistische Arbeider. The Solidarity group 
published an English version in September 1968.

17) Intervention at the extraordinary congress of the KAPD in 
Berlin, 11–14 September 1921. Reproduced in the proceed-
ings: Klockner (ed.) 1981, pp. 58–9.

18) Komintern 1921a, pp. 90, 342. Schwab (pseudonyms: Franz 
Sachs; Sigrist), KAPD delegate to the Third Congress, had 
the same point of view as Gorter, declaring that ‘Gorter does  
not side with the Kronstadt insurgents and it is the same for the 
KAPD’ (p. 621).

the measures taken by the Bolsheviks with regard 
to Kronstadt to be ‘necessary’. They had crushed the 
‘counter-revolution’, and Gorter implicitly envisaged 
that  left-communists  would  be  led  to  take  such 
measures  in  the  West  if  the  counter-revolution 
were as strong among part of the proletariat:  ‘You  
can still repress the counter-revolution when part of the  
proletariat rises against you as at Kronstadt and Petro-
grad, because there it is weak enough. But here it would  
triumph, if  part of the proletariat rose against us.  For  
here, the counter-revolution is very powerful.’ (19)

This  conception,  strange  coming  from  a  militant 
appealing for a ‘dictatorship of the class’ in the form 
of the councils (a demand which had been, in part, 
formulated  at  Kronstadt),  is  explained,  above all, 
by the enactment of the NEP on 15 March, at the 
same time  as  the  assault  against  Kronstadt.  This 
constituted, as Riazanov rightly emphasised, a ver-
itable  ‘peasant  Brest-Litovsk’.  The  freedom  for  the 
peasants to dispose of their surplus and the free-
dom to trade were all retreats before the forces of 
the  petty-bourgeoisie.  If  this  concession  was,  for 
Lenin, a temporary retreat, it nevertheless heralded 
the  famous  ‘enrich  yourselves’ addressed  by 
Bukharin  to  the  kulaks.  It  is  symptomatic  that 
these  measures,  more  than  the  repression,  dis-
armed all attempt at a soldiers’ insurrection in sup-
port of the Kronstadt mutiny.

Gorter  –  unlike  the  KAPD,  which  had  begun  to 
build  close  relations  with  the  Russian  left-com-
munists and was better  informed – saw in Kron-
stadt  and  the  NEP  the  triumph  of  a  peasant 
counter-revolution. (20)  According  to  him,  ‘a  little  
action by a group of peasants – it is said that the crews  
of the warships were, for the most part, made up of the  
sons of peasants – would be sufficient’ for ‘communism  
to fall at the slightest blow’. The Bolshevik party thus 
appeared as the party of the peasantry and ‘the pro-
letariat made to serve the peasantry’. (21)

19) Die Klassenkampf Organisation des Proletariats, in Gorter 
and Pannekoek, 1969.

20) The KAPD delegates in Moscow had more contact with the 
group of Efim Nikitich Ignatov (1890–1938?) in Moscow 
(see KAZ No. 204) than with Alexandra Kollontai. The Ig-
natov group demanded respect for workers’ democracy 
and the struggle against the party-bureaucracy. It also de-
manded – and this did not displease the KAPD – that the 
leading organs of the Bolshevik party should be at least 
two-thirds composed of workers. It was based on the Work-
ers’ Opposition.

21) Gorter 1972.
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However,  all  the  left-communists,  Gorter,  Pan-
nekoek  and  the  KAPD included,  were  agreed  in 
denouncing the counter-revolutionary direction of 
the measures taken in the economic and political 
fields. From April 1921 the KAPD, via its delegates 
in Moscow, denounced ‘the present forms which seem  
to come close to a sort of  state-capitalism’ .  Moreover, 
after  the  Tenth  Congress  of  the  Russian  party 
banned the  Workers’  Opposition as  an  organised 
fraction,  and  all  fractions  in  general,  workers’ 
democracy in the Bolshevik party was dead:  ‘After  
the last congress of the Russian Soviet Republic, there  
can be no doubt that in Russia there is no dictatorship of  
the proletariat, but a dictatorship of the party’. (22) This 
position, which Gorter shared with the KAPD, was 
the harbinger of a break with the Comintern.

22) Gorter, ‘Partei, Klasse und Masse’, in Proletarier, organ of 
the KAPD, No. 4, Berlin, March 1921.

The Russian question, and so the fate of the Comin-
tern,  became  major  preoccupations  within  the 
Dutch and German communist left. From now on, 
the fate of the Russian Revolution and the Comin-
tern was played out in Germany.

Source: Philippe Bourrinet, The Dutch and German Communist Left  
(1900–68),  Brill  (Leiden, Boston), 2017. Historical Materialism Book 
Series, Volume 125. ISSN 1570-1522.

Extract of Part 2: The Dutch Communist Left and the World-Revolution 
(1919–27);  Chapter  5: Gorter, the KAPD and the Foundation of the 
Communist Workers’ International (1921–7) (p. 226 - 234)

Extensive annotations in footnotes have been truncated, indicated by 
square brackets [... ]; the Oxford-English spelling has been respected. 

History of the Dutch and German Communist Left 
in A Free Retriever's Digest

Philippe Bourrinet: The Dutch and German Communist Left (1900-68)
•  From the Bookshelf   (Notification of the second, authorized, English edition)

•  Introduction of a Book Review on ‘Libcom’  : Council Communism or ‘Councilism’? 
(Fredo Corvo, February 23, 2017)  'A Free Retriever's Digest' Vol.1 #02   (May 2017)

The impact of the Russian revolution in Germany 1914 – 1918
•  Presentation at the ‘internationalist week’ in Toulouse, 3 – 11 November 2017   

(Revised version. Online: March 30, 2018)

•  'A Free Retriever’s Digest' Vol.2 #02   (April – May 2018); Separately as a Supplement   

Book Presentation: The German-Dutch Communist Left from its Origins to 1968 
•  The 3rd, revised Edition in French (June 2018)   (Online: October 24, 2018)

 The Author’s Introduction   

•  'A Free Retriever’s Digest' Vol.2 #04   (August – September 2018)

The Workers’ Councils in Germany 1918-23 - A political-historical synthesis
•  Part 1   (Online: November 6, 2018) 'A Free Retriever's Digest' Vol.2 #06   (Dec. 2018 – Jan. 2019)

•  Part 2   (Online: March 10, 2019) 'A Free Retriever's Digest' Vol.3 #01   (February – March 2019)

An answer to “Questions without answers”
•  Anti-critique of a leftist book review of ‘      The Dutch and German Communist Left (1900-1968)      ’   

 (Online: February 10, 2020)

https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2020/02/10/an-answer-to-questions-without-answers/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2020/02/10/an-answer-to-questions-without-answers/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2020/02/10/an-answer-to-questions-without-answers/
https://afreeretriever.files.wordpress.com/2019/02/190214-a-free-retrievers-digest-nr-01.pdf
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2019/03/10/the-workers-councils-in-germany-1918-23-part-2/
https://afreeretriever.files.wordpress.com/2018/12/181212-a-free-retrievers-digest-nr-06.pdf
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2018/11/06/the-workers-councils-in-germany-1918-23-part-1/
https://afreeretriever.files.wordpress.com/2018/08/180821-a-free-retrievers-digest-nr-041.pdf
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2018/10/24/a-political-history-of-the-german-dutch-communist-left/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2018/10/24/book-presentation-the-german-dutch-communist-left-from-its-origins-to-1968/
https://afreeretriever.files.wordpress.com/2018/03/afrd-vol202-supplement.pdf
https://afreeretriever.files.wordpress.com/2018/03/180331-a-free-retrievers-digest-nr-02.pdf
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2018/03/30/the-impact-of-the-russian-revolution-in-germany-1914-1918/
https://afreeretriever.files.wordpress.com/2018/03/170515-a-free-retrievers-digest-try-out-nr-02.pdf
http://libcom.org/blog/council-communism-or-councilism-period-transition-23022017
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2017/05/14/from-the-bookshelf/
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A Discussion on Capitalism’s Decadence (II)
Contributions by Fredo Corvo, Aníbal & materia

In this section the discussion on the question of capitalism’s decadence that we have started in our previous issue (1) is 
continued at the hand of diverging contributions by two of its participants.

In ‘Capitalism is  coming  to  an  end.  But  how?’  Fredo Corvo sets out the position he defends in his criticism of 
C.Mcl., arguing that Marx and Engels, while regarding the inevitable periodical crises of capitalism as an objective condi -
tion for a revolutionary upsurge by the proletariat, never posed a period of decadence of this mode of production as an in -
dispensable historical condition for its overturning and succession by a superior one.

We invite our readers to take notice of this position in relation to Pannekoek’s 1916 critique of economic determinism 
within the international Social-Democracy in the question of imperialism regarding World War 1, whose second and final 
part is included in this issue (page 41 ff.).

In ‘The Decadence of Capital ism. A Discussion’  Aníbal & materia continue to develop a rather opposite position 
to the one articulated by Fredo, affirming the necessity of a period of decadence for capitalism in its historical trajectory,  
while insisting that we have not yet arrived there, but that “capitalism is approaching the zenith of its period of ascen-
dancy”. By this the authors express a certain nuance with regards to C.Mcl. on their part, “conceiving decadence as a fu-
ture period to which capitalism must necessarily be heading”. 

Subsequently, in a second part,“the likely characteristics of the decadence of capitalism” are explored and concretized at 
the hand of extracts from their recent publications.

Having taken care of verifying that the translations are adequate to the views of their authors, we recommend these con -
tributions to our readers, and have undertaken a first reply of our own to Fredo’s exposition. Readers are invited to send 
in their appreciations and/or eventual contributions. Please observe the modalities in the colophon. (2)

The editor

1) Has Capitalism entered its Decadence since 1914? - A Blog discussion (November 2020) , plus two elaborated contributions in:’AFRD’ 
Vol.5 #1 (January – March 2021)  . All discussion contributions on this topic can also be found online  .

2) At the end of page 2 of every issue or, more extensively, on the website  .

https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2021/02/01/a-free-retrievers-digest-vol-5-1-january-march-2021/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/colophon/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/discussion-contributions-on-the-question-of-capitalisms-decadence/
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Capitalism is coming to an end. But how?
(Fredo Corvo)

Does China’s further integration into 
capitalism lead to its “obsolescence”?

This question is partly related to the interpretation 
of a quote on the development of China and India 
from Anton Pannekoek’s  The Workers’  Councils, 
written during World War II. For the quote, see the 
online  reply  by C.Mcl.  of  November  15,  2021  . (1) The 
latter  thinks  that  we  are  now  experiencing  this 
process described by Pannekoek, that capitalism is 
slowly entering its period of “obsolescence”; C.Mcl. 
prefers to use this term rather than that of the “de-
cline”  of  capitalism.  In  my  online  comment  of 
November 16, 2021   I have remarked on this:

• that  C.Mcl.  ignores  the  fact  that  Pannekoek 
thought  that  capitalism  would  run  aground  if  it 
could no longer draw on an industrial reserve army;

• that C.Mcl. has neither examined the indications 
that the “surplus population”,  the population dis-
possessed of its means of subsistence, is increasing 
in  certain  regions  and  possibly  worldwide,  rather 
than decreasing as Pannekoek predicted.

Did Pannekoek indeed mean that capitalism would 
come to an end with the integration of the many 
hundreds  of  millions,  who  populate  the  fertile 
river plains of East and South Asia, as wage labor-
ers  in  capitalist  production? In  the  aforemen-
tioned comment, I have referred to other texts for a 
further explanation of my interpretation. In partic-
ular,  it  is  about  the  following  excerpt: “...   there  
must also be a sufficient reservoir of humans so that, as  
the number of workers continues to increase, no short-
age will occur. It also goes without saying that a capital-
ist society, which already includes all people, cannot ex-
pand any further.” (2)
It  seems clear to me that  Pannekoek presupposes 
for the survival of capitalism a continuous growth 
of job-seeking proletarians, for which Marx at the 
time used the notion of an “industrial reserve army” 

1) Also in ‘A Free Retriever’s Digest’ Vol.5 #1 (January – March 
2021): Has Capitalism entered its Decadence since 
1914? A Blog Discussion (November 2020) , page 15 ff.

2) Anton Pannekoek, The economic necessity of imperi-
alism (‘De Nieuwe Tijd’, 1916), Section III [Two mistakes by 
Luxemburg]. Also in: AFRD Vol.5 #1, page 30 ff.

or “surplus population”. (3) This growth is today en-
sured by legal and especially by illegal migration, 
or by the expansion of capitalist production to In-
dia and China, within the latter countries by rural-
to-urban migration and the relocation of produc-
tion from China to Southeast Asia, Indonesia and 
Ethiopia. The key question – which C.Mcl. does not 
ask  –  is  therefore  whether  this  growth in  unem-
ployed population  is  assured.  My answer  to  this 
question, contrary to what Pannekoek thought, is: 
‘yes’,  there is a growing  “surplus population”.  The 
demand for a proof of my thesis of a growing sur-
plus population is now placed upon me. For this, 
after some searching on the Internet – I am not an 
economist or a statistician – I can only refer to some 
sources that explain how ‘difficult’ it is to measure 
unemployment,  how  unemployment  figures  are 
distorted  on  a  global  scale  by  extremely  narrow 
definitions, and finally to some statistical data. (4)

The phenomenon of surplus-population, precarity, 
and migratory-labor is part of the current “condi-
tion  of  the  working  class”,  both  regionally  and 
globally, and deserves further examination from a 
historical-materialist  perspective, from the science 
of  the  proletariat,  in  the  service  of   –  as  I  have 
noted – “the vast masses who have lost their means of  
subsistence  without  finding  work  in  capitalism,  from  
Iraq to Chile and from Pennsylvania to South Africa” 
and who “cannot be satisfied with an analysis centered  
around the  old  industrial  centers  of  world  capitalism.  
Nor  will  unemployed  miners  and  steelworkers  in  the  
U.S. be satisfied with the proposition that there has been  
no net loss of jobs due to the relocation of their indus-
tries to Asia.” (5)

3) Karl Marx, Capital Vol. 1, Ch. 25: The General Law of 
Capitalist Accumulation . Section 3, Progressive 
Production of a Relative surplus population or Industrial Reserve 
Army.

4) Wikipedia, Reserve army of labour. In it, among other 
things, the statement “The ILO reports that the proportion of 
jobless has been steadily increasing since the beginning of the fi-
nancial crisis of 2007–2008.” For statistical information see 
in various contributions by Jehu (whose views I do not 
share), in particular Jeremy Roos’ failed critique of 20th 
century communism , Labor Theory for (Marxist) Dummies: Part 
4,and: Tracking the collapse of wage slavery in real time.

5) Online comment by Fredo Corvo of November 13, 2021.

https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/has-capitalism-entered-its-decadence-since-1914/#comment-622
https://therealmovement.wordpress.com/2021/01/01/tracking-the-collapse-of-wage-slavery-in-real-time/
https://therealmovement.wordpress.com/2016/04/26/labor-theory-for-marxist-dummies-part-4/
https://therealmovement.wordpress.com/2016/04/26/labor-theory-for-marxist-dummies-part-4/
https://therealmovement.wordpress.com/2016/03/10/jeremy-roos-failed-critique-of-20th-century-communism/
https://therealmovement.wordpress.com/2016/03/10/jeremy-roos-failed-critique-of-20th-century-communism/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reserve_army_of_labour
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/ch25.htm#S3
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/ch25.htm#S3
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/ch25.htm#S3
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/anton-pannekoek-the-economic-necessity-of-imperialism-1916/2/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/anton-pannekoek-the-economic-necessity-of-imperialism-1916/2/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/has-capitalism-entered-its-decadence-since-1914/comment-page-2/#comment-633
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/has-capitalism-entered-its-decadence-since-1914/comment-page-2/#comment-633
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/has-capitalism-entered-its-decadence-since-1914/comment-page-2/#comment-629
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2021/02/01/a-free-retrievers-digest-vol-5-1-january-march-2021/
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Obviously,  the  current  situation  of  the  working 
class  cannot  be  examined with  just  a  few quotes 
from Pannekoek in 1916 and 1946. For a critique of 
the  theory  of  the  decadence  of  capitalism,  Pan-
nekoek  is  important  because  he  always  opposed 
the view that capitalism would automatically and 
irreparably collapse.  In  The  Economic  Necessity  
of  Imperialism,  he  summarizes  his  critique  of 
Luxemburg’s  underpinning  of  the  saturation  of 
markets  at  the  hand of  Marx’s  reproduction  dia-
grams.  We  will  not  go  into  this  further,  but  do 
point out that the ICC’s theory of decadence relies 
on Luxemburg’s argument. Further, Pannekoek has 
taken down the tendency of the rate of profit to fall 
as the theoretical underpinning of Grossman’s and 
Mattick’s crises theory as well. Instead of an auto-
matic and irreparable collapse of capitalism, Pan-
nekoek argues that  periodic  crises  arise  from the 
imbalance of economic factors inherent in capital-
ism. Instead of an economic necessity of imperial-
ism, he posits a social and political necessity that 
follows from the power of big business. Only at the 
periphery of his reflections does Pannekoek speak 
of an end to capitalism in a then – in 1916 and 1946 
respectively – distant future: by the exhaustion of 
the  “material” conditions for the expansion of pro-
duction. In 1916 these are  “unlimited quantities” of  
raw materials in nature, in 1946 he already speaks 
of “the raw adventurous methods of capital – which on  
all continents are in the process of destroying the fertil-
ity  of  the  earth”. (6)  Not  unimportant,  and  even 
highly topical  in the light of the current  environ-
mental and health crises.  But  here  it  is  about the 
second  material  condition  mentioned  by  Pan-
nekoek that capitalism would no longer be able to 
fulfill, that of a labor force in “sufficient” quantities 
to expand production.

In the following contribution to the discussion of 
the decadence of capitalism, I will elaborate on the 
notion  of  the  development  of  productive  forces 
with Marx and Engels, with social democracy, with 
Bolshevism,  and  finally  answer  the  question  of 
what  remains  theoretically  of  the  theory  of  the 
decadence of capitalism.

6) Translated from the Dutch language edition: P. Aartsz 
(Anton Pannekoek), De arbeidersraden, Amsterdam 1946, p. 
81. (facsimile scan in pdf) 

The development of productive forces with 
Marx and Engels

The  question  I  have  raised  is  whether  it  is  true 
“that capitalism, like all historical modes of production  
before it, develops according to a curve with rise, sum-
mit, and downfall? As far as I know, Marx and Engels  
never said anything like that.” I would therefore like 
to see quotes from Marx and Engels that prove me 
wrong.  What  quotes  from  Marx  and  Engels  are 
cited for this purpose relate to the further develop-
ment of productive forces and their slowing down 
in periodic crisis. Indeed, statements can be found 
that  capitalism would have outlived itself  histori-
cally, statements … which they then have to come 
back to later. These  mistakes of Marx and Engels, 
are only the counterpart of a constant in their activ-
ity,  namely that  from their beginnings,  Marx and 
Engels encouraged the working class at every his-
torical opening that presented itself (especially the 
revolutions of 1848, and the ‘premature’ Commune 
of 1871) to carry through their independent strug-
gles as a class to the maximum, and thereby accel-
erate historical development, given that any ‘natu-
ral’  development  of  capitalism causes  untold hu-
man suffering. By further development of produc-
tive forces Marx and Engels understood the devel-
opment  from  small  to  large  business,  further  in-
dustrialization and the beneficial effects this would 
have on the workers’ struggle. This is quite differ-
ent from assuming that capitalism as a whole, as a 
historical mode of production, would enter into a 
period of irreversible decline after reaching a peak, 
as  several  theorists  believed during  and immedi-
ately after World War I.

As  supposed  evidence  that  Marx  and  Engels  al-
ready  spoke  of  a decadent  period  of  capitalism, 
one often refers to Marx’s  Preface  to  ‘Contribu-
tion  to  the  Critique  of  Political  Economy’ (7) 
and  to  quotes  from  Engels’  ‘Anti-Dühring’.  On 
closer  reading,  these  text  excerpts  only  articulate 
that the proletarian revolution, like previous revo-
lutions,  presupposes  that  existing  class  relations, 
instead of being conducive to the development of 
productive  forces,  become  an  obstacle  to  them, 
mind you ...in periodic crises.

Marx explains in the Preface that after the revolu-
tions of 1848 he had taken up his study of political 

7) The text frame on page 33 features an extract from this 
Preface that is often seen as Marx’s synthesis of historical 
materialism.  

http://aaap.be/Pdf/Anton-Pannekoek/Pannekoek-nl-1946-Arbeidersraden-05.pdf
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economy again because of “the new stage of develop-
ment which this [bourgeois] society seemed to have en-
tered with the discovery of gold in California and Aus-
tralia,  induced me to start  again from the  very begin-
ning and to work carefully through the new material.” 
Note that  Marx is  speaking here of an ascending 
conjuncture.

Furthermore,  by  saying:  “We abandoned  the  manu-
script to the gnawing criticism of the mice all the more  
willingly since we had achieved our main purpose – self-
clarification”, Marx is unmistakably referring to The  
German  Ideology.  In  it,  in  1845-1846,  Marx  and 
Engels summarized their view – historical materi-
alism – much more extensively,  including,  not by 
coincidence, as the first point of their conclusions:

“In the development of productive forces there comes a  
stage when productive forces and means of intercourse  
are  brought into being which, under the existing rela-
tionships,  only cause  mischief,  and are  no longer  pro-
ductive but destructive forces (machinery and money) –  
and connected with this a class is called forth, which has  
to bear all  the burdens of  society without enjoying its  
advantages, which, ousted from society, is forced into the  
most  decided  antagonism  to  all  other  classes;  a  class  
which forms the majority of all members of society, and  
from which emanates the consciousness of the necessity  
of a fundamental revolution, the communist conscious-
ness,  which  may,  of  course,  arise  among  the  other  
classes too through the contemplation of the situation of  
this class.” (8)

Here  the  ‘decadence’  of  capitalism  or,  if  one 
wishes, its ‘obsolescence’ thus does not develop  in 
the future, but  from its inception,  simultaneously 
with  the  emergence  of  the  working  class.  While 
C.Mcl.  and  also  Anibal  situate  the  decadence  of 
capitalism in the future, I  hold – also for reasons 
which I will explain later – that it is clearer not to 
speak of a “period of decadence” of capitalism at all.

The development of productive forces 
according to social democracy

The theory of the decadence of capitalism under-
stands the concept of “productive forces” only in 
a technical sense, i.e. as machines, installations, etc. 
If  we examine, for example, the prefaces of Marx 
and Engels to various editions of the  Communist  

8) Marx/Engels, The German Ideology, Part I: Feuerbach. Op-
position of the Materialist and Idealist Outlook. D. Prole-
tarians and Communism, under the editorially added in-
ter-title ‘The Necessity of the Communist Revolution’.

Manifesto,  we see that by  “productive forces” they 
also mean the people who operate these technical 
means  of  production,  the  workers,  and that  they 
are particularly interested in the advantages that a 
further development of industry, the development 
from small  business  to  large  enterprises,  had  for 
the organization and consciousness of the working 
class. In  “The Economic Necessity…” Pannekoek 
pointed out:

• That this one-sidedly technical view of the de-
velopment of productive forces and of a supposed 
slowing  down thereof  in  a  coming historical  col-
lapse of capitalism goes back to Kautsky and the 
Erfurt Program of the SPD.

• That Kautsky bases this on the Depression that 
began 1875, even though it had been succeeded by 
a new blooming period since 1894. The latter was 
considered by revisionism – especially by Bernstein 
– to be perpetually crisis-free and thus a refutation 
of Marx’s crises theory. (9)

• That the goal of the workers’ movement is not 
the development of productive forces through cap-
italist  accumulation,  the  benefits  of  which accrue 
almost entirely to capital. Neither is it the concen-
tration  and  awareness  of  the  workers,  because  a 
class does not consciously impose on itself more in-
human relations in order to better cope with its fu-
ture tasks.

Pannekoek’s  latter  statement  from  1916 was  di-
rected  mainly  against  the  “social-imperialist” 
wing  of  the  SPD  that  justified  participation  in 
World War I on the grounds that this … benefited 
the development of productive forces and thus pre-
pared socialism.

The development of productive forces 
according to Bolshevism

It is ironic to realize that Bolshevism used the same 
one-sidedly  technical  conception  of  the  develop-
ment  of  productive  forces  to  ideologically  justify 
the party-led extreme exploitation and oppression 
of  the  Russian  working  class  as  a  ‘step  towards 
communism’.  While  the  Russian  revisionists  and 
social-imperialists (Mensheviks) considered the de-
velopment  of  the  productive  forces  in  Russia  in-

9) For an introduction to Rosa Luxemburg's critique of Bern-
stein, see  Fasen in de ontwikkeling van het kapitalisme. In this 
2016 text (Dutch language only) I do not address Pan-
nekoek’s rebuttal of Luxemburg and still hold to a deca-
dence of capitalism.

http://arbeidersstemmen.nl/F_fasen_ontwikkeling_inl.html
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/german-ideology/ch01d.htm
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sufficient for a social revolution, and therefore left 
it to the liberal bourgeoisie, the Bolsheviks took the 
plunge. When the revolution in Russia became iso-
lated, they decided to continue their governmental 
responsibility and to further pursue state capitalist 
development along the lines of … the German war 
economy.  This,  by  the  way,  is  in  contrast  to  the 
views of Marx and Engels in the bourgeois revolu-
tion  of  1848  in  Germany,  as  Willy  Huhn  has 
shown. (10)

Bolshevism in all  its  varieties (Leninism, Trotsky-
ism, Stalinism) confined the concept of capitalism 
to the stage of private or liberal capitalism. (11) This 
stage had been superseded around 1900 by the de-
velopment of monopoly capitalism, the rise of  Fi-
nanzkapital, by the intertwining of business with 
the imperialist  state,  in short  by  what  was called 
state capitalism. (12) State capitalism – contrary to 
Engels’ warnings – was embraced by various cur-
rents of Bolshevism either as the economic basis of 
socialism  (with  the  party  dictatorship  providing 
the political basis), as the first stage of socialism or 
simply as socialism. The “socialism” or the “bureau-
cratized  workers  states” of  the  Soviet  Union,  the 
countries of the Eastern Bloc, China, North Korea, 
(North)  Vietnam,  Cuba,  in  fact  weak  state  capi-
talisms,  were  presented  as  superior  to  (private) 
“capitalism”. While “socialism” would allow for a 
progressive development of the technical forces of 
production, and thus bring full communism closer, 
Western  (private)  “capitalism” was  considered  in 
Bolshevik propaganda as an outdated system “in 
decline” that would exert an ever-increasing brake 
on the development of the forces of production.

Current  groups  such  as  the  ICC,  the  IGCL, 
‘Emancipación’,  and  various  organizations  that 
consider themselves direct successors of the Italian 
Communist  Left  reject  the  identification  of  state 
capitalism  with  socialism,  and endorse  that  state 
capitalism is a tendency within the capitalist mode 
of production as a whole. (13) By contrast, all of the 

10) In particular, see Willy Huhn (1961), On the doctrine of the 
revolutionary party (1st part), also in 'A Free Retriever's Digest' 
Vol.3 #3 (July – September 2019) p. 17 ff.

11) Today’s Trotskyists, Stalinists and even the Putin regime 
maintain this practice to oppose “neo-liberalism”, see, e.g., 
Lavrov’s remarks in response to the Navalny case on 18-1-
2021.

12) Huhn has analyzed this as far as Trotskyism is concerned 
in “Trotzki – der gescheiterte Stalin”, Kap. Zur Theorie des 
„Arbeiterstaates“ in Rußland, § III ff. (German language) 

13) But we also sometimes see that in their 'understanding' of 

aforementioned  organizations  adhere  unabatedly 
to a theory of the decadence of capitalism, as pro-
claimed by the Comintern.

<Where they differ is in the economic explanation 
of  this  decadence,  whereby they fall  back on the 
various explanations Marx gave for the periodic or 
cyclical  economic  crises.  Here  for  instance  the 
CWO and the ICC compete with each other – and 
individuals  within  them – by explanations  based 
on the tendency of the rate of profit to fall, respec-
tively  the  problems  of  markets,  which  they  both 
link  in  their  own  way  to  the  First  and  Second 
World War, the Cold War and the proxy wars and 
regional  wars that  have been waged since then.  I 
believe  I  have  been  clear  on  this  point,  agreeing 
that both explanations of the economic crisis phe-
nomena  in  capitalism  are “one-factor  explanations  
while  Marx,  in  each  of  his  analyses  of  various  reces-
sions,  underlined  a  different  factor  as  the  main  cause  
and that all factors are interrelated.” (14) Linked to this 
is the demonstration by C.Mcl. of “the reality of pro-
ductive orders of capitalism as determining the contin-
ued survival of capitalism.” (15)>

The  background  of  these  theories  of  decadence 
outlined above (the assumed historical superiority 
of state capitalism over private capitalism), in addi-
tion to holding on to the idea of bourgeois revolu-
tion,  entails  that  interest  in  differences  between 
proletarian and bourgeois revolution declined, re-
spectively were left to Otto Rühle and his followers, 
such as Wagner, Brendel, and Simon. (16)

the politics of the Bolsheviks, after having shown state cap-
italism and/or the party dictatorship to the door, they are 
letting them back in through the window, like the IGCL; 
see “Back to a State Capitalist Program. How a non-discussion 
reveals Bordigist positions” in: ‘A Free Retriever's Digest’ Vol.4 
#4 (October – December 2020),  p.21 ff.

14) Cf.: M.R., ‘La crise qui vient’ (Spring 2016, with an actu-
alization of 2019), available at Capitalisme & Crises 
Économiques. (French).

15) Online comment by Fredo Corvo of November 13, 2021.
16) The trouble with these theories that assumed at the time 

(1917-1923) and later the wholly or partially bourgeois 
character of the revolutions in Russia is that they did not in-
clude in their argument the fact that after the failure of the 
European revolutions of 1848 Marx no longer spoke of 
bourgeois revolutions and that he considered Russia to be 
dominated by the Asian mode of production. In addition, 
the idea of a bourgeois revolution in Russia at the outset of 
the 20th Century contradicted those explanations of imperi-
alism that emphasized the completion of the world market 
and the idea of slowing down the development of the pro-
ductive forces, respectively, the end of the rise and flower-
ing of capitalism. Finally, this idea can only explain the Bol-

https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/has-capitalism-entered-its-decadence-since-1914/#comment-622
https://www.capitalisme-et-crise.info/
https://www.capitalisme-et-crise.info/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2020/10/26/a-free-retrievers-digest-vol-4-4-october-december-2020/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2020/10/26/a-free-retrievers-digest-vol-4-4-october-december-2020/
https://www.marxists.org/deutsch/archiv/huhn/1973/trotzki/2-arbeiterstaates.htm#doc-15
https://www.marxists.org/deutsch/archiv/huhn/1973/trotzki/2-arbeiterstaates.htm#doc-15
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2019/07/17/a-free-retrievers-digest-vol-2-3-july-september-2019/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2019/07/17/a-free-retrievers-digest-vol-2-3-july-september-2019/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2019/05/28/willy-huhn-1961-on-the-doctrine-of-the-revolutionary-party-1st-part/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2019/05/28/willy-huhn-1961-on-the-doctrine-of-the-revolutionary-party-1st-part/
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Differences between the proletarian and 
bourgeois revolutions

In my critique of C.Mcl.  I defend  a third view in 
addition to that of decadence since 1914, or that of 
a decadence in a near or distant future, namely the 
non-existence  of  a  decadent  period of  capitalism. 
To this end, I point to the neglected subject of the 
differences between the proletarian and bourgeois 
revolutions.

The working class, as a non-possessing and non-ex-
ploiting  class,  cannot  gradually  develop  its  com-
munist mode of production within the existing so-
cial relations. This is in contrast to the bourgeoisie, 
which developed the commodity society and wage 
labor within feudal relations. A supposed “decline” 
of capitalism, therefore, cannot be accompanied by 
a  “rise” of socialism. Looking back over the more 
than  100  years  that  have  passed  since  1914,  we 
must conclude that the need for accumulation has 
forced capital  to  seek a  way out  of  multiple  eco-
nomic  crises  in  new resurgences.  In  a  decadence 
since  1914,  humanity  would  have  perished  long 
ago.

As the Paris Commune showed, the working class 
cannot take over the bourgeois state and use it for 
its  own  purposes  the  way  the  bourgeoisie  in  its 
bourgeois  revolution  conquered  the  feudal  state, 
transformed it  according to its  needs  and used it 
for its class purposes. The same applies to taking 
over the top personnel of the bourgeois state, the 
high  officials,  the  generals,  the  top  bankers  and 
their  financial  and (war)  economic institutions as 
the Bolsheviks did after the October Revolution.

The separation between economics and politics of 
the period of private capitalism, which in the pe-
riod of monopoly capitalism only continues in ap-
pearance,  as  well  as  the  separation  between  eco-
nomic and political struggles of the working class, 
and between economic and political organizations, 
is obsolete. The proletarian revolution destroys the 
bourgeois state and replaces production and distri-
bution for profit purposes under wage labor by the 
goal of satisfying social needs through the associa-
tion of free and equal producers in workers’ coun-
cils.  These  councils exercise an economic-political 
dictatorship  of  the  proletarian  masses  over  what 

sheviks’ struggle against the imperialist war from a Machi-
avellianism attributed to them. See: The Fatal Myth of the 
Bourgeois Revolution in Russia. A critique of Wagner's 'Theses on 
Bolshevism' on the Left-wing communism website.

remains  of  the  exploiting  and  oppressive  classes 
and all that which identifies with the restoration of 
capitalism. (17)

In  the  proletarian  revolution,  it  is  the  struggling 
working  masses  who  themselves  determine  their 
means of struggle and the ends of their  struggle. 
This is in contrast to the bourgeois revolutions – or 
the class struggles modeled after them – in which a 
bourgeois  minority  manipulated  the  proletarian 
masses for their own ends. Bolshevism, following 
the example of German social democracy, assumed 
that  without  external  leadership,  the  workers 
would only be capable of an ‘economic’ struggle of 
interests. This included the idea that social devel-
opment would be the result of ‘natural’ economic 
laws ‘of necessity’ of capitalism, which would lead 
to both crises and imperialist war.

Pannekoek rejects  both this  mechanistic  idea and 
that  of  the  ‘ethical’  necessity  of  socialism  propa-
gated by the revisionists in favor of a view in which 
the revolutionary subjectivity of the proletariat  is 
highlighted. In  “The  Economic  Necessity  ...”  he 
states “material distress, worry, misery, the uncertainty  
of life, that compels them to struggle. Capitalist develop-
ment awakens in the proletariat the desire and the will  
for socialism, just as it awakens in the bourgeoisie the  
desire and the will to preserve the existing”. And: “(…) 
socialism will not be imposed by the fantastic big final  
crisis,  in  which  capitalist  production  gets  hopelessly  
stuck forever; it is nevertheless prepared for and built up  
a bit at a time by the real   temporary crises, in which this  
production gets stuck  every time  . Each crisis gives the  
workers  a  jolt,  makes  them  feel  the  unsustainability  
more strongly, forces them into stronger resistance and  
arouses a stronger will to fight. These crises are no acci-
dental disturbances, but are part of the very mechanism  
of capitalist production. If they grow into a long hope-
less  depression,  a  revolutionary  era  with  fierce  class  
struggle will begin, which will continue to have an ef-
fect on the political transformations of later years.” (18)

17) This is not only the position of the G.I.C. in ‘Fundamental 
Principles of Communist Production and Distribution’, but 
also that of Marx in his ‘Critique of the Gotha Program’ 
and in his ‘First Draft of The Civil War in France’. Read: 
150th Anniversary of the Paris Commune – How Marx charac-
terized the transitional period and its economic laws of motion 
during the Commune uprising of 1871 (‘Left-wing Com-
munism’ site, March 14, 2021). 

18) Anton Pannekoek, The Economic Necessity of Imperi-
alism (‘De Nieuwe Tijd’ , 1916), Section V [Origins of the 
‘natural necessity’ of socialism and the emphasis on productive 
forces].

https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/anton-pannekoek-the-economic-necessity-of-imperialism-1916/3/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/anton-pannekoek-the-economic-necessity-of-imperialism-1916/3/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/anton-pannekoek-the-economic-necessity-of-imperialism-1916/3/
https://leftdis.wordpress.com/2021/03/14/150th-anniversary-of-the-paris-commune/
https://leftdis.wordpress.com/2020/07/27/the-fatal-myth-of-the-bourgeois-revolution-in-russia/
https://leftdis.wordpress.com/2020/07/27/the-fatal-myth-of-the-bourgeois-revolution-in-russia/
https://leftdis.wordpress.com/2020/07/27/the-fatal-myth-of-the-bourgeois-revolution-in-russia/
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In a similar way, Pannekoek argues that imperialist 
politics  does  not  follow from economic  necessity, 
but  from  the  power  that  big  capital  of  coal  and 
steel,  with  its  Finanzkapital,  exercises  over  the 
bourgeoisie and society as a whole. On the basis of 
this analysis,  he declares the social-pacifist policy 
of the party center around Kautsky to be outdated 
and incorrect. (19)

What remains of the decadence of capitalism?
The theory of decadence was developed in the con-
text  of  World War  I  and the revolutions that  fol-
lowed. World War I was the first of several  inter-
imperialist  wars that followed the colonialist  con-
quest  of  the  world  market.  The  imperialist  cycle 
‘crisis–war–reconstruction–crisis’  has  been  linked 
to the cyclical  crisis of capitalism in several theo-
ries. In addition, the notions of the replacement of 
private  capitalism  by  “monopoly  capitalism”;  of 
Finanzkapital, of the tendency toward state capi-
talism, of the unification of all fractions of capital 
into a national  capital,  and into imperialist  blocs, 
are all  part of a  theory of imperialism that  I  still  
consider of value to any serious Marxist analysis of 
economic  development.  The  inter-imperialist  war 
leads to important changes in the redistribution of 
the surplus labor that capital extorts from the in-
ternational working class. War, along with the cri-
sis and issues of environment and health, is an im-
portant part of the life of the proletariat around the 
world.

In his responses to various criticisms of his rejec-
tion  of  the  decadence  of  capitalism  since  1914, 
C.Mcl. states that he recognizes 1914 as an impor-
tant turning point and that he understands the im-
portance  of  the  imperialist  wars  in  the  develop-
ment  of  capitalism,  but  that  he  has  not  yet  dealt 
with it. (20) This is unfortunately evident in a recent 
reflection  in  which  he  addresses  Vietnam’s  eco-
nomic growth. (21)  Vietnam's  economic growth of 
5% per year since 1988 does indeed provide ammu-
nition for combating the stupidities of the ICC. But 
how do we explain this growth? C.Mcl. emphasizes 
that this economic growth of Vietnam occurs after 

19) For Pannekoek’s complete argument, I refer the reader to 
the recent first English translation: The Economic Necessity 
of Imperialism (‘De Nieuwe Tijd’, 1916) (pdf edition 
available for free download at ‘Left-dis’). 

20) Online reply by C.Mcl. of November 15, 2021.
21) C.Mcl., 6 November 2020: Les quatre malédictions du CCI sur 

la question nationale. (French language; 3rd chapter of “The 
Falsehoods of the ICC”)

the devastation of the inter-imperialist war in this 
region only one or two generations ago. Therefor 
this happened in a reconstruction period, which from 
a  quasi-zero  point  is  generally  accompanied  by 
hefty growth rates and increases in consumption. 
This seems to me to confirm the imperialist  cycle 
crisis–war–reconstruction–crisis.  This  cycle  is 
also important because of Vietnam’s impending in-
volvement in an open conflict between Chinese and 
U.S.  imperialism.  In  his  aforementioned  reply  to 
criticisms,  C.Mcl.  speaks of  a  new imperialist  di-
chotomy  between  China  and  the  United  States, 
“which [poses]  the  danger  of  a  third  world  war  if  the  
proletariat  [fails]  to  stop the  armed wing of  the  bour-
geoisie.” This  poses  questions  such  as:  What  is 
meant by “the armed wing of the bourgeoisie”? Is there 
also an unarmed wing? Can the working class form 
a front with this unarmed wing?, etc.  In Vietnam 
there are tensions within the bourgeoisie  and the 
Stalinist Party over the growing Chinese influence, 
and at the same time strikes by Vietnamese work-
ers in Chinese factories have taken on a partly na-
tionalist-racist  character. (22)  Vagueness and ambi-
guity do not seem to me of any service to the work-
ers and revolutionaries in Vietnam and elsewhere. 
The  question  of  the  imperialist  war  needs  to  be 
clarified quickly.

For all the criticism, let me emphasize again that I 
believe that the theory of the ‘productive orders’, 
mentioned  only  briefly  in  this  article,  and  the 
multi-causal explanation  of  the  economic  crises 
[also] defended by C.Mcl. have proved themselves 
to  be  an important  addition  to  previous  achieve-
ments  in  the  theoretical  arsenal  of  the  working 
class.  But  a theory of decadence no longer has a 
place in it, because it is not only contrary to reality 
but, in my opinion, also to the theoretical founda-
tions of Marxism.

Fredo Corvo, January/March 2021

Source: Er komt een einde aan het kapitalisme. Maar hoe? First version 
published at ‘Arbeidersstemmen’, January 29, 2021. 

Translation by the author (Version of March 1, 2021). Proofreading and 
corrections: H.C., March 11, 2021. Last edited: March 14, 2021.

22) See Libcom, 19 June 2018: Ongoing Struggles in Vietnam.

https://arbeidersstemmen.wordpress.com/2021/01/29/er-komt-een-einde-aan-het-kapitalisme-maar-hoe/
https://libcom.org/news/ongoing-struggles-vietnam-19062018
http://www.leftcommunism.org/spip.php?article475&lang=fr
http://www.leftcommunism.org/spip.php?article475&lang=fr
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/has-capitalism-entered-its-decadence-since-1914/comment-page-2/#comment-629
http://www.left-dis.nl/uk/AP_1916_TheEconomicNecessityOfImperialism.pdf
http://www.left-dis.nl/uk/AP_1916_TheEconomicNecessityOfImperialism.pdf
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Quotation from: Marx, Preface to Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859)

A first reply to Fredo
We welcome the foregoing exposition of his point 
of  view by Fredo,  partly  on our request,  and the 
first English translation of Pannekoek’s 1916 article 
on “the economic necessity of imperialism”, by a joint 
effort,  as contributions to the discussion on these 
pages apropos of C.Mcl.’s analysis and critiques of 
certain conceptions of capitalism’s decadence. 

In the first place, they clarify what is meant by the 
rather sibylline and defiant comments we initially 
received from Fredo, together with a historic text 
that, to our knowledge, has hitherto remained un-
known to  readers  outside  of  the  Dutch  language 
area.

Having said this,  we think this contribution, in a 
way, “surpasses” any controversy about the precise 
criteria  and  characteristics  of  capitalism’s  deca-
dence,  and  thereby  supersedes  the  question  this 
discussion  has  departed  from:  whether  the  First 
World War (1914 – 1918) can and must be seen as 
its  first  and irreversible  historic  manifestation,  as 
its author considers any “theory of decadence (…) not  

only contrary to reality but (..)  also to the  theoretical  
foundations of Marxism”.

On our part, we think the comrade is profoundly 
mistaken  in  this  respect  and,  as  a  consequence, 
takes a departure by himself  from the  “theoretical  
foundations  of  Marxism” he  intends  to  defend.  To 
substantiate this, our first reply consists in recalling 
these foundations by means of some extracts from 
the  ‘Anti-Dühring’ that, in our opinion, quite ex-
plicitly show that the founders of ‘historical materi-
alism’ indeed considered the course of any histor-
ical  mode  of  production as  characterized by  an 
ascending and a  descending branch (see  page  6). 
We think this  provides at  least  one instance,  and 
not a minor one, that “proves [the comrade] wrong”.

Far  from considering this primordial  issue,  or in-
deed Fredo’s other and very interesting considera-
tions and objections, as being exhausted, we reflect 
on a more elaborate reply.

Henry Cinnamon, May 2021.

The following quote is often seen as Marx’s synthesis of historical materialism: 

“No social order [social formation  ] is ever destroyed [ever perishes  ] before all the productive forces for which it is  
sufficient have been developed, and new superior relations of production never replace older ones before the mate -
rial conditions for their existence have matured within the framework of the old society  [have been brewed in the 
womb   of the old society itself]. Mankind thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able to solve, since closer  
examination will always show that the problem itself arises only when the material conditions for its solution are al -
ready present or at least in the course of formation. In broad outline, the Asiatic, ancient, feudal and modern bour -
geois modes of production may be designated as epochs marking progress in the economic development of society  
[as progressive epochs of the economic formation of society  ]. The bourgeois mode of production is [The bourgeois 
relations of production   are] the last antagonistic form of the social process of production – antagonistic not in the  
sense of individual antagonism but of an antagonism that emanates from the individuals' social conditions of exis -
tence – but the productive forces developing within [the womb of  ] bourgeois society [simultaneously  ] create also   the  
material conditions for a solution of this antagonism. The prehistory of human society accordingly closes with this  
social formation.”

Source: https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1859/critique-pol-economy/preface.htm

Note: Between square brackets: Our corrections according to MEW, Vol. 13, Dietz Verlag, Berlin, 1971 p.7-11 . No-
tice that the English translation taken from Progress Publishers shows some remarkable inaccuracy and even takes  
the liberty of replacing a central notion of Marx’s theoretical framework, that of an “economic formation of society” 
(“ökonomische Gesellschaftsformation”) by  “social order”, respectively by  “the economic development of society”. 
To our understanding this obfuscation is founded in a unilinear conception of (social) history, characteristic for a  
bourgeois world view (including that of Stalinism), which Marx himself had come to reject in the course of his polit -
ical-theoretical development. (H.C.)

→ Continue reading on page 28. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1859/critique-pol-economy/preface.htm
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The Decadence of Capitalism. A Discussion
(Aníbal & materia)

A brief historical overview
a) Historical  materialism posited two great  peri-
ods in the existence of capitalism, as in any civiliza-
tion: ascendancy and decadence.

Decadence constitutes a period in which a mode of 
production and its  corresponding social relations, 
its  structural  basis,  diminish  the  capacity  and 
strength  characteristic  of  the  ascendant  period of 
its  historical  journey.  Thus  the  contradiction  be-
tween productive  forces  and relations of  produc-
tion intensifies and unfolds historically in  such a 
way that it becomes increasingly difficult for capi-
talism to achieve the levels of accumulation and so-
cial  cohesion between  bourgeoisie  and proletariat 
[that  were]  characteristic  of  its  historically  ascen-
dant period. This necessarily engenders  big cata-
strophic processes of devaluation on a larger scale 
than  in  the  ascendant  period,  together  with  a 
prodigality of consequences of capitalism that ag-
gravate its difficulties on an international scale and 
generate  enormous  contradictory  tensions  in  the 
system.  It  thereby favors  the  worldwide develop-
ment  of  class  struggles  and  puts  the  proletarian 
forces before the alternative of giving in or not.

Consequently,  this  manifestation  of  accumulated 
tensions favors social revolution, though not exclu-
sively, since it  is also clear that such a revolution 
can emerge before decadence if the necessary con-
ditions are met.  Which,  up to now, has only pre-
vailed in a limited and punctual manner and, as we 
know, without a globalised victorious outcome.

Various  conclusions  are  drawn  from  decadence: 
passing from gradualist reformist to voluntarist ul-
tra-leftist ones, via those in coherence with a rigor-
ous  historical  and  dialectical  materialist  concep-
tion, that we actually need and expose in an argued 
and critical way.

b) The  determination  of  its  defining  characteris-
tics, and above all the assessment of where capital-
ism is [situated] in its historical journey, have been 
two aspects markedly present in the international-
ist communist milieu.

c) The great crisis that began in 1873 caused En-
gels  to  hope  that  the  crisis  of  overproduction 
would become chronic and thus accelerate the path 
to the decadence of capitalism, even though peri-
ods of limited growth could manifest themselves. 
The  conception  took  shape  that  capitalism,  cor-
roded by its own contradictions, was systematically 
impeding the growth of the productive forces and 
induced its  own manifestations of incapacity and 
disintegration.  This  position,  further  accentuated, 
found its way into the “Erfurt Program” and was 
subsequently understood as essential in the center 
and  left  of  the  Second  International.  Around  it, 
there were debates on imperialism, the monopolies 
and cartels, the crises, the development of foreign 
trade, the limits of capitalism, etc. Decadence was 
seen  as  the  terminal  phase  of  an  exhausted  eco-
nomic organism falling apart and, by consequence, 
as increasingly unable to further develop the pro-
ductive forces.

d) Kautsky considered that  after  that crisis  capi-
talism  had  generated  a  new prosperity  and then 
again  entered  into  crisis,  not  precipitating  deca-
dence,  but  inaugurating  the  First  World  War  in 
1914. He did not act to modify the idea of decadent 
collapse and has subsequently issued centrist criti-
cisms.  From  this  position,  the  USPD  drew  re-
formist conclusions, the proletariat had to sustain 
an active policy through reforms in order to accel-
erate the passage to socialism.

In 1892 Kautsky stated in “The Erfurt Program in  
its fundamental part”:

““Capitalist society has had its day; its dissolution is now  
only a question of time; the irresistible economic develop-
ment leads to the bankruptcy of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction with the necessity of a natural law. The formation of  
a new form of society instead of the existing one is no longer  
simply  something desirable,  it  has  become something in-
evitable.”.” (1) 

e) The socialist, and later the communist Left held 
decadentist  positions from that war onward, with 

1) Source: Karl Kautsky, Das Erfurter Programm in sei-
nem grundsätzlichen Theil  (1892); IV. Der Zukunftsstaat   6. 
Der Aufbau des Zukunftsstaates  (Dietz Verlag, Berlin 1965).

https://www.marxists.org/deutsch/archiv/kautsky/1892/erfurter/4-zukunftsstaat.htm
https://www.marxists.org/deutsch/archiv/kautsky/1892/erfurter/4-zukunftsstaat.htm
https://www.marxists.org/deutsch/archiv/kautsky/1892/erfurter/4-zukunftsstaat.htm
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three  different  interpretations  of  imperialism and 
the collapse of capitalism. Rosa Luxemburg, Lenin 
and Pannekoek have theorized them in remarkable 
texts, whose critical study is necessary. Other theo-
ries also influenced radical sections of the proletar-
ian movement, such as Henryk Grossmann’s “the-
ory of collapse”, which gave rise to  questionings 
and adhesions that should also be studied in such 
an evaluative and critical approach. Today, we have 
a great deal of factual evidence at our disposal and 
we are able to carry out better examinations. In our 
case,  this  research provides the basis  for  a broad 
and critical treatment of this question, based on the 
following consideration: There is no historical evi-
dence that capitalism has gone into decline.

f) The  Communist  International and  its  two 
most notorious Lefts, the Italian and the German-
Dutch, have adopted decadentist approaches. From 
then  on  the  consideration  of  whether  or  not  the 
capitalist system is in decadence is important in the 
internationalist communist milieu.

g) During the 20th Century and so far in the 21st 

Century  there  have  been  other  theories  on  the 
question  of  decadence, with  catastrophist  and 
decadentist approaches also existing in petty-bour-
geois leftist milieus.

h) In the internationalist  communist milieu there 
are  different  positions:  those  who  maintain  the 
same  as  the  Communist  International  did,  those 
who have abandoned that and do not affirm any-
thing about a possible future decadence, those who 
set  other  dates  for  the  entry into  decadence,  and 
those who question that capitalism is in decadence, 
because we consider that this is fallacious and un-
confirmed after a detailed analysis of the interna-
tional capitalist system.

i) As far as this current debate is concerned, there 
is  a  conception  that  capitalist  decadence  is  not  a 
framework  to  be  sustained,  as  it  is  unnecessary 
(F.C.);  another  that  situates the entrance into this 
decadence at the beginning of the 21st Century and 
questions  the  analyses  that  situate  it  in  1914 
(C.Mcl.), and a third one that conceives decadence 
as a future period to which capitalism must neces-
sarily be heading.

The latter is our position, which considers that cap-
italism is  approaching the zenith of  its  period of 
ascendancy, and through which we have deepened 
the characterization of the conditions and charac-

teristics of such a decadent period, as well as the 
implications for the class struggle and the interna-
tional proletarian revolution.

The current debate. The terms in which it is 
posed and developed

a) There is a need to clarify whether the cycle of 
crisis–war–reconstruction–crisis is valid.

Such a cycle is not valid, it does not accord with the 
facts  of  the  international  development  of  capital. 
Evidently,  the  two world wars,  the  numerous  re-
gional or more localized wars,  and the extraordi-
nary  level  of  militarism  generated  by  capitalism, 
show  that  necessarily  such  a  capitalist  develop-
ment  cannot  be  harmonious  and  free  of  intense 
competition, abundant clashes and proliferation of 
wars.

On  the  contrary,  the  enormous  development  of 
capitalism itself so far shows that war must be of 
enormous  catastrophic  power  when  it  acquires  a 
global dimension and a powerful dissemination of 
terrorist warmongering in the struggles of the capi-
talist  states and coalitions.  However, war is  not  a 
sign of decadence, it has been present throughout 
the  whole  journey  of  capitalism,  it  increases  in 
power as militarist technology develops. Today it is 
necessary  to  understand  what  tendencies  we  are 
confronted  with,  what  their  potential  and  dy-
namism are and, above all, why a third world war 
has not  [already]  broken out,  whereas capital has 
generated  notorious  general  economic  crises.  For 
our part the necessary explanations are given. See 
our article:  “Conditions  for  a  third  world  war.  
Origins of many confusions”. (2) 

b) Accurate  approaches  must  question  whether 
capital has entered into decadence after incorporat-
ing the zone of China and Southeast Asia into the 
capitalist maelstrom, and must also criticize specu-
lations that capital would not have a reserve army 
when carrying out such a process.  Such a reserve 
army exists, it is large and internationally spread; 
and  the  incorporation  of  these  zones  has  taken 
place in a period of capital’s ascendancy, bringing 
in new lifeblood in a formidable process of prole-
tarianization and capitalization.

We also consider decadentist theories centered on 
ecological  degradation,  fossil  fuel  depletion,  or 

2) Condiciones para una tercera guerra mundial. Orígenes de muchas 
confusiones (Aníbal, January 31, 2020)

https://inter-rev.foroactivo.com/t9052-condiciones-para-una-tercera-guerra-mundial-origenes-de-muchas-confusiones?highlight=guerra
https://inter-rev.foroactivo.com/t9052-condiciones-para-una-tercera-guerra-mundial-origenes-de-muchas-confusiones?highlight=guerra
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economic automation to be fallacious. Present ten-
dencies and other realities do not allow us to claim 
that capitalism is collapsing or on the verge of col-
lapse.  We  know  that  capitalist  reforms  are  also 
drivers of catastrophe, of bourgeois exploitation of 
and domination over the proletarian class, but cap-
italism still  has the capacity to reform while pre-
serving its central core.

c) A theory of decadence is  necessary.  The mis-
takes of the past and the Marxist inadequacies and 
weaknesses  do not  permit  to  avoid such a neces-
sary theory. We also have to insist on the necessary 
existence  of  the  periodic  crises  of  capitalism,  to 
specify the scientific communist explanation and to 
carry out a rigorous theorization of the process of 
accumulation and crisis in the decadence to come.

d) The idea that decadence does not yet exist, but 
that it is bound to come under certain conditions, 
leads to the necessity to specify the strategic and 
tactical implications.

The revolution is  born out  of  dynamic contradic-
tions in the process of class struggle. Therefore it 
should not  be  ruled out  that  these contradictions 
may  come  together  before  the  entry  into  deca-
dence, although at present it is clear that they have 
not yet come together and that we are far from it.

Today the  conditions  of  capitalism are  not  favor-
able to “old-fashioned” revolutions.  As Marx and 
Engels  argued,  the  proletariat  has  to  go  through 
the  painful  school  of  mistakes,  doubt,  paralyzing 
fear, relapse into old illusions and new experiences 
of struggle, in order to transform itself and reach a 
development  of  its  consciousness  and  organiza-
tional capacity that will enable it to confront capi-
tal.

This leads us to consider that the best  conditions 
for a proletarian revolution to emerge and unfold 
internationally  are  those  of  a  deepening of  deca-
dence, generating significant tensions in sharp reit-
eration, in such a way as to configure a world situa-
tion in which the proletariat has to realize its revo-
lutionary  movement  with  strong  massiveness, 
practical intelligence and theoretical lucidity. If this 
is not done the danger of catastrophe for the two 
great classes in conflict is  evident,  in an environ-
ment degraded by the accumulation of numerous 
consequences  of  capitalism,  social  struggles  and 
crises, wars and marked and complex environmen-
tal degradation.

We know that the future process cannot be speci-
fied in advance in all its details and characteristics, 
that there can be surprises and that energies and 
capacities can be awakened in certain segments of 
the proletarian class in particular places. This can-
not be ruled out, but it is certainly not the best con-
dition for an international victory and therefore we 
must be consistent:  to push the struggle as far as 
possible but  not  invite to or applaud ill-prepared 
and scattered confrontations. In short, not to com-
promise with the suicide of such sectors if such a 
situation should arise.

e) Faced  with  a  hypothetical  revolutionary 
process prior to that decadent period, internation-
alist  communists  must  critically  assess  its  condi-
tions, if they intend to bring about the greatest pos-
sible confrontation with capitalism, and not an ac-
tion that is composed of immature and dispersed 
movements,  which  we  know  are  easily  defeated 
head-on, or channeled towards their loss of energy 
and  exhaustion,  with  the  negative  consequences 
that  this  usually  brings  for  the  proletariat,  en-
trenched for many years to come.

It  is  not  a  matter  of  accumulating  reforms  and 
waiting, neither of bringing about an acceleration 
of  capitalist  development,  both  economically  and 
politically; nor of course of participating in a world 
war in favor of a supposedly “less bad” or “favor-
able” bourgeois side for the future. It is about pro-
moting extreme lucidity  in  the  face  of  the  power 
and capabilities of capital. It is about avoiding mis-
takes we know from the past.  Mistakes that have 
been very costly in various fields.

f) In  sum,  the  experiences  of  the  revolutionary 
wave of 1917-23 make it  advisable to be cautious 
and  avoid  engaging  in  revolutionary  processes 
which do not find adequate conditions and which, 
when defeated by the counter-revolution, engender 
a marked weakening of the proletarian milieu, and 
dispersion, confusion and various opportunisms in 
the communist milieu. An enemy as formidable as 
the present forces of capital demands an antagonist 
proletarian  class  that  constitutes  its  force  with 
much  greater  massiveness  and  lucidity  than  in 
those years.

g) The experience of the USSR demands as well to 
keep in mind that  the substitutionist  voluntarism 
(synthesized  in  “the  dictatorship  of  the  prole-
tariat  is  the  dictatorship  of  the  communist  
party”)  is  the expression of a bad,  deformed ap-
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proach  of  the  relations  between  the  communist 
party  and the  workers’  councils.  It  facilitates  the 
passage of the communist vanguard to positions of 
management  of  capitalism,  degrading communist 
theory and praxis, and thus compelling those who 
reject  this  substitutionism  to  confront  such  for-
merly revolutionary communist forces in such con-
ditions, as was the case with the Russian Bolshevik 
party,  [that became a]  vector of capitalist dissemi-
nation.

It  is  therefore  necessary  to  know  how  to  retreat 
when conditions do not  permit  the realization of 
the communist program, its measures and orienta-
tions. That is why the KAPDist call to the RCP(b) to 
get out of government and state control was right, 
which, as we know, Bolshevism did not heed, thus 
marking  its  fatal  passage  to  the  anti-proletarian, 
pro-capitalist and imperialist forces.

h) It  is  not  true  that  socialism is  formed within 
capitalism as a  defined  system that  contrasts and 
competes with capitalism, and little by little  gan-
grenes it until it imposes itself. It is not the same 
process that happened in feudalism with the his-
torical and economic ascent of capitalist relations.  

Capitalism  does  generate  a  certain  material  base 
that  socialism  needs,  that  propitiates  abundance 
and not a society of scarcity.

We  do  not  accept  the  Leninist  schema,  which 
comes from the base of a fallacious and distorted 
social-democratic legacy. It is mystifying to affirm, 
with Leninism and Kautskyist  ideology,  that  it  is 
possible  to control  and direct  state capitalism,  as 
the “prelude to socialism”.

Development of our positions: The likely characteristics of the decadence of capitalism
In the following exposition the authors continue from their previous contribution  ‘Decline and Senility of Capitalism  
with Marx, Engels and Communism’ (Also in: ‘A Free Retriever’s Digest’ Vol.5 #1   (January – March 2021) p. 20 ff.) at the 
hand of extracts from two of their recent publications.

Excerpts of our book ‘Where we are in the  
history of capitalism. Towards the decline of  

capitalism, but not yet in it’ (4)

...“Decadence is  not  the  emergence and accu-
mulation of major catastrophic effects, which capi-
talist civilization has generated since its inception. 
It  is the inability to maintain the pace of interna-
tional growth, and a marked decline over time. It is 
senescence,  a  phase  of  life  where  death  is  near. 
And  for  this  death  the  proletarian  revolution  is 
necessary”.

...“In this sense, today it is up to us to demon-
strate how such tensions and evidence of limitation 
are not merely characteristic of an intermediate pe-
riod of maturation, but bring us historically closer 
to its apogee and the opening of its period of deca-
dence. The contradictory and partly limiting forces 
that have been observed today, especially after the 
crisis that began at the end of 2007, for us are indi-
cations thereof, but not of the onset of decadence, 
nor are they necessarily a “historical warning” that 

4) See: Dónde nos encontramos en la historia del capitalismo. Hacia 
la decadencia del capitalismo, pero aún no en ella (Aníbal & ma-
teria, September 2018, Spanish). Pdf-edition: 
https://edicionesinterrev.files.wordpress.com/2018/09/dc3b3nde-
nos-encontramos.pdf 

it is imminent. In Marxist communism, capitalism 
has often been seen on the verge of death… and yet 
this “vision” was later proven to be mistaken, with 
negative political and action implications.”

...“In relation to these grand devaluating pro-
cesses we are talking about, we repeat that it is not 
a permanent crisis. For us, as for Marx: “These con-
tradictions,  of  course,  lead  to  explosions,  crises,  in  
which momentary suspension of all labour and annihi-
lation of a great part of the capital violently lead it back  
to the point where it is enabled [to go on] fully employ-
ing  its  productive  powers  without  committing  sui-
cide.” (5)

The  development  of  decadence expresses  and fa-
vors a tendency for crises to periodically intensify 
and increase,  for  the  necessity of  heavier  and in-
tenser devaluating “earthquakes” than before, for 
more  destructive  and disintegrating  tensions  and 
forces to appear, for greater efforts to reach previ-
ous  levels  of  investment,  production  and  profit, 
and for more detrimental consequences of capital-
ism against the proletarian class.”

5) Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Notebook VII – The Chapter on 
Capital; 3rd section [Capital as Fructiferous. Transformation of 
Surplus Value into Profit  ].

https://edicionesinterrev.files.wordpress.com/2018/09/dc3b3nde-nos-encontramos.pdf
https://edicionesinterrev.files.wordpress.com/2018/09/dc3b3nde-nos-encontramos.pdf
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2021/02/01/a-free-retrievers-digest-vol-5-1-january-march-2021/
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In this way, the narrowing of the essential basis for 
the creation of surplus value,  the variable capital 
(or labor on the social scale of the proletariat) gen-
erates difficulties in letting the [size of the] work-
ing class grow at its former habitual paces. At the 
same time the necessity to intensify the latter’s ex-
ploitation and domination increases, which exacer-
bates  the  material  and  objective  determinants  of 
the class struggle. Very importantly, during this pe-
riod, the deterioration of capacities of social assis-
tance, of reforms and re-conducting is developing, 
while high levels and forms of unemployment and 
of precariousness and insecurity increasingly pene-
trate  the  social  existence  of  the  proletarians  and 
those in the process of proletarianization. This in-
creasingly tends to create the conditions for the de-
velopment of proletarian rebellion, bringing about 
a point of no return, if one wants to ensure the sur-
vival of large components of the proletarian class, 
and the great historical revenge of the dominated 
and exploited class as well, in which the movement 
of  capital  and  the  experiences  of  its  own  move-
ments have favored that its  relations,  institutions, 
forms of socialization, ideologies,  mystifying sub-
terfuges... its class civilization, become detestable.”

...“In  decadence,  the  accumulation  of  capital, 
the extended reproduction, is not suppressed, since 
without  it  there  is  no  capitalism.  What  is  most 
characteristic is that its strength declines in terms 
of historical development, in a long period of its se-
nile  history.  But that  does not  imply that convul-
sions  that  recover  certain  levels  of  capacity  and 
strength  are  absolutely  excluded.  Decadence, 
therefore,  does not  mean a constant  decline  from 
the economic level reached in the apogee, nor does 
it mean an absolute, progressive decline of the two 
essential classes.

These  simplistic  conceptions  clash  with  Marx’s 
method and approaches… and with the evolution-
ary evidence of the capitalist system itself. Particu-
larly  significant  is  that  the  rate  of  accumulation 
slows down,  diminishes in intensity,  but  can still 
show both upwards and downwards fluctuations. 
Such  movements  have  to  be  understood  in  a 
broader,  historic  dynamism  of  tendencies  that 
show  a  growing  inability  to  achieve  their  tradi-
tional  outcomes  and  objectives.  Another  specific 
sign is  the tendency to limit  the  dynamic of val-
orization, which fails to reabsorb and relaunch it-
self at higher rates than in the past, generating con-

sequences that  greatly exacerbate  the  class  strug-
gle.

A combination of wide and deep, robust and acute 
crises, which are increasing rapidly; and periods of 
economic  development  of  production  and  trade, 
which are weak and shallow between these crises, 
limited in time and scope, in a complex battle be-
tween  tendencies  and  counter-tendencies.  A  dy-
namic that the system can neither overcome nor re-
verse, which is not a conjunctural phenomenon but 
a  combination  of  cycles  that  become  permanent 
with these characteristic recessive dynamics.

As we can see, it will obviously be only after its en-
try  into decadence that  we will  be able  to affirm 
that this is the case and when it has occurred.

Now we can investigate and discuss about where 
we are, whether or not we are entering decadence 
or are on its verge, whether or not this period al-
ready has elements to suppose it, etc. Today we can 
already  see  symptoms  of  the  aforementioned 
degradation  of  the  proletariat  in  precariousness 
and  other  forms  of  “casualization  of  labor”  and 
generation  of  insecurity  and  degradation  of  the 
conditions of the proletarian class.  There are also 
some  symptoms  of  social  proletarianization,  but 
there is still a long way to go at this level, the ex-
tent of which we do not know.”

...“Obstacles to the development of the produc-
tive forces do not mean the absolute foreclosure of 
development, but a development that is contradic-
torily limited and restrained, hindered in its move-
ment. The system, then, does not stagnate, but can-
not develop its full potential. Marx adds that a so-
cial-historical  period  of  revolution  then  begins, 
[that]  the  class  struggle  intensifies.  There  is  no 
“purely economic” collapse, let alone a “collapse of 
capitalism”. Marx argues that the belief in the exis-
tence  of  an  absolute  limit  to  capital  through  the 
problem of the rate of profit, as Ricardo did, was to 
approach the question  “in a purely economic way –  
i.e. from the bourgeois point of view”. (6)

Marx affirms that  the law of the tendency of the 
rate of profit to fall “at a certain point comes into an-
tagonistic  conflict  with this  development and must be  

6) Karl Marx, Capital, Volume III, Part III (The Law of the 
Tendency of the Rate of Profit to Fall), Chapter 15: Exposi-
tion of the Internal Contradictions of the Law, III. Excess 
Capital And Excess Population  

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1894-c3/ch15.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1894-c3/ch15.htm


An internationalist Articles Selection & Review (2021, Vol.5 #2) 39

overcome constantly through crises.” (7) To take such a 
position is different from assuming that the fall of 
the rate of profit is, in the long run, irreversible and 
leads to a final stage of stagnation. In ‘Theories of  
Surplus Value’ Marx explains that it is a mistake 
to  speak  both  of  a  permanent fall  in  the  rate  of 
profit and of a permanent crisis:

“When Adam Smith explains the fall in the rate of profit  
from an overabundance of capital, an accumulation of capi-
tal, he is speaking of a permanent effect and this is wrong.  
As against this,  the  transitory over-abundance of  capital,  
over-production and crises are something different. Perma-
nent crises do not exist.” (8)

Marx argues in the  ‘Grundrisse’ that  the contra-
diction of capital  “discharges itself  in great thunder-
storms which increasingly threaten it as the foundation  
of  society  and  of  production  itself”. (9)  A few pages 
further on, referring to the immanent limits to ac-
cumulation that derive from the nature of capital, 
he  points  out  that  they  manifest  themselves  “in 
overproduction” and  “general  devaluation”,  so  that 
“Capital,  at the same time, [is] thereby faced with the  
task of launching its attempt anew from a higher level of  
the  development  of  productive  forces,  with  each  time  
greater  collapse  as  capital.  Clear,  therefore,  that  the  
higher the development of capital, the more it appears as  
barrier to production – hence also to consumption – be-
sides the other contradictions which make it  appear as  
[a]  burdensome  barrier  to  production  and  inter-
course”. (10) This is consistent with the position de-
veloped in  Capital that  crises  generate  dynamic 
forces allowing the rate of profit to rise again, and 
that  therefore  there  can  be  no  permanent  crises. 
How much and for  how long,  and at  what  cost, 
would be the essential questions in relation to what 
we are dealing with.”

...“There  are  indications that  we are  approaching 
the  apogee  of  capitalism.  Therefore,  it  needs 
tremendous levels of devaluation to be able to re-
launch  itself,  and  this  will  generate  tremendous 
crises  and  possible  major  wars,  both  commercial 
and military. The obstacles to them find enormous 
forces against  them. At the military level,  the so-

7) Ibidem.
8) Karl Marx, Theories of surplus value , Part II [Chapter 

XVII]: Ricardo’s Theory of Accumulation and a Critique of 
it, [7.  Absurd Denial of the Over-production of Commodities ....]  

9) Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Notebook IV – The Chapter on 
Capital, 2nd section; Capital as limit to production. 
Overproduction 

10) Ibidem.

called  deterrent  parity  based on strategic  nuclear 
armed power  drives  not  only  the  continuation of 
the  race  for  various  strategic  armaments  and  re-
sources, but also significantly the formation of new 
imperialist alliances that break such parities. More 
cannot  be  said  with  any  certainty.  We  will  be 
watching  developments  in  the  coming  years  as 
closely as we can.”

Excerpts from our text, ‘Communist critique  
of “catastrophist Marxism”. Against the denial  

of lucidity’ (11)

“The First World War, like the Second and the nu-
merous  more  limited  wars  that  have  taken place 
and are taking place, have not destroyed civiliza-
tion, in this case its latest historical expression, cap-
italist civilization. It is obvious that this civilization 
is  maintained, and therefore the set of conditions 
and effects that sustain it and interrelate in its re-
production.

The  correct  revolutionary dichotomy is  “commu-
nism or civilization”.

This,  necessarily  capitalist,  civilization  generates 
multiple terrorist, catastrophic and degrading con-
sequences,  which have not annulled the capitalist 
capacity to accumulate on an international scale, to 
reproduce  itself  by  expanding  its  scale  of  invest-
ment, business and command. Capitalist devalua-
tion and destruction have been and are part  of  a 
single process of expansion of capitalist mercantile 
civilization, of its relations, structures and ideolo-
gies,  a process of which the crises,  which are not 
permanent, and the subsequent capitalist develop-
ment are part.

Only if in a future decadent phase of capitalism the 
catastrophic consequences were to become general-
ized at all levels and the proletariat were incapable 
of carrying out its world revolution, and capital of 
maintaining  its  economic  relations  and  domina-
tion, would the period of “ruin of both classes” open 
up that communism refers to.

The self-destruction of humanity is a possible con-
sequence, but not the only or inevitable one. Let us 
look at several assumptions.

Obviously,  if  humanity  were  to self-destruct  then 
one could speak of the annulment of civilization.

11) Crítica comunista al “marxismo colapsista”.Contra la negación de 
la lucidez. (Aníbal & materia, December 16, 2019)

https://inter-rev.foroactivo.com/t8949-critica-comunista-al-marxismo-colapsista-i?highlight=critica+al+marxismo+colapsista
https://inter-rev.foroactivo.com/t8949-critica-comunista-al-marxismo-colapsista-i?highlight=critica+al+marxismo+colapsista
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1857/grundrisse/ch08.htm#p415
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1857/grundrisse/ch08.htm#p415
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1863/theories-surplus-value/ch17.htm#_ftn1
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If it were to generate a reactionary social and eco-
nomic involution, with a part of the population re-
maining alive, historically we would be witnessing 
the development of a pre-capitalist modality of civ-
ilization,  an  involuted  variety of capitalism. Nei-
ther would the bourgeoisie be able to maintain it-
self as a class nor the proletariat (both classes inter-
relate  and  need  each  other  in  capitalism),  thus 
manifesting  the  so-called  ruin  of  both  classes  re-
ferred  to  in  the  Manifesto  of  the  Communist  
Party of 1848. Ruin which in this case would not 
mean the disappearance of humanity.

And if humanity is downsizing, shrinking and con-
centrating  for  various  reasons  in  certain  parts  of 

the planet under the condition of a deep ecological 
crisis, the fall and disappearance of capitalism does 
not necessarily follow from this”.

Aníbal & materia. February 5, 2021

Source: Decadencia del capitalismo. Discusión. English: Decline of 
capitalism. Discussion at ‘Left-wing Communism’, March 4, 2021.

Revised translation from Spanish by H.C, .March 19, 2021, proofread 
by the author. Last edited: March 23, 2021.

This discussion is replicated in Spanish and French at the Inter-rev Fo-
rum: Tres textos sobre la cuestión de la decadencia del capitalismo. Un 
debate en curso.

Critique of the ICT apropos Kronstadt-1921. 
→ Continued from page 52. 

The ICT goes further than the Bordigists in its critique 
of substitutionism, but it stops halfway. Both branches 
of the Italian Communist Left take the position that 
socialism  cannot  be  realized  in  a  single  country, 
which is true, and that the revolution must be inter-
national, which is also adequate. But they repeat that 
Bolshevism through the Communist International in-
tended  to  carry  out  that  international  revolution, 
which was true at the beginning, but later the Com-
munist International itself became a tool in the hands 
of  the  Leninist  RCP(b)  to  strengthen  the  power  of 
state capital in the USSR and to be used in the imperi-
alist vicissitudes and needs of the Soviet State, when 
the international power relations showed itself to be 
adverse, as was shown by the movement in Hungary, 
Germany, Italy, UK, USA, etc.

The aberrant theorizations of Lenin and the Bolshevik 
leaders,  of  a  social  democratic  nature  in  relation  to 
the  State  and  the  economy,  are  not  radically  ques-

tioned by these tendencies, and at most they contex-
tualize them in the way the ICT does in this article. 
But that a party, who declares itself Marxist and com-
munist as the Bolsheviks did; who believes that it can 
manage the economy, that capitalism would exist out-
side of the state-owned enterprises and sectors; that 
there would be no surplus value because the State is 
“proletarian”,  and other  mystifications and alibis,  is 
so serious that the critique cannot be limited to a con-
textualization or remain at a level of limited generali-
ties, as the ICT does. The tremendous Bolshevik con-
fusions about the type of revolution, about “war com-
munism”, about the soviets, the trade unions and the 
factory  committees,  etc.,  are  not  a  mere  product  of 
conditions of isolation. 

Aníbal, March 24, 2021

Source: La TCI sobre Kronstadt-1921 y el PCR (b). Lecciones centristas, 
limitadas y con ambigüedades (Spanish)
Translation: H.C. April 18, 2021

The next release of A Free Retr iever 's Digest  is envisaged in July 2021.
Please send your notifications and contributions ultimately on Sunday, June 20, 2021.
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Documents of the historical Communist Left
Anton Pannekoek: The Economic Necessity of Imperialism – Part 2 

(De Nieuwe Tijd, 1916)

This is the second and final part of Anton Pannekoek’s 1916 article, in which he criticized the respective ‘revolutionary’  
and ‘reformist’ visions that polarized the international Social-Democracy already prior to World War 1, for both ex -
pressing variants of an economic determinism that is alien to the approach of Marx’s mature work. The first part can  
be read in the previous issue of this ‘Digest’   (page 27 ff.) and online  .

IV.
[Ubiquitous confusion about the necessity of imperialism]

Rosa Luxemburg has thought to give an economic 
explanation of  imperialism in her  work.  Had her 
calculations been correct,  she would not have ex-
plained anything other than the expansion which 
has  been  necessary  for  capitalism  throughout  its 
centuries of existence; this necessity for expansion, 
however, must be interpreted differently, as shown 
above.  With  her  reflections  and  conclusions  she 
wanted to show the economic necessity of imperi-
alism. It is therefore only natural that when the so-
cial-Utopians of the party center contest and refute 
her  argument,  the  intention  and  meaning  is  that  
imperialism  is  not  necessary.  They  emphasize  that 
imperialism  is  the  policy  of  “heavy”  industry, 
which produces means of production, the policy of 
the gentlemen of the cartels and syndicates, as op-
posed to  all  other  industry,  which produces  con-
sumables,  needs  peaceful  markets  and  is  jeopar-
dized by the imperialist policy of violence. Imperi-
alism is therefore, in the opinion of the party cen-
ter, not necessary for capitalism as a whole, but a 
one-sided policy of interests of a part, a group, at 
the expense of the others and therefore unnatural. 
It must therefore be possible to prevent this policy 
and to replace it with a “natural” capitalist policy 
which is in the interests of the other groups, and 
much more in the interests of  the workers.  Thus, 
joining forces with anti-imperialist groups from the 
bourgeoisie in order to achieve peace and disarma-
ment.

So the battle of the tendencies revolves around the 
question of whether imperialism is necessary. We 
say with Rosa Luxemburg: it is necessary. Likewise, 
the  bourgeois  imperialists  and  their  supporters 
among  the  social  democrats  say:  it  is  necessary. 
What do we mean and what  do they mean? The 
latter  say:  It  is  a  necessary  stage in  the  develop-
ment towards socialism; therefore we must not op-

pose it;  it  increases the productivity of labor and 
leads to a higher development of productive forces; 
therefore  it  is  necessary.  On  the  other  hand,  the 
Kautsky direction says: it is not necessary.

At the end of his articles in  “De Nieuwe Tijd” of 
1915, S. de Wolf says:  “As long as the capitalist class  
holds political power, the rulers of its main sphere of in-
fluence (i.e., the production of the means of production)  
will  be  able  to  carry  through  its  policy  of  interests  
against  the  best  development  of  the  productive  forces,  
i.e.,  against  – what is  just another word for it  – ‘eco-
nomic necessity’.” Here, as with the social imperial-
ists,  the word “necessary” is used in the sense of 
“desirable”; and the difference lies only in the fact 
that he considers a non-imperialist capitalism more 
desirable and useful with a view to the future.

The confusion in the use of these terms is an inher-
itance from the propaganda and thinking of the 2nd 

International. Its great theoretical advance over the 
petty-bourgeois utopianism of the times of Owen, 
Louis Blanc and Lassalle lay in the ready recogni-
tion of  the  necessity  of  capitalist  development,  which  
destroyed small  business. This necessity had several 
meanings at once: it meant that the demise of small 
business was inevitable; that it  was good because 
of the tremendous progress in the productivity of 
labor; that it was necessary as a preparation for so-
cialism, not only because it required a high level of 
labor productivity, but also because capitalism, by 
concentrating, organizing, and educating the work-
ers  in  the  struggle,  made  people  such  that  they 
could realize socialism.  All  this was contained in 
the  concept  of  necessity.  When the same word is 
now used for the new form of development, impe-
rialism,  it  is  understandable  that  these  different 
meanings were thoughtlessly jumbled together; but 
it  is  all  the  more  necessary  for  us  to  distinguish 

https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/anton-pannekoek-the-economic-necessity-of-imperialism-1916/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/2021/02/01/a-free-retrievers-digest-vol-5-1-january-march-2021/
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them. And then, looking back to that earliest capi-
talist period, we must say this: if socialism did not 
want to do anything to help small business against 
big  industry,  it  was  not  –  even  though  this  was 
sometimes  said  in  the  propaganda  and  it  some-
times seemed so to the socialists in their own con-
sciousness  –  because  capitalism  brought  about 
greater  productivity:  the  benefits  of  this  were  al-
most entirely for capital.  Nor because of the con-
centration and education of the workers – no class 
knowingly imposes on itself heavier burdens, more 
inhumane conditions, just to become “better”, i.e. 
more suitable for its future task. It was simple, be-
cause  this  development  was  inevitable,  because 
wanting to stop it was hopeless and Utopian. One 
could do nothing against it; that was conclusive. Ev-
erything else was deliberation, in order to accom-
modate.  If  the  petty-bourgeois  masses  of  those 
times had been able to overthrow the rule of  the 
bourgeoisie, they would have done so; a develop-
ment towards socialism would have come out of it 
in another way; and the Marxists would have wel-
comed  this:  see  their  attitude  towards  the  Com-

mune. But they could not do this: the bourgeoisie 
was too powerful. This is expressed by the thesis, 
that the development of capitalism was necessary. 
It does not imply an appreciation of value, or a de-
sire for higher productivity, but a necessity, an  in-
ability to do otherwise.

Thus this confusing ethical use of the concept of neces-
sity is herewith out of the question – also for imperial-
ism. Whether it represents a “higher” mode of produc-
tion and increases “productivity” is something to which  
we are indifferent here – we leave that assertion to the  
social imperialists, and we speak of it only if it is about  
further  consequences  and  future  prospects.  From  our  
point of view it is sufficient, but also necessary, that this  
development is necessary in the sense that it cannot be  
otherwise. That is what the social Utopians doubt. That  
is what Rosa Luxemburg wanted to prove. But if it can  
be proven in opposition to her that imperialism is not  
economically necessary – in the sense that without im-
perialist expansion capitalism could not exist – are then  
the Social Utopians not right ? Or is there another ne-
cessity,  also a coercive  one,  which is not  such an eco-
nomic necessity ?

V.
[Origins of the ‘natural necessity’ of socialism

and the emphasis on productive forces]
The theoretical question which arises here goes to 
the heart of the historical materialist way of think-
ing,  it  is  the  source  of  eternal  misunderstanding 
between Marxists and their opponents, and it has 
also arisen before on other points of conflict.  The 
general  problem  of  what  “necessity”  means  and 
can mean in a society of humans had in the past 
only one example  of application:  the  assertion of 
the  Marxists  that  socialism  “necessarily”  (‘natur-
notwendig’) had to arise out of capitalism.

Of course we are not referring to the senseless no-
tion,  repeatedly  held  by  bourgeois  professorial 
Marx destructors, that according to Marxists social-
ism would come “by itself”, without any interven-
tion by the people. The question is whether capital-
ism would become economically impossible by its 
own forces, thus forcing the people to switch to an-
other mode of production.

This line of thought played an important role at the 
beginning  of  the  parliamentary  Marxist  period. 
Thus,  in  the  “catechism”  of  social  democracy,  in 

Kautsky’s  work  “Das  Erfurter  Programm” (1) we 
find  a  paragraph  entitled  “Chronic  overproduc-
tion”, in which one reads:

“In addition to the periodic crises ... the permanent (chronic)  
overproduction and the permanent waste of power are devel-
oping ever more strongly .... 
For some time already, the expansion of the market has been 
far too slow for the needs of capitalist production; it is expe-
riencing ever more obstacles, it is becoming more and more 
impossible to fully develop its productive forces .…
The periods of boom are getting ever shorter, the periods of 
crisis are getting ever longer ....
As a result, the mass of means of production, which are in-
sufficiently used or not at all, the mass of wealth, which is 
uselessly wasted, the mass of labor power, which must lie fal-
low, grow .…
Capitalist society is beginning to suffocate in its own abun-
dance; it is less and less able to tolerate the full development 

1) [The complete title is Karl Kautsky, Das Erfurter Pro-
gramm in seinem grundsätzlichen Teil erläutert  
(1892). See Ch. III Die Kapitalistenklasse, §9. Die chronische 
Überproduktion, p. 98 and following. Found at marxists.org. 
Original at Friedrich Ebert Stiftung.]

http://library.fes.de/prodok/fa87-01370a2.pdf
https://www.marxists.org/deutsch/archiv/kautsky/1892/erfurter/index.htm
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of the productive forces it has created. More and more pro-
ductive forces must lie idle, more and more products must be  
consumed uselessly, if it is not to become confused .…
Thus the private ownership of means of production changes 
its original nature not only for the small producers but for 
society as a whole into its opposite. From a driving force of 
social development it becomes a cause of social stagnation 
and degeneration (Versumpfung), of social bankruptcy.”

In these sentences as well as in the final conclusion 
“must private property drag society into the abyss with  
it?” the basic idea is clearly expressed: capitalism is 
becoming economically impossible. Apart from the 
consideration that the situation of the proletariat in 
capitalism  is  unbearable,  there  is  a  much  more 
compelling reason: the wheels of economic life no 
longer want to turn. Then the machine must be re-
placed by a  better  one.  Socialism is  economically 
necessary, in the sense that the old capitalism can-
not continue to exist economically.

Why this  pessimistic  view,  which  corresponds  so 
little to our own experience of capitalism? It is sim-
ply  a  reflection  of  the  economic  situation  in  the 
years 1880 – ‘90. Then the long depression, which 
had  begun  in  1875,  weighed  heavily  on  society; 
then  capitalism  seemed  to  be  at  the  end  of  its 
tether; and the expression of this temporary situa-
tion has been elevated to general theory in Kaut-
sky’s work and has been reprinted ever since, up to 
the latest editions of his book. But meanwhile the 
situation  itself  had  completely  changed.  A  new 
golden age  dawned  in  1894;  capitalism suddenly 
showed a new tremendous vitality. Then also came 
the new theory,  which,  turning to the other  side, 
considered this new situation to be the only normal 
and lasting one: revisionism. Among the theorists 
of revisionism, therefore, we must look for the op-
posite  theory.  Most  consistent,  consistent  to  the 
point  of  absurdity,  we  find  it  with  the  Russian 
economist Tugan-Baranovsky.

Tugan relies on the same kind of production dia-
grams,  as  we  mentioned  above.  While  Kautsky, 
Cunow,  and  other  Marxists  always,  when  they 
speak of crises, point to the lack of sufficient new 
markets – which is apparently derived from prac-
tice  –  Tugan  points  to  the  theoretical  diagrams 
which  show  that  capitalism  is  entirely  self-suffi-
cient and needs no foreign markets. (He does not 
consider  the  connection  with  small  production). 
More  than  that:  according  to  him  capitalism  can 
continually expand enormously without the use of 

consumables increasing, even when this is decreas-
ing. This can be done in such a way that an ever-in-
creasing part of production serves for the produc-
tion  of  new means  of  production,  which  in  turn 
produce an even more gigantic mass of means of 
production, which in turn do the same thing, and 
so on until infinity, i.e. until the supply of iron and 
coal on earth is exhausted. This absurd idea serves 
Tugan, to illustrate the thesis: “The relative decline of  
the  demand  for  consumer  goods  does  not  disturb  the  
productive  process  of  capital  and can thus in  no way  
cause  the  collapse  of  capitalism  and  a  compulsion  to  
transition to socialism.” It  expresses in an abstract-
immoderate form the truth that since 1894 capital-
ism has expanded enormously, and that this expan-
sion is  mainly due to the iron and steel industry, 
i.e. the production of means of production. Against 
Kautsky who, in the search for markets and in the 
crises,  sees the dependence of production on for-
eign markets,  Tugan says that production is inde-
pendent of  the demand for consumer goods,  and 
that  the crises are merely accidental  disturbances 
of the required correct proportions in production. 
So he rejects the economic necessity of socialism: 
“capitalist production contains no elements that would  
make it  impossible  at  a  certain stage of  development.” 
He is a socialist in his own way; socialism is an eth-
ical necessity for him, because capitalism is in con-
flict with the foundations of ethics, that man is his 
own goal and may not be used as a means to an 
alien end, and this will increasingly penetrate the 
consciousness of the people.

Now which of these two views is correct? The radi-
cal  theory of collapse,  that  the  chronic  crisis  will 
make capitalist production impossible, or the revi-
sionist theory of evolution, which expects socialism 
from  the  awakening  moral  consciousness  of  the 
people under an ever flourishing capitalism? Nei-
ther.

Marxism teaches that the thinking, the will, the ac-
tions of the people are determined by the economic 
conditions under which they live. The general situ-
ation  in  which  capitalism  places  the  workers, 
drives  them  to  struggle  for  improvement  and 
arouses the idea of a socialist mode of production 
as the goal of their struggle. It  is  not their moral 
consciousness of human value – although here and 
there  it  mingles,  unconsciously,  with  the  other 
grievances  –  but  material  distress,  worry,  misery, 
the uncertainty of life, that compels them to strug-
gle. Capitalist development awakens in the prole-
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tariat the desire and the will for socialism, just as it 
awakens in the bourgeoisie the desire and the will 
to preserve the existing. Will is opposed to will in 
the class struggle, and power decides. But this de-
velopment  increases  the  power  of  the  workers:  it 
concentrates  and  organizes  them,  increases  their 
insight,  their  self-consciousness,  their  cohesion, 
their combativeness – and when this power finally 
exceeds that of the ruling class, the proletariat can 
conquer political power and realize socialism.

Does the economic element of crisis  and collapse 
play no role at all in the advent of socialism? This 
revisionist  view would be wrong. If  Tugan in his 
economic  considerations  were  right,  if  capitalism 
could count on an unlimited flowering,  in which 
crises  only  occurred  as  accidental  disturbances, 
then  the  growth  of  the  socialist  will  and  of  the 
power  of  the  proletariat  would  be  very  much 
slower. But his theory of harmony is as false as the 
theory of the economic final catastrophe, which he 
contests  as  Marxist.  As  socialism will  not  be  im-
posed by the fantastic big final crisis, in which cap-
italist production gets hopelessly stuck forever; it is 
nevertheless  prepared for  and built  up a bit  at  a 
time by the real temporary crises, in which this pro-
duction gets stuck  every time. Each crisis gives the 
workers a jolt, makes them feel the unsustainability 
more strongly, forces them into stronger resistance 
and arouses a  stronger  will  to  fight.  These  crises 
are no accidental disturbances, but are part of the 
very  mechanism  of  capitalist  production.  If  they 
grow into a long hopeless depression, a revolution-

ary era with fierce class struggle will begin, which 
will  continue  to  have  an  effect  on  the  political 
transformations of later years.

This  exposition  of  the  familiar  relations  between 
economics  and  politics  may  show  what  must  be 
understood by “necessity” in social  development. 
Social  necessity  is  quite  different  from  economic 
compulsion;  it  is  no  different  from  what  in  the 
realm of nature is called causality, the connection 
between cause and effect,  the fact that everything 
happens  according  to  fixed  laws.  The  confusion 
arises  from the  fact  that  the  idea of  causality,  of 
causal coherence in human society, which is the ba-
sis of Marxism, is still  so far from being grasped; 
the old view always surfaces again, that a “must” 
in the world of man is only known as a compulsion 
against will.

The people, i.e. the workers, will want socialism, not 
because ethical considerations convince them of it, 
nor  because  an  economic  compulsion  compels 
them to do so in spite of themselves, but simply be-
cause the economic circumstances determine their will. 
And they will  realize socialism because, as a result 
of economic development, their will ultimately be-
comes stronger, more powerful, than the will and 
the power of the possessing class. 

Therefore, when we speak of a social necessity, we 
do not mean an economic necessity that leaves no 
other choice, but the causal connection that exists 
between the economic conditions and the will and 
actions of the people.

VI.
[Corporate capital unites the bourgeoisie]

This  already answers the question as to what  we 
must  understand by the necessity of imperialism. 
In order to demonstrate this necessity to the social-
Utopians,  it  is  not  at  all  necessary  to  argue  that 
capitalism cannot continue to exist without expan-
sion. This expansion, the opening up of other parts 
of the world as markets, suppliers of raw materials 
and finally as reservoirs of workers, has existed in 
all eras of capitalism and is only now assuming an 
ever more intensely gigantic character. Imperialism 
is  the  particular  form of  expansion of  the  age in 
which the production of means of production has 
become the most important, all-dominating branch 
of  industry.  The  domination  by  iron  and  steel 
brings  with  it  a  different  policy  than  the  former 

domination by the textile industry. Iron ore mining 
in Morocco requires large-capitalist enterprise, and 
this  requires  political  domination  of  the  French 
government  in  Morocco.  Exporting  locomotives, 
rails, and cannons to Turkey requires the construc-
tion of railroads and therefore political domination 
– intermediary or immediate – of German capital 
in those countries.  Also to be able to exclude the 
competitors.  This  political  domination  cannot  be 
obtained or defended in any other way than by the 
development  of  power,  coercion,  armament,  mili-
tarism, fleet building.

Why  is  this  imperialism  necessary?  Not  because 
capitalism  would  be  ruined  economically,  would 
not  be  able  to  continue without  imperialism,  nor 



An internationalist Articles Selection & Review (2021, Vol.5 #2) 45

because  there  are  lordly  feudal-military  cliques. 
But simply because the big capitalists want this impe-
rialism. They want it because it is in their interest; 
because  they  earn  a  colossal  amount  of  money 
from it. And they can do it,  because they are the 
most powerful and control the whole of capitalism.

Kautsky once said that imperialism was a question 
of power.  This  is  correct,  but  not  in the  sense he 
meant. He said: a question not of necessity, but of 
power – and he meant by this that the other capi-
talists, who had no interest in imperialism, as soon 
as  they  set  their  power  against  the  imperialists, 
could suddenly put an end to it. Theoretically this 
was certainly conceivable; but the fact  that  it  did 
not happen in practice, that on the contrary imperi-
alism  kept  gaining  ground,  already  proved  that 
there were flaws in the theory. Again he contrasted 
two things that belong together here. He said: im-
perialism is not necessary, but a question of power. 
We say:  imperialism is a question of power, and there-
fore  necessary.  The  development  of  capitalism has 
strengthened and increased the power of big capi-
talism, which wants imperialism, and has steadily 
reduced  resistance  among  the  bourgeoisie  –  and 
even among the workers! That is why imperialism 
is now supreme, i.e. necessary. 

For this power and its growth are no accident – nor 
is the slower and future growth of the power of the 
proletariat, on which socialism depends. They are 
rooted  in  the  economic  development  of  modern 
capitalism.  Here lies  the main fault  of  the social-
Utopians and pacifists of the party center, that they 
do not see how the thinking and will of the bour-
geoisie  is  determined  by  modern  economic  rela-
tions. They have been telling the bourgeoisie year 
after year that imperialism is so stupid, so imprac-
tical, and so unprofitable, that disarmament, social 
reform, and cooperation with the workers against 
the iron and steel magnates would be much wiser. 
The bourgeoisie did not listen, went its own way, 
and thus proved that the theory was wrong.

We  shall  not  claim  that  the  calculations  were 
wrong  and that  therefore  imperialism is  also  the 
most  advantageous  policy  for  the  bourgeois 
masses.  That  is  difficult  to  establish.  What is  cer-
tain,  is  that  powerful  economic forces,  which are 
clearly visible, have drawn the majority of this class 
to the side of imperialism.

In order to highlight the contrast between imperial-
ism and the old free trade policy, one rightly refers 

to the former as the export policy of the iron and 
steel magnates. But surely that is too narrow and 
limited.  The  producers  of  consumables  also  have 
an  interest  in  this  policy.  They  could,  certainly, 
have  their  cotton,  mirrors  and  Haarlem  oil (2) 
traded on the coasts of Africa for some primitive 
products of the Negroes. But the purchasing power 
of  these  Negroes  was  extremely  small.  But  when 
railroads,  harbors,  plantations  and  factories  are 
built  in  their  country,  these  same  Negroes  are 
transformed from producers for their own use into 
commodity  producers  and  laborers  who  receive 
money  to  buy  European  consumer  goods.  Their 
purchasing  power  increases  extraordinarily  be-
cause they are included in the circuit of capitalism 
with the penetration of commodity production. If 
“heavy” industry takes the lion’s share of the mil-
lions, the producers of consumer goods will at the 
same  time  see  their  market  expand  and  gain  in 
purchasing power.

However,  this  is  also  true  of  the  interior.  Under 
capitalism, the prosperity of each industrial group 
is  closely  related  to  the  prosperity  of  the  others: 
that  follows,  theoretically,  from their  cohesion  in 
the  production  diagrams,  that  is  also  proved  by 
their joint rise and fall between crisis and prosper-
ity. When heavy industry is booming, consumer in-
dustries  are  booming  too,  and  vice  versa.  Every 
policy  which  increases  the  export  possibilities  of 
the  former  will  therefore  have  an  advantageous 
side for the latter, which is all the more striking as 
the  disadvantages  –  where  the  interests  of  both 
capitalist  types  conflict  –  are  nevertheless  in-
evitable because of the great political power of the 
iron magnates.

Added to this far-reaching solidarity of interests is 
the  personal  connection  through  the  banks.  The 
iron  and  steel  policy  would  not  be  so  predomi-
nantly  powerful  if  it  were  not  also  the  policy  of 
banking capital. The managers of the iron and steel 
industry are for the most part also the managers of 
the large banks;  their  interests  are intertwined in 
many ways. These banks are the bearers of the pol-
icy of capital export, by financing productive enter-

2) [Haarlem oil (Dutch: haarlemmerolie), also called medica-
mentum gratia probatum , is a dietary supplement. The 
potion is a mixture of sulfur, herbs and terebinth oil. It is 
produced in Haarlem, Netherlands. It was invented in 1696 
by Claes Tilly and was marketed as a cure for many ail-
ments. (Wikipedia).]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haarlem_oil
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prises, railroads, ports, plantations, by placing state 
loans and applying for concessions.

This policy is only the other side of the politics of 
heavy  industry;  for  capital  is  exported mainly  in 
the form of iron and steel products. But as a bank-
ing policy it has a much larger circle of interested 
parties. The banks have invested their money and 
their  management  in  countless  industrial  enter-
prises of the most varied kinds, which they link to-
gether into a community of interests; all capitalists 
who are interested in these enterprises are there-
fore also indirectly interested in how the other af-
fairs of this community are conducted; almost all 
small  entrepreneurs feel themselves dependent in 
their  affairs  on  the  large  banking  capital  which 
controls  the  whole  of  economic  life.  In  addition, 
the role of the money-owning bourgeoisie – while 
the  banks  are  increasingly  becoming  the  en-
trepreneurs  and  the  factory  owners  increasingly 
their salaried employees – is increasingly being re-
duced to that of annuitants and speculators in se-
curities.  The  shares  of  all  domestic  and  overseas 
enterprises,  which  the  banks  set  up  and finance, 
are put on the market; in this way the large money-
owning public is directly interested in the imperial-
ist policy.

The opposition of  interests,  which some theorists 
construct  between  the  industry  of  the  means  of 
production and the other industries, as if they were 
independent of each other, looks very sophisticated 
on paper,  but  is  based  on a  completely  outdated 

conception of the structure of capitalism. It  takes 
no account at all of the real modern development 
in which all these different capitalists – in spite of 
mutual strife – are increasingly becoming one all-
embracing  and  all-dependent  class.  It  is  only  by 
taking this into account that it becomes clear why 
the will of the concentrated big capital of banking 
and steel is also the will of the bourgeois masses; 
why against  the  power  of  this  big  capital,  which 
wants  and  must  want  imperialism,  there  is  no 
other  power  of  any  significance  in  the  bourgeois 
world; therefore, why imperialism is necessary.

But then it is also clear – what the social-imperial-
ists do not see – that imperialism is only necessary, 
i.e.  inevitable,  as long as the power of the prole-
tariat is not great enough to overcome the power of 
capital.  As soon as the will  and the power of the 
proletariat rise above the power of the bourgeoisie, 
imperialism is finished, it is no longer necessary.

Ant. Pannekoek, 1916 (‘De Nieuwe Tijd’)

Source: Ant. Pannekoek, De ekonomische noodzakelijkheid van het 
imperialisme, in De Nieuwe Tijd, Vol.21 no.5, May 5, 1916. (facsimile 
scan in pdf)

Translation from Dutch, notes and subtitles: F.C. Proofreading: H.C., 
February 2021.

Notes by Pannekoek are indicated by the initials A.P. Editorial notes 
have been put between [square brackets].
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With Special Attention
Controversy apropos of the Bolsheviks’ Repression of the Kronstadt Uprising?

Recent publications on ‘Kronstadt 1921’ by groups claiming a political continuity with the Italian communist Left, if  
not also an organizational one, have resuscitated some critical comments leading to sometimes vivid repercussions. Like  
for instance in “The ICT on Kronstadt–1921 and the RCP (b) – Centrist lessons, limited and ambiguous   ” by Aníbal on 
the 'Left-wing Communism’ site and its echoes in 11 commentaries. (a) Notably a spokesperson of the CWO has found 
an occasion to denounce it as “a councilist rant”, without providing much of an argument.

In the following we present the critique issued by  Pantopolis in its turn apropos of  “The Kronstadt Revolt: One  
Hundred Years of Counter-Revolution  ” (ICT), followed by a reminder to a contribution of one of this current’s historic  
predecessors, namely ‘Octobre’ (1938 - 1939). Last but not least we present the critique advanced by Aníbal in a, 
hopefully readable and adequate, translation of our own.

a) By contrast, “The Crushing of Kronstadt 1921 - Alibis in Action, from Lenin, Trotsky and Zinoviev to the ICC” , ibidem, by the same 
author, has invoked no comments so far.

The Internationalist Communist Tendency  (ICT) 
has just  published an article  on the meaning and 
lessons of the insurrection and the crushing of the 
Kronstadt mariners in March 1921. (1) [...]

This article seems to show a certain adherence to 
the  positions  of  Ottorino  Perrone,  who  in  the 
1930s had written that it was better to lose Kron-
stadt  than  the  revolution,  that  the  Bolsheviks 
should rather have left power than become the exe-
cutioners of the proletariat.

The  ICT  thus  marks  a  certain  reappropriation  of 
the positions of  Bilan and  Prometeo (Vercesi)  in 
the 1930s, positions that were a beginning of con-
demnation of Bolshevism incarnated by Lenin and 
Trotsky. The Bordigists after 1945 returned to ultra-
Leninist  positions,  not  hesitating,  in  the  name of 
their  apology  of  the  Terror,  to  proudly  claim  re-
sponsibility for the Kronstadt massacre.

The ICT should be more radical in a firm condem-
nation of these totally counter-revolutionary Lenin-
ist positions. Instead of talking about a century of 
counterrevolution  since  Kronstadt,  the  ICT 
should  demonstrate,  by in-depth  articles,  and 
not  by  a  few vague,  half-truncated  and badly 
translated quotations,  that the evil  came from 
much  further  back:  an  anti-proletarian  course 
opened as early as July 1918, the establishment of 
mass terror by Tchekas unhesitating to shoot thou-
sands  of  recalcitrant  workers  in  the  name  of  the 
“dictatorship of the proletariat” embodied by the sin-
gle  party–State,  total  destruction of  the  authentic 
proletarian power: the workers’ councils or soviets. 
The counter-revolution did not begin in March 
1921 but long before, since 1918.

1) “The Kronstadt Revolt: One Hundred Years of Counter-
Revolution”, March 1, 2021;  Aurora (English) No. 54.

The ICT avoids underlining the crucial importance 
of the establishment of a policy of state capitalism 
under Lenin and Trotsky. This policy took off with 
the  crushing of  Kronstadt,  through the  establish-
ment of the NEP. From the NEP to the Stalinist col-
lectivization,  the  triumph  of  the  Leninist  Party-
State was a long road of the cross for the Russian 
proletariat,  which  was  suffocated,  ruthlessly  ex-
ploited,  thrown  into  the  gulag  and  subjected  to 
endless mass terror.

As long as the TCI has not made a ruthless criti-
cism of  Leninism and the  Party  State,  its  sincere 
condemnation of the Kronstadt massacre in March 
1921 will leave any serious reader doubtful. A cri-
tique of Leninism is a major issue for any proletar-
ian militant who wishes to avoid the repetition of 
tragedies like Kronstadt. Such “tragedies” are more 
than [just]  “tragedies”:  they are crimes against the 
proletariat,  the  only  bearer  of  a  real  historical 
project.  This project  is  not  state capitalism in the 
Leninist and Trotskyist style, but the destruction of 
all forms of capitalism, both private and statist.

The only weapons of the proletariat are its his-
torical-critical  consciousness  of  the  past  and 
its  capacity,  in  revolutionary periods,  to  form 
its  own  organs  of  domination:  the  workers’ 
councils.  Without  them,  all  scholasticism  on 
the  “construction  of  the  class  party”,  remains 
simple logorrhea.

Pantopolis, March 18 and 23, 2021.

Source: Un article de la Tendance communiste internationaliste - 
Avant-propos de Pantopolis (March 19, 2021)

Translation: H.C., April 8, 2021

http://pantopolis.over-blog.com/2021/03/le-soulevement-de-kronstadt-un-siecle-de-contre-revolution.html
http://pantopolis.over-blog.com/2021/03/le-soulevement-de-kronstadt-un-siecle-de-contre-revolution.html
http://www.leftcom.org/en/articles/2021-03-01/aurora-2021-03-01
http://www.leftcom.org/en/articles/2021-03-01/the-kronstadt-revolt-one-hundred-years-of-counter-revolution
http://www.leftcom.org/en/articles/2021-03-01/the-kronstadt-revolt-one-hundred-years-of-counter-revolution
http://www.leftcom.org/en/articles/2021-03-01/the-kronstadt-revolt-one-hundred-years-of-counter-revolution
http://www.leftcom.org/en/articles/2021-03-01/the-kronstadt-revolt-one-hundred-years-of-counter-revolution
https://leftdis.wordpress.com/2021/03/23/the-ict-on-kronstadt-1921-and-the-rcp-b/
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The question of the State (‘Octobre’ #2, March 1938), Extracts
‘Octobre’  was the organ of the fractions of the internationalist communist left in the years immediately preceding the  
Second World War (1938 - 1939), among them notably the Italian communist left of which Otorino Perrone (‘Vercesi’)  
was a leading militant. We present relevant extracts from an article of the latter on the relation of the question of  
means and aims apropos of the repression of the Kronstadt uprising and the Makhno movement.

The notion of dictatorship of the proletariat
(…)  « Starting  from  the  main  point  that  it  is  
not by force and violence that socialism is im-
posed  on  the  proletariat.  It  was  better  to  lose 
Kronstadt  than  to  keep  it  from  the  geographical 
point of view, when this victory could fundamen-
tally have only one result: that of altering the very 
bases,  the  fundamentals of  the  action carried out 
by the proletariat. We know the objection: but the 
loss of Kronstadt would have been a decisive loss 
for the revolution, perhaps even the loss of the rev-
olution. Here we come to the key point. What then 
are the criteria of analysis: those which arise from 
class principles or those which we draw from the 
interplay  of  situations?  More  concretely:  those 
which lead us to consider that it  is  better for the 
workers  to  make  a  mistake,  even  a  fatal  one,  or 
those others that make us say we have to impede 
on the principles because the workers will thank us 
later for having defended them even by violence?

Every situation gives rise to two opposing kinds of 
criteria that lead to two very much opposite tactical 
conclusions. If we base ourselves on the juxtaposi-
tion  of  forms,  we  arrive  at  conclusions  deriving 
from the following proposition: this organism be-
longs to [is]  the  proletariat,  that’s  why we must 
defend  it,  even  if  we  have  to  destroy  a  workers’ 
movement in order to do so. If, on the contrary, we 
base  ourselves  on  the  juxtaposition  of  substance, 
we will come to opposite conclusions: a proletarian 
movement which is managed by the enemy carries 
within itself an organic contradiction that opposes 
the proletarians against their enemies; to make ex-
plode this contradiction we must carry out propa-
ganda  work  and  exclusively propaganda  work 
among the workers,  who, in the course of events, 
will themselves regain the class strength that will 
enable them to break the enemy’s game. But if by 
chance it would be true that what is really at stake 
in this or that event is the loss of the revolution, it 
is certain that a victory achieved by violence would 
not only hide reality (historical events like the Rus-
sian Revolution never depend on an episode and 
the crushing of Kronstadt can only have saved the 
revolution  for  superficial  mentalities),  but  deter-

mines the condition for the effective loss of the rev-
olution:  the  attack  on the  principles  does  not  re-
main localized, but is generalized to all spheres of 
the activity of the proletarian state.

(…)  2.  the  workers’  movements  are  never  to  be 
identified  with  the  maneuvers  of  the  enemy 
restoration. On this subject we refer to the explana-
tions  we  gave  when  speaking  of  Kronstadt,  to 
which we obviously assimilate the Makhno move-
ments and , in general, all those in which workers’ 
groupings, whatever their label, were involved. So, 
violence will never be applied against the workers 
and will be a thousand times less justified once the 
proletariat is in power.

Having said that, it remains to examine the specific 
problem of the workers’ movement in which an in-
finite  number  of  currents  are  active  and  where 
only one is called to represent the real interests of 
the  proletariat.  And here,  without  any doubt,  all 
these currents  indirectly express the interest of the 
enemy,  by  indirectly  rallying  to  the  capitalist 
regimes  abroad  and  directly to  all  intermediary 
class  formations and,  principally,  to  the state  bu-
reaucracy.  But  here again the proposition:  “I  (the 
class  party) am  the  proletariat,  the  other  (social-
democracy,  anarchism,  etc.) is  the  enemy”;  in-
evitably turns into this one: “I (the party of the pro-
letariat) lose my substance in order to acquire a capital-
ist one from the moment when, in order to remove the  
influence of the enemy, I resort to the dictatorial means  
which are proper to capitalism”.

The emancipation of the workers will be the work 
of the workers themselves, said Marx, and this cen-
tral formula of socialism is, for us, something other 
than a  concept  to  justify  the  bullying  of  workers 
who  follow other  conceptions:  It  represents  the  
fundamental principle of the proletariat . »

The dictatorship of the party of the 
proletariat

(…) « The course of events will test the candidacy 
which the party has posed, as well as the political 
fate of the fractions that move within it. It is possi-
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ble that, as was the case in Russia in 1920-21, once 
again the party of the proletariat is faced with this 
dilemma:  either  to  risk  everything  but  to  remain 
firm on proletarian principles, or – by prospecting 
the necessity of a respite – to undermine the princi-
ples  and remain in  power in  spite  of  everything. 
We have to agree upon a point of great importance.

It is by no means a question of elevating problems 
that  can  be  reduced  to  secondary  questions  into 
questions of principle, and in the face of which the 

final  dilemma  does  not  present  itself.  But  when 
fundamental  problems intervene,  no  hesitation  is 
possible and it is a thousand times better to engage 
in combat in the certainty of being beaten than to 
remain in power by inflicting a defeat on proletar-
ian principles. »

Ottorino Perrone

Source: Octobre n°2 - Mars 1938 La question de l’État (French)
Translation: H.C. April 15, 2021

The ICT among its ambiguities, limited acknowledgments and various centrisms
This [article] provides a typically and manifestly cen-
trist  and limited recognition of  what  happened and 
the significance thereof. (1) The ICT recognizes a se-
ries of conditions and actions, both by the mariners, 
soldiers and workers of Kronstadt in 1921 and by the 
RCP (b). But on the one hand its analysis is selective 
and  limited,  and  on  the  other  it  converges  in  an 
equally limited critical evaluation, which, in case it is 
taken for granted and followed, makes it difficult to 
draw radically critical and rigorously communist con-
clusions.

The war, (2) the isolation (3) and the harsh conditions 
effectively transformed [the situation in Russia] into a 
wildcard. We are aware that these and other terrible 
conditions existed, but it is not enough to recognize 
them  and  affirm  that  the  soviets  were  undermined 
and that Lenin and the RCP(b) were forced to retreat, 
to launch the NEP and make concessions. Previously 
the ICT asserted that the RCP(b) believed that the up-
rising  could  strengthen  the  external  counterrevolu-
tion and be used in its  favor,  a  typical  argument of 
Trotskyism... without validity.

It is concealed that the Bolsheviks’ political line of ac-
tion was inscribed in state capitalism, in managing to 
consolidate and direct it,  deploying typically social-
nationalist  positions,  of  “state  socialism”,  that  is  to 

1) CWO/ICT, March 1, 2021: “The Kronstadt Revolt: One 
Hundred Years of Counter-Revolution”.

2) We presume: the so-called “civil war”, engaged by terrorist 
“white armies” on Russian territory,  backed by foreign 
powers, that led to the organization of the Red Army and 
the strengthening of the Tcheka(s), and had the whole of 
Soviet Russia in its grip from 1918 – 1920 [Translator’s 
note].  

3) We presume: the international, political and geographic 
isolation of the revolution in Russia by territorial division 
and encirclement since the Brest-Litovsk treaty, and the fail-
ure of the mass strike movements in Central and Western 
Europe [Translator’s note].

say, of propagating state capitalism. To this end, any 
counter-force in the councils and in other parties that 
supported  them  was  something  to  be  feared,  con-
fronted and crushed. As Menshevism and the Social 
Revolutionaries had played a nefarious pro-bourgeois 
role  in  Russia  from February  to  October  1917 (sup-
porting government structures),  any dissidence with 
respect to what was decided by the RCP(b) necessar-
ily had to be petty bourgeois and anti-Soviet, counter-
revolutionary and adventurist, etc. But things are nei-
ther so Manichean nor so simple.

An accumulation of conditions facilitated the Bolshe-
vik approach to action being based on substitution-
ism: the party would do what the class did not, or did 
not do according to what the party wanted. But this 
was a long-standing approach, it did not arise coinci-
dentally  at  that  moment.  Was  this  the  model  that 
Marx  and Engels  had derived  from the  Paris  Com-
mune,  from its  critical  lessons? Lenin was  aware of 
them, as he was of Marx’s criticism of the “Gotha Pro-
gram” of the German socialist party, but his “flexibil-
ity”  led him so far  as  to  say that,  yes,  even a  cook 
[kitchen maid]  should be able to operate in leading 
state functions, as well as the opposite – because the 
conditions were lacking – and he went so far as to say 
in his famous text  ‘The  State  and  the  Revolution’ 
that  he  was not  a Blanquist,  but  practically  applied 
the Blanquist model (typical of revolutionaries of the 
past, as Engels said), and, yes, he altered Marx’s the-
sis that in socialism there is no State, by replacing it in 
this book, and in general, with the opposite, namely 
assuring that there  is a State. The Leninist  “beacon of  
clarity and rigor” is none, and its twists, inadequacies 
and  models  were  much  rooted  in  the  worst  social 
democratic  heritage:  the  one  that  considers  that  so-
cialism is generalized State capitalism, controlled by 
the party that represents the working class by its pro-
gram  and  that  socializes  it  with  a  firm  hand.  This 
type of  ideology served as a  cover  for  the  aberrant 

http://www.leftcom.org/en/articles/2021-03-01/the-kronstadt-revolt-one-hundred-years-of-counter-revolution
http://www.leftcom.org/en/articles/2021-03-01/the-kronstadt-revolt-one-hundred-years-of-counter-revolution
https://archivesautonomies.org/spip.php?article2711
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practices of Bolshevism, denying that the law of value 
[also] operates in the state sector, and making similar 
statements on a daily basis in texts and articles of its 
leading  cadres...  which  served  to  support  the  prac-
tices of the economic organizations of the State, capi-
talist both at home and abroad (cf.  agreements with 
foreign capitalists). The ICT is well aware of all this, 
but  avoids  going  into  it  in  depth...  and  sometimes 
simply going into it at all...

This  Bolshevik  attitude,  a  mixture  of  petty-bour-
geois  Jacobinism  and  backward  proletarian  Blan-
quism,  in  the  concrete  conditions,  first  of  Russia 
and later of the USSR, generated a distribution of 
power that was a carbon copy of the bourgeois ap-
proach right from the start of the Russian proletar-
ian revolution in October 1917: thus the Bolshevik 
majority turned the soviets into a variety of legisla-
tive and supervisory workers’ parliament… in the-
ory, with representatives of soldiers and peasants... 
whereas the executive tasks,  the essential  nuclear 
power center, were derived, concentrated and car-
ried forward by the Council of People’s Commis-
sars (Sovnarkom), with Bolshevism at the head of 
the Russian Government and State... and Lenin as 
its Chairman.

This is what the ICT tells us about the war, and also 
about  the  proletarian  and  peasant  resistance  when 
they saw that hunger and all sorts of calamities were 
not solved, and that the workers were treated as such, 
as a labor force and as a mass of conscripts. We could 
elaborate but have to keep in mind that we are deal-
ing with just  an article.  Nevertheless the thesis that 
hovers over the evaluations of the ICT is that nothing 
else could be done, that it was tragic and that it was 
an episode of the counterrevolution, for which reason 
in  the  future  it  must  be  the  councils  who  exercise 
power and not the party, however communist it may 
declare itself to be. But there is shit in the party and 
in the councils that one does not want to criticize ade-
quately  and in detail.  And in  the  councils  basically 
because  the  Bolshevik  majority  privileges  the  party 
and its structures in a Jacobin and Blanquist scheme 
of action. Its delegates subscribed to this line after Oc-
tober 1917, they were in the majority and their orien-
tation was executed in practice. When problems arose 
within and outside the party (with left social-revolu-
tionaries and maximalists in particular, and also with 
anarchist  sectors),  the  iron  fist  prevailed.  The  trade 
unions,  which for Lenin should be a counter-weight 
to excesses, were the trade union hand of power, and 
Trotsky himself had to be restrained by Lenin when 
he  tried  to  militarize  them at  the  X.  Congress.  The 
ICT and their like are well aware of what happened 

and  of  the  interpretations  by  each  party  involved... 
but they stop halfway when it comes to drawing criti-
cal consequences.

The chain of weaknesses, inadequacies and errors of 
Marxism,  its  different  expressions  that  mark the  in-
ability  to  act  as  a  single,  clear,  cohesive  and  active 
force at the international level... is left aside. As are in 
part  the  tremendous  responsibilities  of  Bolshevism, 
and above all its practical criminal and terrorist anti-
proletarian drift...  And [we read]  nothing about  the 
necessary abdication from power when such a situa-
tion arises... they discard that, crying out against de-
featism.  But  in adverse  conditions Marx and Engels 
had  sunk  the IWA, after having transferred the Gen-
eral Council to the USA, so that the process would be 
as  orderly  and  favorable  as  possible,  without  obsti-
nately persisting to continue with a structure that was 
no longer adequate, in the middle of fierce struggles 
with Bakunin’s wing and the retreat of the revolution-
ary capacities  in the  proletariat.  Did the  Bolsheviks 
believe  they  were  doing  something  positive?   Un-
doubtedly, but the credence of those involved in his-
torically pertinent events and class struggles is not the 
essence of  understanding them and drawing critical 
conclusions.

What  Engels  said  and  defended  about  Thomas 
Müntzer falls on deaf ears for this expression of the 
Italian Communist Left (in the wave of the positions 
led by Onorato Damen after a strong discussion with 
the supporters of the positions led by Amadeo Bor-
diga, which culminated with the definitive organiza-
tional separation in 1952).

In  1850,  Engels  dealt  with  the  fate  of  Thomas 
Müntzer, as that of the leader of a radical party that 
came to power before the conditions were ripe for the 
establishment  of  a  communist  society.  It  is  worth-
while to study the following passage critically:

“The  worst  thing  that  can  befall  a  leader  of  an  extreme  
party is to be compelled to take over a government in an  
epoch when the movement is not yet ripe for the domina-
tion of the class which he represents and for the realisation  
of the measures which that domination would imply. What  
he  can do depends not upon his will but upon the sharp-
ness of  the clash of interests between the various classes,  
and upon the degree of development of the material means  
of existence, the relations of production and means of com-
munication upon which the clash of interests of the classes  
is based every time. What he  ought to do, what his party  
demands of him, again depends not upon him, or upon the  
degree of development of the class struggle and its condi-
tions.  He  is  bound  to  his  doctrines  and  the  demands  
hitherto propounded which do not emanate from the inter-
relations of the social classes at a given moment, or from  
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the more or less accidental level of relations of production  
and means of  communication,  but  from his  more  or  less  
penetrating insight into the general result of the social and  
political movement. Thus he necessarily finds himself in a  
dilemma. What he can do is in contrast to all his actions as  
hitherto practised, to all his principles and to the present  
interests  of  his  party;  what  he  ought to  do  cannot  be  
achieved. In a word,  he is  compelled to represent not  his  
party or his class,  but the class for whom conditions are  
ripe for domination. In the interests of the movement itself,  
he is compelled to defend the interests of an alien class, and  
to feed his own class with phrases and promises, with the  
assertion that the interests of that alien class are their own  
interests. Whoever puts himself in this awkward position is  
irrevocably lost.” (4)

For Bordigism, Lenin did what he had to do, and iso-
lation, some opportunist presence and tactical errors 
worsened the consequences. For the ICT there is some 
responsibility... but it stops halfway of its critical eval-
uation.  For  both  to  leave  power  and to  carry  out  a 
work of self-criticism and resistance at the same time, 
from  a  position  in  opposition,  would  be  defeatism. 
The KAPD demanded this from the Bolshevik leader-
ship  in  1921,  but  was  disregarded  in  Moscow...  as 
were  so  many  other  critical  observations,  with  the 
proud and sectarian attitude that Lenin took up to op-
portunistically  compose  the  disreputable  pamphlet 
“Leftism, infantile disease of communism” .

A  century  later  we  know  that  what  Leninism  and 
Trotskyism  did,  led  to  Stalinism  and  generated  the 
bases  of  a  tremendous  confusion  that  the  Marxist 
ranks  still  drag  with  them  in  the  present.  For  Bor-
digism and Damenism, Lenin remains a comrade to 
be saved, who did what he could... even when shed-
ding workers’ and revolutionary soldiers’ blood in or-
der  to...  launch the  NEP and make believe that  the 
state  ownership  of  factories,  finance  and  commerce 
were  socialism  –  “although  in  germ,  in  this  period  of  
transition  from  capitalism  to  communism”,  as  Lenin 
wrote.  They  were  thereby something to  defend and 
develop  against  the  existing  private  and  associated 
varieties of capitalism. But the party allegedly leading 
the  “process  towards  to  socialism” (Lenin)...  was  di-
rected by capitalist relations itself and provided them 
with red alibis, occupying the executive and the State, 
reducing  the  soviets  to  a  pantomime  of  legislature 
and administrative, economic and social control.

4) F. Engels (1850), The Peasant War in Germany. Chapter 
6: The Peasant War in Thuringia, Alsace and Austria. First pub-
lished in: “Neue Rheinische Zeitung. Politisch-öko-
nomische Revue”, (Nº 5-6, May – October 1850). Third 
and last edition delivered by Engels: Leipzig, 1875.

Therefore, the party did not lead the revolution, but 
applied  its  command  over  the  proletarian  class  to 
serve capitalist accumulation. The Leninist party, with 
its distorted conception of the process of class strug-
gle and the “leading role of the party”, of socialism and 
the transition period, of  “imperialism, the highest stage  
of capitalism”, of state capitalism and other questions 
of  the  first  order...  was  directed  by  the  prevailing 
wind  of  capitalist  relations  like  a  puppet...  which 
Lenin  came  to  partially  admit,  revealing  that  this 
could [only] be [either] by private or by foreign capi-
tal.  In  those  conditions  the  counterrevolution  em-
anated from various places and forces and, of course, 
very  importantly  from  within  the  State  and  the 
RCP(b).

Disciplining the working class and the discontent of 
soldiers and peasants was one more aspect of the de-
velopment of capitalist  relations in Russia, and later 
in the USSR, which implied ceding ground to private 
capital but at the same time strengthening state and 
associated  capital.  But  Bolshevism  stressed that  the 
economy had gone off the rails of capitalism, as Lenin 
said,  since  private  capital  had been struck  a  severe 
blow. In reality state capital did not arrive and there-
fore the problems resided in the relations between the 
three main forms of capitalist property.  

This whole process was manifested within the RCP(b) 
and  outside  it  during  the  1920s,  with  struggles  be-
tween Bolshevik-Leninist Trotskyists and other wings 
of the party, until the Stalinists prevailed.

The Leninist model of the party, fully praised by Bor-
digists and in part by the Damenist ICT, leads to the 
fact that the workers’ and soldiers’ councils were in-
hibited from exercising dictatorship, that they did not 
assume the tremendous and difficult issues of the rev-
olution within and outside Russia and the USSR, that 
those who tried to do so were repressed within and 
outside Bolshevism,  and that  the  relations  with  the 
peasantry deteriorated after  propitiating a road that 
would supposedly lead to socialization, starting from 
its opposite, which Bolshevism could not apply and 
concretize. (5)

The pretension of calculation and economic planning 
was made on bourgeois bases, voluntarist and alien to 
Marx’s approaches (the calculation of working hours, 
use of bonds which do not circulate as capital but en-

5) Cf. the Leninist policy of land distribution, then activist 
voluntarism and terror to extract food and raw materials 
from the countryside, subsequently cessions to agrarian 
trade with the cities and the State, then a partly frustrated, 
partly realized cooperation, and finally brutal Stalinist “col-
lectivization”, following Nikolai Bukharin’s “Enrich your-
selves!” etc.).

https://marxists.architexturez.net/archive/marx/works/1850/peasant-war-germany/ch06.htm#6.1
https://marxists.architexturez.net/archive/marx/works/1850/peasant-war-germany/ch06.htm#6.1
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title to a taxed consumption,  etc.),  something neces-
sarily existing in a first socialist phase of communism, 
that the GIC had to recall  and specify later with its 
‘Fundamental principles of communist production  
and distribution’. (6)

The calculation in prices, with enterprises with their 
own cost-benefit accounting, with commerce, money 
and merchandise, and above all with wage labor im-
posed by the State implies the development of capital-
ism,  of  value  to  be  realized,  of  capitalist  accumula-
tion. In Russia and the USSR the maximum that could 
be  reached  was  a  restrained  consumption  in  a  war 
economy, with some limited free benefits for the pro-
letariat,  that  were  quickly annulled and overcome... 
negatively by the phase opened up by the NEP. There 
was no open transition period, but an isolated State 
that had to resist and indeed did so, but that in order 
to  succeed had to  accelerate  capitalist  development, 
which  private  capital  had  failed  to  consolidate  and 
manage with its miserable democratic and warmon-
gering governments in the Russian imperialist sense.

It is evident that Bolshevism encountered major prob-
lems, a decimated and exhausted working class and 
international isolation.  But  a remarkable  part of  the 
proletarian exhaustion is due to the Bolshevik policy. 
And the same can be said about the confusion created 
in  the  communist  and  internationalist  ranks  by  the 
Marxist-Leninist ideology, a re-edition of the [old] so-
cial-democracy confronted with centrism and the so-
cialist right, but then calling to unite in workers’ gov-
ernments  and  political  fronts  with  them....  so  that 
Lenin  (supposedly)  could  demonstrate  his  role 
through his tactical astuteness and let a class react in 
which he had instilled objectives of  State capitalism 
disguised as socialism...  which it  did not (Germany, 
etc.)...  while  the  Leninists  harassed,  in  a  sectarian 
way, the communist lefts who tried to follow a differ-
ent course... implying that Bolshevism had to give up 
its  space  of  power  and leadership.  This  Bolshevism 
could not tolerate, and did not.

To use the successes in the war (7) to hide all this was 
not only fallacious but infamous and anti-revolution-
ary. This policy found a phase of its action in party 
substitutionism, already having the soviets relegated 
to  the  background,  favoring  the  Sovnarkom and its 
policy of (absolute) order and command – which led 
to the prohibition of tendencies and discussions since 
the aberrant X. Party Congress of the RCP (b).

6) Infamously branded by Bolshevism as anarchist and syndi-
calist, as Lenin and the leaders of the Communist Interna-
tional and the RCP(b) had done with regards to the Ger-
man-Dutch communist Left. 

7) We presume again: the “civil war” in Russia 1918 – 1920, 
[Translator’s note].

In this way the model of Marxist struggle to achieve 
the political diffusion of the movement was perverted 
into a mixture of Blanquism and Jacobinism. The ex-
ploited proletarian class was deprived of  the collec-
tive control over the factories and economic establish-
ments and over their  products  in an associated and 
convergent,  and  therefore  centralized  way  –  not  by 
annihilating the capacities that the various basic bod-
ies needed to deploy and maintain, but by trimming 
them to fulfill  orders from above.  Their orientations 
were only accepted on condition that they were ad-
justed to plans made without their collaboration, or if 
altered in face of the dead-ends and increased prob-
lems that were repetitively encountered. 

Instances  that  (according  to  the  model  of  the  Paris 
Commune of 1871) at all times have to be aware of the 
needs, problems and orientations of the whole, must 
necessarily have the capability to rescind and dismiss 
those who do not fulfill concrete mandates, but exer-
cise  an  arbitrary,  erroneous,  maladjusted  and  anti-
proletarian command and control. 

The organic and dialectical Marxist scheme was sub-
stituted  by  a  bureaucratic  and  anti-working  class 
“central planning” that in fact covered up the ineffi-
ciencies and the reigning chaos. Bolshevism mystified 
the incapacity to control the capitalist process,  devel-
oping on the basis of the law of value and administra-
tive  voluntarism,  by  pretending  the  workers’  state 
controlled  everything  in  view of  socialist  goals,  for 
the good of the working class and internationalism... 
whereas in reality the bureaucracy of the party-state, 
the private and associated bourgeoisie, ostensibly im-
proved their living conditions on the basis of the la-
bor, the suffering and the subjection to terror of the 
working class  milieu.  To  this  infamous task  Bolshe-
vism attributed places in command functions, both in 
the military and police spheres, to old and new bour-
geois and Tsarist elements. 

For Bordigists and Damenists, Lenin and the majority 
of the Bolshevik leadership were not responsible for 
the  orientation  of  “socialism  in  one  country”,  that 
Stalinism would carry as its banner and alibi. A rigor-
ous and profound study of their positions and actions 
with the help of the method of Marx and Engels, the 
historical materialism of scientific communism and its 
critical  dialectical  logic,  reveals  that  they  were.  But 
these criticized tendencies openly dispense with con-
trasting and critically evaluating what is produced be-
yond their navels and comfort zones. Or they offer us 
mediocre, limited and centrist substitutes, as the ICT 
is now doing, as it has already done for quite some 
time.        → Continued on page 40.
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On the class struggle in India → Continued from page 54.

• Peasants were recruited in the British East In-
dia  Company  army.  Later,  peasants  became  sol-
diers  in  British  India  Army and the  police  force. 
After 1947, peasants have been employed in the In-
dian Army in significant numbers (now a million 
and three hundred thousand plus persons), central 
government paramilitary forces (now a million and 
two  hundred thousand  plus),  in  the  state  armed 
police  force  plus  routine  police  force,  and  Air 
Force, Navy... Peasants have also been employed in 
other central and state services. Numbers may look 
impressive but this employment is [only] a handful 
of straw for a hungry camel. And, for quite some 
time  peasants  avoided  other  types  of  wage-work 
and hung-on to the cultivation of small lots of land 
(one to seven acres)in the villages.

Post-1947 factory production and takeover of com-
mons land in the villages by the state had forced 
large numbers of artisans out  of  the  villages and 
into various kinds of urban employment. By 1960s, 
the  conditions  of  peasants  dependent  on  land 
alone had become so bad that the situation of arti-
sans who had left the villages in dire straits, looked 
“good”.  Visits  of  ex-artisans  to  their  villages 
caused  envy  amongst  peasants  who  previously 
were  their  superiors.  This  was  also  expressed  in 
conflicts, like the slaughter of ex-artisans in a vil-
lage in Tamil Nadu in 1968. It also finds expression 
in  each  peasant  social  grouping  forming  its  own 
“socialist” party in Tamil Nadu and other states in 
the hope of raising their social status.

• Desperation of the peasant mode of production 
also gave rise to the Maoist armed upsurge in the 
1960s.  This  was  ruthlessly  crushed  by  the  state, 
fake  encounters  was  one  of  the  modi  operandi.  A 
look at Punjab: after the Maoists were crushed, the 
desperation of the peasants expressed itself in the 
Khalistan  movement  for  an  independent  Sikh  
country. And, the crushing of the Khalistani move-
ment has provided some breathing space to “mass  
movement” Maoists. Amongst the thirty plus peas-
ants unions now agitating at Delhi borders, the ma-
jority of them are self-proclaimed Maoists.

• Incomparable  leaps  in  the  productive  forces 
that  began  in  the  1970s  with  the  introduction  of 
electronics in the production processes, have recon-
stituted the world. Wage-workers have come to the 
fore  on  the  social  stage  throughout  the  globe. 
China is the new workshop of the world. Ten years 

after the state in China, India adopted the latter’s 
path. Now India is significant in global industrial 
production.

In the subcontinent, Bangladesh has gone for rapid 
industrialization but Pakistan has lagged behind in 
this. The position of agriculture in the economy in 
India has fallen significantly in these thirty years. 
The  situation  of  peasant  farming  has  worsened 
during  this  period  but  significant  numbers  have 
found  space  in  factory  production  related  activi-
ties.  A  similar  situation  can  be  said  to  exist  in 
Bangladesh. And, in Pakistan, peasant desperation 
is  significantly  being  expressed  in  the  Taliban 
armed struggle and related activities. 

In India, Maoist armed struggles and other activi-
ties  have  shrunk  to  the  levels  of  minor  irritants. 
Peasant social groupings now are asking for reser-
vations in employment etc. A sum-up of this could 
be the writings from jail of a leading theoretician of 
the CPI (Maoist), Kobad Ghandy’s six articles pub-
lished  in  a  mainstream  magazine,  ‘The  Main-
stream’ from August  2012 to January 2013, titled 
“Questions of Freedom and People’s Emancipa-
tion”:  “.... Communism seems no longer an attraction  
for the youth, as it was for us in the 1960s and 1970s.” 
and  “....  by  the  1990s  most  communist/Left  move-
ments/organizations  collapsed,  and  the  few  that  re-
mained  existed,  fighting  with  their  backs  to  the  wall.  
This is the harsh reality even today – a situation worse  
than ever before!! Never in this past one-and-a-half cen-
turies of communist thought, has the situation been so  
pathetic.” 

As to the Left  in  general,  recently  we wrote  to a 
friend : “The left is irrelevant in India. All splinters of  
it have, since 2014, rapidly become parts of a tail of the  
Congress Party, which itself is in disarray.”

• During these ten years,  wage workers in gen-
eral  and  factory  workers  in  particular  in 
Bangladesh and India are engendering radical rup-
tures as a matter of routine. Activities of the radical 
social subject are significantly increasing the possi-
bilities  of  radical  social  transformations.  Yes,  we 
are in vibrant times, in lively times.

Majdoor Samachar-Kamunist Kranti, January 27, 2021.

Source: A Note on Peasants in the Indian Subcontinent FMS, January 
28, 2021.; e-mail to the editor of February 19, 2021.

Some linguistic redaction applied.

https://faridabadmajdoorsamachar.noblogs.org/post/2021/01/28/%E2%97%8F-a-note-on-peasants-in-the-indian-subcontinent-%E2%97%8F/


A Note on Peasants on the Indian Subcontinent
Majdoor Samachar – Kamunist Kranti on the class struggle in India

In reply to the publication of an article by the Bordigist ‘Le Prolétaire’ on the farmer’s and peasants’ protests in India, 
in the previous issue of this review, (a) we received the following explanatory notes by the ‘Faridabad Workers’ News-
paper’ (FMS) and ‘Kamunist Kranti’.

a) ‘Pandemic, Economic Crisis and Class Struggle in India’ in AFRD Vol.5 #1 (January – March 2021)  

• The  victory  of  the  British  East  India  Com-
pany in the 1757 Battle of Plassey can be seen as 
the beginning of the  transfer [transition?] of state 
power from feudal interests to that of market inter-
ests in the Indian subcontinent.

Feudal natural economy premised on the produc-
tion of use values, with the right of feudal lords to 
gratis  appropriation  of  a  portion of  the  produce, 
was replaced by sales  and purchases  in  the  mar-
kets.

With increasing areas  under the Company’s  rule, 
the  rural  landscape  underwent  massive  transfor-
mations in the subcontinent. A corollary of the re-
placement  of  payments  in  kind  by  payments  in 
money was the transformation of serfs into peas-
ants. The use of personal and family labor for pro-
duction for the market is the hallmark of peasants, 
be  they  landowners  themselves  or  tenants  of 
landowners. The British East India Company auc-
tioned  agricultural  land  for  which  the  biddings 
were  by  moneyed people  in  cities.  From the  last 
quarter  of  the  nineteenth  Century  onward,  the 
British government  also  gave agricultural  land in 
canal irrigated areas to persons in appreciation of 
their services to the empire. 

• For  expansion of  market  relations,  the  British 
East India Company passed the first land acquisi-
tion  act  in  the  subcontinent  in  1824.  This  under-
went revisions. After the 1857 revolt, British Gov-
ernment took the reins of power in its hands. Final 
version of their land acquisition act came in 1894. 
In 1947, the Government of India adopted this act 
in totality and applied it to the whole of India. The 
land acquisition act of 1894 remained unaltered in 
India until 2013.

• The  earliest  revolts  against  the  imposition  of 
market  relations  in  place  of  feudal  natural  econ-
omy,  led  by  the  fakirs  and  sanyasis,  were  sup-

pressed by the army of the British East India Com-
pany. Such revolts unfolded in different parts of the 
subcontinent  as  the  Company  rapidly  conquered 
the subcontinent.

A significant change in the global scenario of food-
grains and other farm produce, was the commence-
ment of their exports from the USA to Europe in 
1863. In the Indian subcontinent, building of canals 
for irrigation that began in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth  Century,  made  significant  impact  on 
peasant  farming.  The  two  together  greatly  in-
creased the exploitation of the peasants. Other di-
mensions  of  peasant  conflicts  became  significant, 
like the migrations of peasants from the subconti-
nent to other parts of the world.

• In  the  first  quarter  of  the  twentieth  Century, 
factory production [started] in some pockets in the 
subcontinent. Assertions of [Demands by?] the rep-
resentatives  of  wage-labor based commodity  pro-
duction for greater say in the affairs of the subcon-
tinent  became increasingly  significant.  The  repre-
sentatives  of  this  new mode of production began 
presenting their interests as a  “demand for indepen-
dence”. Like in other parts of the world, increasing 
discontent of the peasants was channeled into “na-
tional liberation/struggle for independence” in the 
subcontinent as well.

The October 1917 revolution in Russia, that led to 
the formation of state-capitalist Soviet Union, con-
tributed significantly to the global dimension of the 
peasant  question in the subcontinent.  The  “Com-
munist  Party  of  India” formed in the 1920s be-
came a representative of the state-capitalist Soviet 
Union and acquired influence amongst peasants in 
some regions of the subcontinent. Up to the 1980s 
“communist  parties” in India have led significant 
numbers of peasants in Punjab, Andhra Pradesh / 
Telangana, Bengal, Tripura, Bihar into the swamps.

→ Continued on page 53.
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