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The Slovo critique:
socialism utopian

and scientific
JOHN HOFFMAN* - better known to many of our readers as the
Communist writer DIALEGO - responds to the debate between Joe
Slovo and Patio Jordan (Labour Bulletin Vol 14 No 6 and Vol 15 No 3).
He argues that 'backward circumstances' led to a 'backward socialism'
which had more in common with the utopian socialism condemned by
Marx than with the scientific socialism developed by him. Scientific
socialism builds on and extends the political democracy and liberal rights
established by bourgeois democracy - and so the dictatorship of the
proletariat should be seen as a post-Jiberal state. In contrast, the
backward socialism of Stalin glorified authoritarian, pre-liberal forms of
political rule.

Slovo's pamphlet has been
widely discussed and gener­
ally welcomed. It is in my
view a veritable model of a
'discussion paper'. It is cou­
rageous and critical. It raises
uncomfonable and difficult
questions in a searching and
open-minded way. Every­
thing, Slovo insists, must be
justifiedaoew. We can no
longer assume that there are
any axioms or assumptioos
which can be taken for
granted - hence the tiLie of
the pamphlet: Has Socialism
Failed?

Indeed since Slovo's

pamphlet appeared, the Ger­
man Democratic Republic
(GDR) - a country with a spe­
cial relationship with the
South African liberation
movement - has ceased to
exist as a national entity and
the USSR itself, the country
of the October Revolution, is
in the grip of a social, econ­
omic and political crisis of
truly awesome proponions. It
may well be that in desper­
ation, its rulers will introduce
some fonn ofcapitalism in
order to revive its economy
and maintain its political
cohesion.

The unthinkable dances
menacingly before our very
eyes. In a situation lik.e this,
who can deny the need for
the k.ind of '110 holds barred'
critique which Slovo has in­
itiated? It was Marx himself
who adopted as his own
mOlto the Latin tag: 'de omni­
bus dubitandum '. Question
everything! This is surely the
historical moment for each of
us to do likewise.

Have Marxists been
overthrown by history?
The British communist jour­
nal Marxism Today carried

• John Hoffman was born irl Zimbabwe and now reaches pclitics at I.eicesl9r Univemity. Eng/and. Ha has
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Struggm, undsr the nom-de-plume Dialogo. He has authowdseveral books. has boon active in the British
Anti-Aparthflid Movem6tl1 and was for many years a member 01 rhfI Communist Parry 01 Great Brilain.
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on its February cover in 1990
a Karl Marx spattered with
eggs and tomatoes - the
champion of the people now
the hapless target of popular
wrath. Some conuibutors to
the journal pointed wilh iII­
concealed glee to what they
saw as a painful and terrible
irony. Marxism, they argued,
has fallen viclim to its own
dialeclical processes. It has
begun to supersede itselfbe­
fore our very eyes. With the
collapse of communist party
states in Ea$tem Europe,
Marxism, in a word, has
been overthrown by history.

Given the 'shock-waves',
as Slovo calls them, trig­
gered by the events of 1989
(p I), it seems tome !hat the
'overthrow of Marxism'
thesis deserves a considered
response. After all, the argu­
ment is no more scandaIoos
than the queslion which
Siovo takes as the title of his
pamphlet. Unless we can
find a convincing reply to
those who say that MarJ[ism
itself has collapsed with the
Berlin Wall and the socialist
Slates, we do not deserve to
be taken seriously. For on the
face of it, the 'historical pe­
tard thesis' appears a
plausible reaction to the fate
of so many states and parties
who have adopted Marxism
as their official creed.

Moreover it is an argu­
ment which recalls Marx's
own criticisms of the
~mighty Hegel" - the philos­
opher whose idealist theory
of dialectics decisively in­
fluenced the development of
Marxist thought. For Marx
criticised Hegel by basically
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Has Marxism been
'overthrown by history'?

turning his own theory
against him. Hegel, we re­
call, had argued !hat
dialectics exist in both nawre
and society as an incll:orable
and universal force for
change. The founders of Mar­
xism agreed. But, they
contended, these radical
premises are contradicted s0­

cially by Hegel's
conservalive view of
property, class divisions and
the state, and philosophically
by the way he ascribed his­
torical movcment to the
'labours' of a metaphysical
god - a divine creator subject
to none of the dialectical pro­
cesses he supposedly
embodied.

Is it possible !hat Marxism
itself has now fallen victim
to a similar kind of internal
(or, as it is sometimes called,
'immanent') critique'! The ar­
gument might be presented
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as follows. Marxism Stands
or falls as a lheory which is
tied to and seeks confirma­
tion in historical praclice.
~The dispute over the r<'4llity
or non-reality of thinking
that is isolated from practice
is purely scholastic ques­
lion~; thus runs Marx's
famous second thesis on
Feuerbach. Theories, in other
words, are nm autonomOlls
visions which simply arise in
the minds of people. They
are mental reflections of the
material world. They derive
from practice and they guide
practice. Theory and practice
are inCJl:tricably linked.

"Can we simply blame
the practise?"
This being so, what then are
the implications of the crises
and traumas which have af­
meted the socialist world
since 1989'! Ever since the
Russian Revolution, 'dissi­
dent' Marxists have
complained of an apparent
gulf between Marxist theory
and Marxist practice. Mar­
ll:ism, they argued, is a theory
of emancipation and yet
(they assert) its self-pro­
fessed adherents have built
socicties which are autocratic
and repressive in practice.
Trotskyists contend that the
fault lay with Stalin and the
Stalinists. Others have
blamed Lenin. In the 1%Os
and 1970s it became fashion­
able in New Left circles to
insist thai the problem had
been created by Engels who,
it was said, had over-simpli.
fied and vulgarised Marx's
writing.

By the late 1970s the



French Mantist Louis AI­
thusser (once the great
champion of the Mantist clas­
sics) could conclude lhat
Marxism ilSelf is in crisis,
and disillusioned radicals
joined with liberals and con­
servatives in arguing lhat
Marxism is an inherently
autocratic and IOIalilarian tIlL­
ory because the societies
which invoke its name are
autocratic and tota1iWian in
practiu. The Polish philos­
opher in exile Lesek
Kolakowski in a subslalllial
three volume work described
Marxism as "the greatest fan­
tasy of our century" and
insisted: "Communism re­
alised it [the fantasy - eoa'] in
the only way feasible in an
indusuial society, namely, by
a despotic system of govern­
ment~ (Kolakowski, pp 523;
527).

Marxism in other words is
not only an oppressive Iheory
but - the argument runs - it
stands condemned as such by
is own premises. Cenlral to
its !heory of knowledge is
!he link it asserts between
theory and practice. If !hen
Marxist!hooreticians always
end up establishing systems
which are autocratic and re­
pressive, can we simply
blame the practice without at
the same time implicating the
theory? Manists - of all
people - cannot plausibly
argue that theories bear no re­
sponsibility for the historical
practice enacted in their
name.

Cenlral bo!h to Slovo's
pamphlet and to !he respon­
ses which it has already
provoked is this basic prob-

lem. If Siovo is to convince
with his argument that ~the

fault lies with us, not with so­
cialism~ (p 11), !hen he must
stimulate us to find argu­
ments which successfully
refute what I have called the
'overthrow of Marxism'
thesis.

The 'argument of
circumstances'
In his pamphlet Slovo refers
to !he fact !hat socialist the­
ory was applied "in new
realities which were not fore­
seen by the founders of
Marxism" (p II). A number
of the responses to his
pamphlet make the same
point, emphasising in particu­
lar the problem of uying to
build socialist societies in
backward counuies. Harry
Gwala quotes the words of
the late Paul Baran: "social­
ism in backward and
underdeveloped counuies
has a powerful tendency to
become backward and under­
developed socialism". This,
Gwala comments, is the kind
of scientific approach we
would expect ofMaaist-Le­
ninists who employ their
tools of dialectical material­
ism (Gwala 1990, p 40).

I will call this the 'argu­
ment of circumstances' since
it seeks to explain the appar­
ent gulf betwecn Marxist
theory and practice by refer­
ring to the hostile and
unpromising environment in
which real socialist societies
had to emerge. The argument
is on the face of it an effec­
tive rejoinder to the
'overthrow of Marxism'
thesis since it explains the
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problems, errors, exeesses
and distortions of the social­
ist countries wi!h the 'tools'
of Marxist theory ilSelf.
After all, Marxism ilSelf ac­
knowledges lhat new
societies will necessarily be
shaped by the circumstances
in which they emerge. Does
not Marx say (for example)
that a communist society is
in every respect stamped
with the binhlTtaJks of the
old society from whose
womb it emerges?

In other words, the distor­
tions within 'existing
socialism' reflect a unity of
theory and practice in diffi­
cult and unforeseen
circumstances. Harry Gwala
speaks of the effect which
Tsarist autocracy had on Bol­
shevik organisation; the fact
that before World War II,
communists in Eastern Eu­
rope lived mostly under
dictatorships rather than
democracies, and they were
compelled tactically to form
alliances with their own na­
tional bourgeoisie and rich
peasants. As a result, Gwala
~ues,theknetsofMM­

xism-Leninism were
somewhat diluted, but (and
this is the point) in ways
which Man:ism itself can
adequately explain.

Jeremy Cronin puts par­
ticular emphasis on the need
to "locate errors within a
broad objective situation".
He stresses the problems
generated by civil war and
external invasion, both after
the revolution and during
World War II. Russia's econ­
omic backwardness
dramatically affected the
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qualir.y of its socialist struc­
tures while the isolation of
the country meant that it had
to exuaet a surplus from its
people. a circumstance
which resulted in the massive
oppression of the peasants
(Cronin 1990, p 98).

Again the point of the 'cir­
cumstances argument' is that
the apparent conuadiction be­
tween Marxist theory and
practice is explicable in
tenns of the harsh and hostile
environment in which social­
ist countries had todevelop.
The 'fault'lies with history.
Far from Marxism being
hoist upon any historical pe­
tard, its explanatory power
has if anything been ~n­

hanc~d by its capacity to
provide a materialist analysis
of painful and difficult cir­
cumstances.

It is significant however
that although Slovo does him­
self allude to the relevance of
circumstances, he is wary of
the argument as a response to
the uaumas of 1989. But
why his reservations? If back­
ward circumstances create a
backward socialism, doesn't
this observation vindicate
rather than undennine a Mar­
xist theory of history?

The problem of
Justification
Jeremy Cronin comments
that Win writing his pamphlet,
Slovo felt that any historical
explanation might seem like
special pleading,like an at··
tempt to explain away errors
and deviations". As Slovo
himselfpulS it, historical cir­
cumstances help "to explain,
but in no way justify, the
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awful grip which Stalinism
came to exercise in every sec­
tor of the socialist worldw(p
11).

This comment goes to the
hean of the problem. I say
this because the sharp distinc­
tion Siovo makes here
between wexplaining" histori­
cal circumstances and
"justifying" them is nOl as
suaight.forward as it seems.
For Marxists must surely
argue that moml positions ul­
timately derive from a
scientific assessment of ma­
terial circumstances. There
are no 'supra.historical'
verities to which we can tum
- no 'transcendental ideals'
which stand outside of the
historical process. This is
why M3IJl. and Engels insist
in the Communist Manifeslo
that "the theoretical conclu­
sions ofCommunistsW

merely express in general
tenns "actual relations spring.
ing from an existing class
struggle, from an historical
movement going on under
OUt very eyes". 'Commun­
ism' is not an abstract ideal:
it is the real movement
which abolishes the present
state of things.

Ifwe argue therefore that
the socialist societies
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emerged through painful and
difflCu!tcircumstances as his·
torically progressive
phenomena, then we are not
simply explaining these cir­
cumstances. We are also (at
least in a general sense) justi­
fying them as well. What we
are saying is this: "We cer­
tainly don't like some oCthe
things which have happened
in the name of Marxism in
the socialist countries and we
would not condone such
criminal excesses and tacti­
cal blunders if they occurred
in our own movements. But
given the circumstances in
which the USSR and Eastern
Europe had to develop, how
could things have been other­
wise?"

Of course the actual way
in which events tum out can
always be different at the
level of detail. Perhaps, Jere­
my Cronin notes, a more
co-operative approach with
the peasantry might have
been possible in the 19205.
Both Stalin and Trotsky ar­
gued for a wharsh approach to
the peasantry" whereas
Bukharin toolc the opposite
view. Cronin takes the point
pressed strongly by Pallo Jor­
dan that the writings of
anti·Stalinists deserve to be
seriously if critically reac!.

But if what happens in
general terms is judged to be
historically necessary, how
then can we condemn it?
This point emerges particular­
ly poignantly in the case of
Pallo Jordan's fierce critique
of Stalinism. "It is our task,"
Jordan says emphatically, ~to
explain what has led to the
auocities we condemn," and



he takes Slovo to laSk for
identifying the symptoms
rather than the causes of the
illness (199Oa, p 67). But
how successful is he in get­
ling round what I have called
the 'problem of justification'?

Jordan divides Stalin's
critics into IWO basic camps
which derive from lhecon­
o-asting position orTrotsIcy
and Bukharin. 80lh Russians
accepted that the isolation of
the revolution in a backward
COl1tlll}' created conditions
for the emergence of a para­
sitic: bureauc:rncy. However
Trotsky favoured the posi­

tion supported by the left
oppositionist Preobl amen­
sky, Ihar. the USSR would
have 10 indusuialise at the ex­
pense of the peasanuy,
whereas Bukharin argued
that the worker-peasant al­
liance should be maintained
so that the economy could be
developed at a much more
leisurely pace. This was a
policy debate with momen­
tous historical con$C(lUences
since once the 'gentler'
policies of the New Econ­
omic Policy (NEP) (favoured
by Bukharin) were aban·

doned, then (Jordan tells Wi)
the Soviet Stale began to acl
in a dieworial manner like
the Tsarisl. state before it.

This raises two points
wtuclt are relevant to the
problem ofjustifICation
through historical explana­
tion. The ftrSl is that Jadan
himself acknowledges thai
Trotsky· although a bilter 0p­

ponent of Stalin - supported
policies which created the
conditions for authoritarian
rule in general. Indeed, Trot­
sky had already displayed
marked 'Stalinist' tendencies
in his argument with Lenin
over the II'ade unions when
he favoured mititarising the
workers. Stalin may have
been more successful than
Trotsky in combining Mar­
xisl rhelOric and Russian
nationalism, but there is noth­
ing in Jordan'sown account
to show thai had the USSR
developed under Trotskyist
leadership, its characlU
would have been fundamen­
taUy different. -Once.- as he
puts it, -theCPSU suc­
cumbed to the needs of
primitive socialist KCUmu!.a­
lion, there was no way of
breaking the cycle- Qordan
19903, P 74).

BUI what about the
policies advocated by
Bukharin· greater freedom
for small property owners
and private enterprise? This
brings me 10 the second point
raised by Jordan's critique of
Slovo. It is revealing that at
no time does Jordan suggest
that it have been f>tller for
the USSR 10 have continued
with Ihe NEP (as Bukharin
wanted) than to have em-

61

Pallo Jordan
PhoIo:~aIItWil

barked on a programme of
rapid industrialisation (which
both Stalin and Trotsky sup­
ported). However even if
Bukharin's policies had woo
the day, Jordan argues (I
think correctly) that the seeds
of the authoritarianism which
reached such horrendous pro­
portions under Stalin had
already been sown during the
civil war and its immediale
aflermath, ie even befCR!he
decision to abandon the NEP
was taken.

1be Social-Revolution­
aries and other right.wing
socialist parties were banned
in 1918. Three years later !he
sailors olthe Kronstadt garri­
son rose in rebellion against
what they perceived 10 be a
new tyr.tMy. In March of !he
same year factions were out­
lawed in the CPSU and in
this way, JCl"dan comments,
"the cancer had been planted
in the body of Ihe patty-. Sig­
nincantly, as Jordan himself
makes clear, both Trotsl:.y
and Bukharin supported the
suppression of oppositional
tendencies. His dilemma
therefore is this:

His own analysis demon-
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strates Wi! the problem of
authoritarianism and repress­
ion arose OUI of the
circumstances swrounding
the fate of the Russian Revol­
ution. He claims that the
Sovielleadership faced 'a
range of alternatives al all
the crucial turning points of
its history', but in fact he is
quite unable 10 give any indi­
cation as to how UlItkr these
circumstances, authoritarian
policies could have been
avoided. Although hostile to
Stalin, he notes that Stalin's
approach was supported by
the overwhelming majority
of Soviet Communists. With
the adoption of a strategy of
primitive socialist industriali­
sation, he tells us, the
authoritarian die was casl,
and yet he appears 10 suppon
Tn:KSky rather than
Bukharin. Even if Jordan's
sympathies are more Bukhari·
nite than we suspect, the
point is that Bukharin him­
self (as Jordan points out)
displayed the same willing­
ness as the other Bolsheviks
did 10 crush dissent and oppo­
sition.

In what sense therefore
can it be said that under the
cjrClUtlS/(l/IUS things could
have been significantly differ­
ent? Indeed in one version of
his critiqueJordan argues
that the rise of Stalinism was
not inevitable but it was his­
torically necessary.
Necessity, he says, implies
an element of choice but the
choice is not unlimited "for
the alternatives themselves
are structured by previous
choices and inherited circum­
stanees~ (Jordan 199Gb, P
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34). In other words, general
trends always manifest them­
selves through particular
(and thus 'accidental') cir­
cumstances so that the
precise configuration of
every event could always
have been different. I agree.

. The same (it seems 10 me)
could also be said about a
dialectical view of 'inevita­
bility' as well, but this is just
a terminological point What
is significant here is that Jor·
dan concedes that some form
or other of authoritarian rule
was historically necessary in
the USSR after the Russian
Revolution.

That being so, how is it
possible for him to colUkmll
developments which he
judges at the same time to be
historically necessary? He ex­
hens South Africans to
"rediscover the true meaning
of the communist vision" and
praises the oppositionists in
the socialist world who stood
out against the ~degradaLion

of the ideals ofcommunism~
(199Oa, p 74). But the uuth is
thai (from a Marxist point of
view) ideals and visions can
only emerge from and be re­
alised in concrete historical
circumstances, and his own
account gives us no reason to
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suppose that a significantly
less repressive outcome was
historically possible.

His historical explanation
emphasises the basic circum­
stances which others have
noted and leaves him with
the same dilemma. Back­
ward circumstances lead 10 a
backward socialism. It is uue
that Pallo Jordan is much
more critical ofStalin and
Stalinism than say Harry
Gwala (although Gwala him­
self finds thai Stalin's
excesses are ~notjustified").

The problem, however, is
that since he offers no argu­
ment 10 suggest that a
radically different scenario
could have occurred, it is
hard 10 see how he can extri­
cate himself from the
implicit justificaLion embo­
died in the ~circumslaIlces

argument".

The dictatorship of the
proletariat as a
post·liberal state
up unLiI now we have as­
sumed that the system which
emerged in the USSR after
the revolution was autocratic
and authoritarian in charac­
ter. Although some Marxists
might dispute this, it is (in
my view) greatly to Slovo's
credit that he calls a spade a
spade and does nothing 10

hide the fact that the Russian
Revolution posed serious
problems for the develop­
ment ofdem.ocraLic
instituLions in the new so­
ciety.

Thcre may be moments in
the life of a revolution, Slovo
argues, ~which justify a post­
ponement of full democratic



processes~ and he feels it
necessary lO raise (without
actually addressing) ~the

question of whether the Bol­
sheviks were justified in
taking a monopoly of state
power during the extraordi­
nary period of both internal
and external assault on the
gains of the revolution~ (p
17). The point is put delicate­
ly but the thrust of his
argument is clear. Should the
Bolsheviks have dissolved
the Constituent Assembly in
January 1918 when this ac­
tion led many socialists at
home and abroad 10 condemn
the new Bolshevik govern­
ment as a dictatorship?

Siovo records the fact the
Bolsheviks received less than
a third of the popular vote
when the assembly was
elected. The elections took
place before October 1917.
The assembly only met after
the revolution. Lenin argued
that as a result the assembly
had ceased 10 be repre­
sentative of Russian opinion
but, as Slovo recalls (pp 14­
16), even so significant a
revolutionary as the German
socialist Rosa Luxembourg
disagreed. She expressed
grave reservations over the
action by warning that "free­
dom only for the supporters
of the government is no free­
dom atall".

Siovo cites these words
and argues that they "may
not" have been appropriate in
the special conditions which
prevailed after the revolution
in 1917 since (as she puts it)
"without a limitation on
democracy", there was no
way in which the revolution

could have defended itself in
a situation of civil war and
massive intervention from
outside. The comment is of
considerable significance, for
in describing the dissolution
of the assembly as a /imita­
tion on democracy, Siovo
implicitly chaHenges the ar­
gument which both Lenin
and Trotsky used to justify
their actions at the time.

For the Bolsheviks did not
justify dissolving the assem­
bly as a restriction or
limitation on democracy.
They presented it as the adop­
tion of democracy in 'a
higher form'. The democracy
of the soviets was, they con­
tended, a thousand times
higher than the old bourgeois
democracy as represented by
the Constituent Assembly. It
was this argument in panicu­
lar that Rosa luxembourg
criticised. Despite her opposi­
tion 10 the dissolution of the
Constituent Assembly, she
was (like Stovo) prepared 10
acknowledge that the Bolshe­
viks might have had a case
for limiting democracy in
conditions of extreme crisis.
What she was, however, un­
ambiguously opposed 10, was
the way in which the Bolshe·
viks, as she put it, had made
a ~vinue out of necessity~.

They had presented a limita­
tion on democracy as though
it was a higher form of
democracy itself.

But it might be argued
that on this matter the Bolshe­
viks were right and that Rosa
luxembourg was wrong. By
suppressing a minority of ex­
ploiters, they were creating,
as Lenin said at the time, a
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"democracy for the majority"
on the grounds that a wetalOr­
ship for the bourgeoisie is a
democracy for the workers.
Dissolving the Constituent
Assembly, banning opposi­
tion parties, restricting
freedom of the press etc. did
not constitute a 'limitation'
on democracy since the sup­
pression of class enemies is
itself implied by the very
idea of a socialist state as the
'dictatorship of the proleta·
riat' .

Siovo is right to be wary
of this argumenL The truth is
that the concept of the dicta­
torship of the proletariat as
developed in me Marxist
classics denotes a form of the
state which builds upon
rather than suppresses liberal
political institutions. The
classical Marxist view is that
democracy under capitalism
is inadequate and formal
since in itself it does not give
workers resources and
power. However the political
and legal rights which wor­
kers do enjoy under
capitalism are profoundly im­
portant for they serve lO
educate the class in the
meaning of freedom and
emancipation. Liberal or
bourgeois democracy is de­
scribed by Marx and Engels
as a system which "perfects"
the state in the sense Wt it
promises self-govemment in
theory - all citizens are equal
in the eyes of the law - and in
this way compels the wor­
kers 10 struggle for
self-government in practice.

It should be noted wt
Lenin himself had genera1ly
analysed bourgeois democ-
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racy in these terms up to
around January 1918 - the
date on which the Consti­
tuent Assembly was
dissolved. This is why I
would not really agree wilh
Karl von HoIdt's argument
that Lenin's view of democ­
racy is generally problematic
(von Holdt, 1990). Of course
Lenin (like Man and Engels)
saw political democracy as
'bourgeois democracy', but
he stressed that his democ­
racy was a necessary
precondition for socialism it­
self. It was a system which
had to be transcended and
not suppressed. It was a ques­
tion of making lhe 'formal
freedoms' of bourgeois~
ciety 'real' - not dismissing
them as mere fictions to be
swept away.

In my view therefore, lhe
classical Manist conception
of the dictatorship of lhe
proletariat must be cluuac­
terised as aposi-liberal form
of the state. It is a system in
which (in Slovo's words)
power is exercised "in lhe in­
terests of the overwhelming
majority of the people~ and
which embodies 'an ever-ex­
panding genuine democracy'
(p 15). It is a concept which
takes for granted freedom of
speech and association (free­
doms which Man and
Engels defended throughout
lheir political lives) but looks
to a deepening of the demo­
cratic process so that lhe
mass of the population can
begin to exercise real power
over their lives.

What happened after
19181 Opposition panies
were banned, critics were
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silenced, and power became
ever more concentrated The
classical Marxist view of
proletarian democracy as a
lr(JJl:JilionaJ form oflhe state­
a state dissolving its
concentrated powers back
into society - ceased to have
any meaning. To speak of the
withering away of the state
in a situation in which this
state now exercised (increas­
ingly) aUlOCrntic powers
seemed abswd and paradoxi­
cal. The dismallrulh is that
'dictatorship of the proleta­
riat' as it actually emerged
after 1917 was less repre­
sentative - less free and less
democratic -lhan lhe bour­
geois system of democracy it
was supposed to have sur­
passed. It is true that the
Bolsheviks were not con­
fronted after February 1917
by a liberal bourgeois democ­
racy. They were confronted
by a provisional government
that showed a1anning signs
of veering towards military
dictatorship. Nevertheless
the suppression of libeta1 pol­
itical freedoms in the name
of a higher democrncy in
1918led to the tragic polari­
sation between those
socialists who supported Bol­
sheviks and those who now
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called lhemselves 'demo­
cratic socialists' because
they opposed 'dictatorship'.

Skwo himself makes lhe
point that Lenin did not ad­
dress in any detail the nature
of established socialist civil
society - questions such as
the relationship between
party, state, people's elected
representatives, social organi­
sations elC. But this is not
surprising. The 'space' for
this kind ofconsideration
was shut out by the develop­
ment ofan authoritarian
model of socialism which
loolced upon 'civil society'
(ie, social institutions outside
the party and state) as a
realm which was basically
subversive and anti-socialist
in character.

It has to be said (and this
is a point at which Siovo him­
self hints) that the noting of
the state as a 'dictatorship' in
Marxist theory is a much
more complicated and
nuanced idea lhan is some­
times thought. The term
'dictatorship' was only used
positively by Marx and En­
gels in rather unusual
conteJl:ts where, for example,
lhey were building bridges
with authoritarian minded al­
lies whom lhey wished to
placate, or making polemical
points against socialists wilh
1ibeta1 or anarchist views.
11Ie point is that a demo­
cratic socialist society is only
'dictatorial' in the rather tech­
nical sense that like any
society with a state it must
'dictate' to those who
lhreaten to destroy its institu­
tions. A socialist state,
however, which 'dictates' in



Was the 1917 revolution a progressive event?
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The problematic character
of the society produced by
the Russian Revolution
makes it nea:ssary to empha­
sise an important point about
the 'circumstances argument'
which might otherwise be
missed. Marxists do not
derive their perspectives
from historical evenlll as
such. As materialists, we are
only obliged to derive ideas
from historical challge. This
change is only necessary
when it renects itself in his·
torical developments which
are progressive in character,
that is, they take human his­
tory to a higher stage.

A number of communists
(or 'post-communists' as
they sometimes style them­
selves in Britain) are now
arguing that the Russian Rev­
olution itself is to blame for
the crisis in the socialist
world. The revolution laid
the basis (argument goes) for
a post-1918 Leninism which
developed into Stalinism and

~ ......, ". _J> .g::...••..
"
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glorious form of Marxism. It
is therefore with Stalin's
(rather than Lenin's) name
that Sklvo rightly associates
the model of wllat he calls
"socialism without democ­
racy" (p 3).

The Russian Revolution:
8progressive
phenomenon?
11Iose who argue that the rev·
olution produced a repressive
and aulhoritarian society are
right to do so. But this point
has an important bearing on
the problem of justification
as noted above· the problem
as to how Mantists can
criticise developments which
are historicaIly inevitable.
We have seen earlier how
even staunch anti-Stalinists
like Pallo Jordan argue that
the Russian Revolution (and
all that flowed from it) was
historically necessary and yet
want to vehemently criticise
what actually happened as a
result.

a way !.hat prevenlll!.he mem­
bers of !.his or that class from
enjoying the classical liberal
freedoms of association and
speech, ceases to be demo­
cratic.

But what happens when
such a state represents lhe
majority? Isn't this in itself
enough to make it demo­
cratic? Those who argue in
!.his way overlook a crucial
point The fact is !.hat a prole­
tariat which suppresses
traditional civic freedoms,
also suppresses itself, if oppo­
sition parties and papers are
banned and critics are
silenced, how can anyone in
such a society be said to exer­
cise meaningful democratic
rights? Engels once declared
that a nation which oppresses
another cannot itself be free.
The same is uue of a class
even when its members con­
stitute a majority. A majority
which represses a minority
(in the sense of lhe overt re­
pression which developed in
the USSR after 1918) can
only repress itself since the
conditions under which the
opinion of the majority can
be properly and reliably ex­
pressed no longer really
obtain.

While it is true that after
1918 Lenin himself began to
justify !.he authoritarian
measures of the new Soviet
state as the expression of a
higher fonn of democracy,
he did so hesitantJy and wi!.h
caution. Stalin, by way of
contraSt, made a full blooded
virtue outof necessity, extoll-

•ing pre-tiberal forms of
political rule as !.hough they
represented a new and more

65 SALB Vo/1S No 7



DEBATE

therefore the event represents
a disaster (and not a triumph)
for the socialist movement. It
was not a step forward but a
step backward, and therefore
Marxists should not feel ob­
liged to 'justify' the event
(and all that nowed from it).
TIle revolution fails to qual­
ify as 'a real historical
movement going on before
our eyes', that is, as a pr0­

gressive development which
makes the case for real com­
munism.

What are we to make of
an argument like this? It is
certainly wmth remembering
that even in 1917 there were
socialists who opposed the
Russian Revolution. Veter­
ans like George Plekhanov
and Karl Kautsky argued that
Russia was not ready for s0­

cialism. TIle bourgeois
revolution of February 1917
had, they contended, not yet
created the material and cul­
tural basis for the
development of a higher s0­

ciety. To attempt a socialist
revolution under these cir­
cumstances was therefore
futile and self-defeating.

Of course Lenin and the
Bolsheviks assumed that Ihe
October Revolution would
seJVe as the catalyst to social­
ist revolutions in Ihe
'developed' West and no-one
anticipated that the revol­
ution would find itself
isolated in a backward
country. But given the fact
that Ihis isolation did not
occur, we have to ask the
question: under these circum­
Stances what kind of
socialism could emerge? The
problem of democtaey after
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1918 is itself part of a wider
problem - the question of
when the development of a
socialist society actually
counts as a progressive ralher
than a reactionary phenome­
non. 1be point is IIOt as
biUUTe as it sounds.

In Part 3 of the COmmwl­

ist Manifesto Marx and
Engels review a wide variety
of other socialist and com­
munist ooctrines prevalent at
the time. One factor in par­
ticular differentiates these
socialisms and communisms
from the argument advanced
in the Manifes/(): the aWUlde
towards capitalism. Non-Mar­
xist socialisms, the Manifesto
argues, either take an uncriti­
cal and reformist view of
capitalism, oreven worse,
they take a IXlsition towards
capitalism which is reaction­
ary in character. Reactionary
socialists (as Ihe Manifesto
describes them) look back­
wards by ~pressing support
for pre-capitalist ideas of a
medieval kind. Communism
in this view is not a higher
form of society which builds
upon the technological
achievements and political
culture of the capitalist sys­
tem.lt is merely a (backward
looking) moral ideal or uto­
pia which shuns bourgeois
ethics and practices. It is a re­
actionary or "crude- (as
Marx and Engels sometimes
call it) communism because
it projects socialism as a sys­
tem of sl\ared poverty rather
than as a system which
utilises and builds upon capi­
talist abundance.

It is surely not difficult to
identify elements of this
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"crude communism" in the
institutions and practices of
~isting (or fonnerly ~ist­

ing) socialism. Slovo himself
refers to the "primitive egali­
tarianism" which reached
lunatic proportions under the
Pol Pot regime, the absence
of cost accounting, a dis­
missive attiwde to
commodity production, the
premature abandonment of
market forces, and a doctri­
naire approach 10 questions
of collectivisation (p 22).

While we are right to
criticise Ihese developments,
it is important to be clear
about Iheir character. 1bey
are not, strictly speaking, de­
viations from socialism as
such. What they are (as
Marx's own writings make
clear) are deviations from a
particular ki"d of socialism ­
namely a scientific socialism
- a socialism which seeks to
build upon and thus move be­
yond the capitalist system. A
scientific socialism is a pro­
gressive socialism because it
seeks to transcend capital­
ism. A socialism which
simply rejects capitalism on
moral grounds and sets about
suppressing the market by
force accords with the kind
of socialism which lheMa,,;­
festo calls reactionary. In this
sense Harty Gwala is right to
argue that backward circum­
stances create a backward
socialism. But the implica­
tions of this comment are
grave indeed.

For the MOJ1ifeslo makes
it clear that a socialism
which is simply anti-liberal
and anti-capitalist is very dif­
ferent from socialism which



is post-libenl.l and post-capi­
talist in characlel. The one
builds upon capilalism and
its achievements, the other
merely 'negateS' or rejects it
The one harnesses the energy
and dynamism of capitalism ­
its technology, its libernl
culture. its scientifIC achieve­
ments - and puts them to
progressive use. The other
simply rejects capitalism by
seeking to impose aulOCrnti­
cally crude communist
noons so that (and this is the
really uocomfonable point)
individuals become even less
free - even further away from
human emancipation - than
they would be under a sys­
tem or Iibenl.l capitalism.

Siovo refers to "episodes
of direct compulsion against
producers· in the develop­
ment of socialism after 1917
- the forced coUectivisation
in the 1930s, the eJ;tensive
use of convict labour as a di­
rect state and party eJ;ercise
(P 22). It is true that capital.
ism had its own period of
primitive accumulation in
which the system comes into
the world dripping blood and
gore, and South African
democrats for their part
know only too well how capi­
talists can for long periods of
time support and connive
with colonial and racist
fonns of rule. Nevertheless if
we want to understand the
popular uprisings in Eastern
Europe in 1989 and the cur­
rent crisis in the USSR, then
we need to confront the pain­
ful fact that individuals can
enjoy greater freedom under
liberal capitalism than they
do undecoll. fonn of autocratic

socialism which involves the
"direct compulsion of the pro­
ducers-,

Under capitalism, as En­
gels put it, "the principle of
freedom is afrumed· and the
·oppressed wiU one day see
to it that his principle is car­
ried out· (Colluttd Works4,
p 474). But what happens if
under socialism the principle
of freedom is dismissed as a
bourgeois IX"Cjudice (ie, it is
nOl. afrumed at all), and wor­
kers find themselves subject
to the kind of direct coercion
characteristic ofpre-capital­
iSl systems'! What is
historically progressive about....,

Our problem therefore is
lhis: given its tragic is0la­
tion, the RlL'lsian Revolution
brought into eJ;istence a sys­
tem which displayed at least
some of the features of what
Marx and Engels would have
identified as utopian rather
than scientific socialism.
These features were charac­
teristic of a reactionary rather
than progressive socialism­
an autocratic rather than a
democratic socialism - a s0­

cialism thus dramatically al
odds with a scientific social­
ism which is necessarily
post-capitalist rather than pre-
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capitalist in illl political and
economic character.

Marxism and solldarhy:
the dilemma of a
democratic socialism
The painful question now
arises: should Marxists have
followed Plekhanov and
Kautsky and refused to have
supported the Russian Revol­
ution at all'! Should they
have identified themselves
body and soul with a social­
ism which turned out to be
reactionary I3ther than pro­
gressive in significant
respects'!

I think that we are right to
pose this question but we are
also right to think long and
hard before we answer it af­
firmatively. Because the men
and women who sacrificed
so much to build socialism in
the USSR were acting with
great selnessness and cour­
age. Workers all over the
world were inspired by their
example. As a result of the
revolution. millions of
people fought for freedom
and equality who would not
otherwise have had the con­
fidence and courage to do so.
Rosa Lw!:embourg, though
sharply critical of Lenin's
tactics, was to say of lhe Bol­
sheviks that they wenl ahead
as an eJ;ample to the proleta­
riat of the world by crying
out "I have dared!" (1972, P
251). This, she argued. is
what is "essential and tndur­
ing in the Bolshevik policy·
and ·and in this sense, the fu­
ture everywhere belongs to
'Bolshevism'·.

Can Mantists really call
themselves revolutionaries
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unless, like Rosa Luxem­
bourg, !hey fed compeUed to
express solidarity with those
who sect to build a better
world? It is tJue that revol­
utions may occur under
cin:umstanees in which her­
oic efforts an:: likely to fail.
To -carry OUl-, Rosa Luxem­
boutg declared., -!he
dic~ip of!he pro1erariat
and the socialist revolution in
a single country surrounded
by reactionary imperialist
rule and in the facc of !he
bloodiest world war in
human history - that is squar­
ing!he circleR (19n, p 242).
It was a venture which she
believed was tnIgically
doomed. Was she wrong
therefore to support it?

The problem is not a new
one for Manists although it
has to be said that with !he
Russian Revolution it was a
problem which tool:.: on a par­
ticularly acute fann. For
crucial 10 Marxism as a scien­
tific socialism is the
argument that people are edLl­
eated, and can only really be
educated, by material circum­
srances themselves. This is I
philosophical point with criti­
cal political implications.
The CO#rIIrlWIisl Manifnto
makes it clear (as we have
secn) that the thcor"etical C(»

clusions or Communists are
not invented by reformen
but spring from the histoical
movement 'going on before
our very eyes'. This is why
Marxists are implacably 0p­

posed 10 conspirators and
elitists -10 those who believe
that they can manipulate
events or act patemalistically
on behalf or people. As far as
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Marxists are concerned, the
materialist argument for cir­
cumstances is also I political
argument for democracy.

But it is here that the pr0b­
lem arises.. For the fact that
people are educated by cit­
CWllSlaJlCeS (and are not
'enlighlelJed' by paternalistic
kadcnhip from on high) ine­
vitably means that people
will from time to time (Mar­
xists included) find
lhemselves in circumstances
wtuch are not of lheir choos­
ing. Under such
circumstanCes they may be
'compelled' 10 take actions
wtuch they know (or which
they should know as long as
they remain Marxists) are
necessarily problematic in
charactel". Thus Engels told
the Gennan sociaIistJoseph
Wcyderncyer that R we shall

find ourselves compelled to
make commmist uperi­
ments and leaps which
no-one Icnows better than our­
selves to be untimelyR (cited
by Levin 1989, p 69). Mat­
xists are part of the historical
processes they try to under­
stand and like everyone else,
they have to learn from their
mistakes. Only 'utopian s0­

cialists' believe otherwise.
It is true that Man and En-
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gels for example fried 10 dis­
tance themselves from those
who nlised communist de­
mands during the (bourgeois)
democnItic: revolutions of
1848. But they were not
wholly sveeessful. There is
evidence to suggest that
some of the formulations dur­
ing this period were made by
Man: and Engels not out of
theoretical conviction bUl in
order to cement tactical al­
liances with other socialists
who were impatient at the
pace of events. Thus the argu­
ment in the Communist
Manifest() that I backward
Gennany (as it was in 1848)
might uperience a proleta­
rian revolution
Rimmediately" following on
from I bourgeois revolution,
is difficult to square with !he
Manifesto's general analysis
of how workers become class
conscious. It is also confra­
dicted by other comments
Marx and Engels make at the
time where they envisage the
-pennanent revolution" as a
much more protracted pro­
« ..

But why should contradic­
tions ol this sort arise? An
even more dramatic example
is furnished by the upising
of workers in 1871 leading to
the formation of the short­
lived Paris Commune.. Man
and Engels wen: opposed 10
the uprising since they coo­
sidered that under the
circumStanCes it could not
possibly succeed. Paris was
ringed by the troops of an in­
vading Gennan anny which
would inevitably assist the
French government (which
had retreated 10 VersaiUes) to



restore 'order'.
But when the uprising did

occur, how did Marx and En­
gels respond? Did they
complain that because the up­
rising was 'untimely', they
would therefore have nothing
to do with it? Did they use
the occasion to deliver (in a
schoolmasterly Menshevik
fashion) a severe reprimand
to me communards for taking
destiny into their hands be­
fore the material conditions
for political success had
come 10 fruition? The cre­
ators of Marxism did nothing
of the kind! As the Civil War
jn France demonstrates, they
felt compelled out of a sense
of solidarity 10 present the
Commune as me heroic at­
tempt by ordinary men and
women 10 ~SlOfTIl heaven"
and lay the basis for a future
communist society.

The workers, Marx writes
ofthe communards, "have no
ideals 10 realise~ but ~will

have to pass through long
struggles, through a series of
historic processes,lnlnsfor­
ming circumstances and
menM (1971, p 76). For this is
me point. People have 10

make history for themselves.
They can only lcam from
their own experience and
therefore from their own mis­
takes. II is significant that
Rosa Luxembourg defends
the Russian Revolution in the
same way and for the same
reasons that Marx and Engels
support the Paris Commune.

It is also revealing that the
German socialist, Eduard
Bernstein should find Marx's
comment about "ideals" 10 be
either "self-deception" or "a

mere play on words on the
partof the author" (1961, p
222). For Bernstein and his
fellow 'revisionists' had
ceased to believe that a revol­
utionary reconstruction of
society was either possible or
desirable. They did fIOlmink
that people must do mings
for themselves and.therefore
identified themselves as libe­
ral rather than tUm,ocratic
socialists in their opposition
10 revolutionary develop­
ments.

Siovo makes no attempt
(he tells his readers) "to
answer the complex question
of why so many millions of
genuine socialists and revol­
utionaries became such blind
worshippers in the temple of
the cult of the personality~ (p
12). But at least part of the
explanation surely lies in the
tension just noted between
the logic of Marxism as a
scientific socialism and the
pressure ofcircumstances
which compels revolution­
aries to undertake
experiments ofa 'utopian'
kind. It is true that the Paris
Commune lasted only for a
few months and did not
undertake any unambiguous­
ly authoritarian measures in
its defence. But what if,
againSltheodds, it had main·
tained itself in power through
the introduction, say, of a dra­
conian authoritarianism and
the consolidation of Stalinist
style personality cults? How
would Marx and Engels have
reacted then?

The USSR did survive. It
weathered the fierce on­
slaughts of counter­
revolution and Nazi attack. It
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involved millions of its
citizens in the construction of
a new social order. It in­
spired millions elsewhere at
a time when fascism had
strangled the Spanish repub­
lic and capitalism was
crippled by slump. ~I have
seen the future and its
works~. The utopian charac­
ter of the USSR was
apparently belied by its prac­
tical successes and the
popular suppen which Stalin
enjoyed. Moreover the capi­
talist countries remained
bitterly hostile to the USSR
so that it seemed that criti­
cism constituted treachery to
the makers of a new world.
George Orwell continued to
regard himself as a socialist
but his fierce auaek on Stalin­
ism in Animal Farm and
1984 was, it is said. wonh a
cool million votes to me Brit­
ish Conservative party in the
postwar period.

The need for solidarity
can pose grave dilemmas for
democratic socialists, and re­
flects the fact that the tension
between scientific socialism
and circumstances which
generate utopian perspectives
and practices is a real one. It
is a tension which arises be­
cause Marxism as a scientific
socialism sometimes !las to
face in two directions at one
and the same time. Precisely
because our values are rooted
in the 'historical movement
going on before our very
eyes', Marxists cannot ana­
lyse society in terms of
timeless 'values' which stand
outside the historical process.
If this is its enduring
strength, it also creates prob-
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lems. For whatllappens
when there are circumstances
(as in the case of the Russian
Revolution) which compel
Marxists to act in ways
which are contrary to the
'logic' of their own !heory?
We then have to witness the
tragic spectacle of Marxists
(as with Lenin after 1918) de·
fending the indefensible and
trying to justify what cannot
be justified.

The problem is !herefore,
as Siovo says, a "complex"
one. The contradictory rela­
tionship between Marxist
theory and Marxist practice­
between a scientific logic
and utopian circumstances ­
arises as pan of !he historical
process itself, Marxists are
subject to the same historical
circumstances which compel
humans in general 10 ~enter

social relations independent
of !heir will". Long historical
processes have 10 be endured
in the struggle for human
emancipation, These pm.
cesses involve heroic leaps
and untimely experiments,
They are also contradictory
in character for they require
Marxists 10 organise politi­
cally and supponcocrcive
state institutions in order to
reach a world in which lIle
state and (hierarchically or­
ganised) politics itself will
disappear.

The lessons of 1989
There can be liUle doubt (as
Siovo acknowledges) lIlat the
prestige and credibility of
Marxism has been seriously
damaged by !he fact that a
"socialism without democ­
racy" has been created in !he
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name of Marxism, This has
generated a sense of theoreti­
caI'crisis' as ow critics
gleefully proclaim that Mar­
xists have been overthrown
by history.

On the other hand the rise
of unpopular and autocratic
states can only be understood
in Marxist terms as develop-­
ments which are radically at
variance with the logic of a
scientific socialism. The col­
lapse of these states
demonstrates beyond all sha­
dow of doubt that utopian
forms of socialism are un­
workable and ultimately
unpopular (even if they are
not without some progressive
features like the desire for
peace and the solidarity
given 10 national liberation
movements).

Circumstances imprison
but they also liberate and the
events of 1989 have helped
10 liberate Marxism from the
tragic strnit-jacket of circum­
stances placed upon it after
1911. The popular revol­
utions in Eastern Europe
have made it possible to
point once again to historical
developments as a vindica­
tion of the logic of Marxism
(however painful and unwel­
come this vindication is).
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The tensions between theory
and practice remain inherent
in the historical process but
we are now in a position to
answer our critics with a con·
fidence and a conviction that
was not possible as long as
we believed that we had to
defend the problematic Ie­
gaciesofl911.

In a word: Marxists no
longer need to make vinues
outof necessities. This, it
seems to me, is the realles·
son of Siavo's courageous
critique and it is the reason
why socialism does indeed­
have a future. '"
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