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Abs tract

This thesis examines three aspects of Leon Trotsky (1879- 

1940). Chapter One analyses Trotsky's most famous, and
most written about, 'theory of permanent revolution'.

Defining theory as explanation, it is argued that one

cannot talk of a specific 'theory of permanent 

revolution'. Trotsky introduced laws of uneven and 

combined development, and it was these that acted as the 

explanation of the component parts of 'permanent 
revolution' - (i) the Russian proletariat could seize 

power before the Russian bourgeoisie; (ii) that once in 
command the Russian proletariat would introduce socialist 

measures; (iii) that world revolution would be necessary 

for full socialism to be constructed. This does not mean 

that the notion of 'permanent revolution' has to be 

abandoned. It can be retained, but as a political 

programme.

Chapter Two presents a survey of post-Gorbachev Soviet 

interpretations of Leon Trotsky. The extent to which 

contemporary Soviet writings both remain within, and move 

away from, Stalinist historiography is illustrated. Four 

possible explanations for recent Soviet writings on 

Trotsky are examined: (i) as a product of glasnost applied 

to historical study; (ii) as a precursor to Trotsky's 

rehabilitation in the CPSU; (iii) as part and parcel of 

perestrioka's attack on Stalinism and as an ideological
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heritage upon which Gorbachev can draw; (iv) upon 
suppositions of harmlessness.

Trotsky’s philosophy is the subject matter of Chapter 

Three. It is argued that Trotsky’s explicit philosophical 

writings fail, as exemplified by his attempt to illustrate 

the supremacy of dialectics over formal logic. Moreover, 

Trotsky utilized different methodological approaches at 

various times. Thus, the researcher attempting to locate 
Trotsky's underlying philosophical assumptions is left in 

a maze of possible confusions.
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Preface

The particular 'three aspects' which make-up this thesis 

were a product of previous personal interest and the time 
of writing.

When I first read about the Bolshevik revolution and its 

subequent development in secondary school, I was attracted 

by the tragic nature of Trotsky's life. In subsequent 

studies I always focussed upon Trotsky whenever possible, 

most notably as part of my undergraduate 'Marxism' course. 

However, these contacts remained brief and I retained a 
desire to study more fully two aspects of Trotsky which, 

to me, seemed crucial: the so-called 'theory of permanent
revolution' and Trotsky's philosophy. Hence Chapters One 

and Three.

From 1989 onwards Trotsky studies different from old-style 

Stalinist historiography started to appear in the Soviet 

press. In October 1988 I came to Glasgow with no 
knowledge of the Russian language. However, excellent 

tuition enabled enough progress to be made for articles in 

Russian to be read. It appeared important for a record of 

the impact of perestroika on Trotsky studies in the Soviet 

Union to be kept. Hence Chapter Two.



Chapter One

Uneven and Combined Development:
The Relationship to Permanent Revolution
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1. Introduction

For Trotsky, Marxism was a method for the analysis of the 

interaction of social forces within society:

Marxism is above all a method of analysis - not 
the analysis of texts, but the analysis of social 
relations. [1]

The point of such an analysis was that it was linked 

directly to the aims of people like Trotsky. His business 

was revolution, and

a revolution is a struggle for state power....As 
the party of revolution we have before us the 
task to reveal to the masses the necessity of 
conquering state power....We considered the class 
dynamics of the Russian revolution. [2]

Therefore, in any situation, notions of class relations 

and the relative strengths of the various component groups 

were the crucial issues.

In a complex analysis involving a terminology of uneven 
development, combined development, and permanent 

revolution Trotsky presented a scenario in which the 
nature of the class relations within Russia gave the 

possibility for the party of the proletariat to come to 

power both before a regime of the bourgeoisie internally, 

and before the establishment of proletarian governments in 

the advanced nations. Moreover, once in power the party 

of the Russian proletariat would not able to confine
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itself to a bourgeois-democratic programme but, through 
the logic of its class nature, would introduce socialist 
measures.

In so doing, Trotsky saw himself as opposing those 

Marxists whom he saw as expressing a view of society, both 

internal and international, as. progressing through various 

stages of development. The version of this idea which

Trotsky criticized most vociferously was that which
claimed that a backward nation such as Russia had to go
from tsarism to parliamentary democracy politically, and 

under this political system undergo a transition from a 
backward to an advanced economic base. This developmental 

pattern would provide the pre-requisites for socialist 

revolution, and only when Russia had 'caught-up' with the 

West in these senses could such a revolution take place 

there.

Trotsky accused all those whom he suspected of holding

such an idea of producing "pseudo-Marxism” [3], of basing 
themselves on statements to be found within Marx but of

turning- such sentences into a rigid maxim. [4] Thus, in
’Our Differences' (1908) Trotsky attacked a number of

Mensheviks for limiting the immediate goal of proletarian

action to placing the bourgeoisie - who were seen as the 

social group to implement the necessary catching-up 

measures - into government. The Bolsheviks were praised 

for realising the folly of positing hopes for change of
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whatever nature on the Russian bourgeoisie and in calling 
for a workers’ and peasants' government; but were labelled 

"hopelessly idealistic" [5] in thinking that a government 

so composed could limit itself to tasks with a bourgeois- 
democratic content.

The aim of this chapter is to locate, within Trotsky’s 

writings, the explanation for what Trotsky highlighted as 
the crucial issue: namely, in terms of Russia’s

development, the balance of class forces which allowed a 
proletarian revolution without the necessity for a 

protracted bourgeois-democratic stage.

The following will both give an exposition of Trotsky’s 

terms mentioned earlier - i.e., uneven development,

combined development, permanent revolution -, and show how 

they relate to each other to form a hierarchical 

explanation of the October 1917 revolution. Moreover, it 

will be argued that the consequences of this hierarchy 

lead us to abandon notions of the theory of permanent 
revolution as being a theory at all. Uneven and combined 

development became the theory of the Russian revolution, 

permanent revolution acting as a political programme 

dependent for its proposed validity upon this theory. The 

paper is split into two sections. Section one deals 

exclusively with Trotsky. Section two compares the 

interpretation expounded in section one with those of 

other commentators. The exposition of Trotsky will begin
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with the concept which occupies the highest level of 
explanation in Trotsky, namely uneven development.

Section One

2. Uneven Development

Talk of uneven development becomes dominant in Trotsky's 

writings from 1927 onwards. [6] From this date, whenever 

the law is mentioned, the claim consistently made for it 
i s that,

the entire history of mankind is governed by the 
law of uneven development. [7]

The nature of uneven development in the capitalist epoch 

received its fullest and most lucid definition from 

Trotsky in his writings between 1927-1930, most notably in 

the work The Third International after Lenin (1928). The 

reason for Trotsky's motivation to turn to uneven 

development and to give it concrete definition during 
these years was related to the nature of the power 

struggle in the CPSU from 1926 onwards. Specifically, 
Trotsky was responding to Stalin's claim that socialism in 

one country was based upon Lenin's usage of the law of 

uneven development in the period of monopoly capitalism or 

imperialism. [8] The whole debate involved questions of 

the nature of the Russian revolution, the prospects for 

building socialism in the USSR, and which of the various
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answers represented the Leninist heritage. The way in 
which Trotsky presented his case had consequences for any 

body of text which one might want to highlight as being 
the theory of permanent revolution. For in the years 1927 

onwards Trotsky reinterpreted his previous writings with 

the law of uneven development upmost in his mind. This 

had the result that theory shifted to the level of the 

law.

In itself unevenness, Trotsky tells us, refers to 
differences in two states when making comparisons between 

countries. First, in the speed of growth in the fields of 

economics and culture. Second, in the absolute levels of 

achievement in those particular areas. The capitalist era 

is significant for uneven development. It is important 

because it differs from previous , economic systems in being 

expansionist.. This fact about capitalism led it to have 

specific effects upon the existing state of unevenness in 

both senses.

First, capitalism merged countries at different levels of 

advancement into a connected whole. This, in turn, 
effected a levelling process between nations, so that any 

gaps which existed between, for example, India and Great 

Britain or Europe and America, diminished over time. This 

process had implications for differences in the rates of 

development between countries. Specifically,
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The capitalist development in certain parts ol 
India is much more rapid than was the capitalist 
development in England in its beginnings. The 
difference, the economic distance between England 
and India - is this today greater or smaller than 
50 years ago? It is smaller.... The development 
of Canada, South America, South Africa has 
proceeded during the last period with gigantic 
strides. The ’development1 of England is a 
stagnation, yes, even a decline. Therefore the 
tempo is uneven as never before in history. [9]

Second, as a consequence of the situation in which the 

rate of development of the backward nations increased 

while the tempo of the advanced declined, the differences 
in the absolute levels of economics and culture decreased:

Thereby it brings about their rapprochement and 
equalizes the economic and cultural levels of the 
most progressive and the most backward 
countries.... the level of development of these 
countries has become more closely approximated 
than 30 or 50 years ago. [10]

It was a levelling out in the second sense that Trotsky 

was, in 1931, to call the 'law of combined development'. 

And, accepting that this is correct, it is here, in 1927- 

28, that Trotsky first showed how combined development 
related to uneven development. The nature of uneven 

development in the capitalist epoch, in regard to rates of 
development, resulted in the backward nation importing the 

latest achievements of capitalism into its society. It was 

from this interaction that combined development was to 

emerge. As Trotsky claimed in History of the Russian 

Revolution (1931), combined development is derived from 

uneven development:
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Historical laws have nothing to do with pedantic 
schematism. Unevenness, the most general law of 
the historic process, displays itself most 
sharply and complexly in the fate of backward 
countries. Under the stimulus of external 
necessity their backwardness is forced to 
accomplish leaps. From the universal law of 
unevenness there is derived another law which, 
for the want of a more suitable term, one may 
call the law of combined development, in the 
sense that there is a rapprochement of different 
stages of the journey, a combination of separate 
stages, an amalgam of archaic with the most 
contemporary forms. Without this law taken, of 
course, in- its whole material content one cannot 
understand the history of Russia or, in general, 
of any country of the second, third or tenth 
level of civilization. [11]

When Trotsky uses the phrase ’the whip of external 

necessity* he is referring to the fact, expressed in 1927- 
28, that capitalism is expansionist. Initially, Russia had 

no choice on whether it was to become a part of the 

capitalist system. And as a member of the capitalist 

order it had to submit to existing advanced forms:

The Russian state came into contact with the 
military organisation of Western nations, which 
stood on higher economic, political and cultural 
foundations. Thus, Russian capital in its first 
steps collided with the far more developed and 
powerful capital of the West and fell under its 
leadership. [12]

However, this process, under capitalism, would never 

enable nations to reach a position of equality in both 

tempo and levels of development. Unevenness in both 

respects remained in force. Capitalism is a definite 

economic order characterised, for Trotsky, by anarchic 

methods which set country against country, and guarantees 

that branches of industry will develop unevenly in
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relation to one another. All of this was, in turn, made 
worse by imperialism:

Imperialism, thanks to the universality, 
penetrability, and mobility and the break-neck 
speed of the formation of finance capital as the 
driving force of imperialism, lends vigour to 
both these tendencies. Imperialism links up
incomparably more rapidly and more deeply the 
individual national and continental units into a 
single entity....it attains this ’goal’ by such 
antagonistic methods, such tiger-leaps, and such 
raids upon backward countries and areas that the 
unification, and levelling of the world economy 
which it has effected, is upset by it even more 
violently and convulsively than in the preceding 
epoclies. [13]

We re-enter the language of 'tiger-leaps1 and 'raids upon
backward countries'. This interaction amounted to

combined development, and Trotsky was to outline the 

specific effects of this on pre-revolutionary Russian

society.

However, before Trotsky wrote of a specific law of 

combined development this law was subsumed under his 

earlier usage of the law of uneven development. This 
explains why Trotsky made claims for uneven development 

which were subsequently attributed to combined 

development. For example, in 1930 Trotsky wrote that,

Stalin does not understand to this day that the 
uneven development consists precisely in jumping 
over stages (or staying too long Tn one 
s tage)....the prediction that historically 
backward Russia was able to arrive at the 
proletarian revolution sooner than advanced 
Britain was entirely and completely based on the 
law of uneven development; [14J
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in 1933,

We have attributed the October revolution in the 
final analysis not to the fact of Russia's 
backwardness, but to the law of combined 
development; [15]

and in 1936,

the law of combined development....i .e ., to a
jump of the backward country ahead in comparison
with the advanced countries. [16]

Combined development will now be examined. The issue of

the relationship between uneven development and combined 
development will be raised again in this section.

3. Combined Development

For Trotsky it was combined development, the invasion of 

advanced capitalism into backward Russia, which enabled 

the occurrence of jumps over features which had been a 

part of progression within the advanced nations:

Almost without highways, Russia was compelled to 
build railroads. Without having gone through the 
European artisan and manufacturing stages, Russia 
passed directly to mechanized production. To 
jump over intermediate stages is the fate of 
backward countries. [17]

More importantly, this had effects upon class relations 

within Russia:
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[it] gives birth to an utterly new, 'combined' 
social formation, in which the newest 
achievements of capitalist technique and 
structure take root into relations of feudal and 
pre-feudal barbarism, transforming and
subordinating them into the formation of a 
peculiar alignment of classes. [18]

And, as Trotsky wrote, the October revolution triumphed 

because of the "peculiar correlation of forces among the 

different classes and the state power" [19] in pre

revolutionary Russia.

In particular the fact that capitalism entered Russia 
through the influx of finance capital had several 

important consequences. First, it enabled the Russian 

state to attain a high degree of independence. This meant 

that the state was the executor of economic change in 

Russia, becoming the largest capitalist entrepreneur. The 

state monopolised and through this collected enough to 

fund a repressive force which increased its capacity for 

survival. However, this meant that Russian society was 

characterised by the separation of state from social 

classes which led to a marked polarisation of class 
forces. This, in turn, meant that conflict in Russia 
would be noticeable for its extreme nature:

the revolution was guaranteed to have a radical 
character beforehand, the more mighty absolutism 
deepened the gulf between it and the masses who 
were involved in the new economic
development.... for revolution to become
inevitable class contradictions have to be 
strained to the breaking point. [20]
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Second, finance capital prevented the development of a 
strong, numerous indigenous bourgeoisie. Finance capital 
drew the Russian bourgeoisie into the system of European 

capitalism at its imperialist stage. However, the Russian 

bourgeoisie was the weakest member in this system, so that 

when imperialism caused the First World War the Russian 

bourgeoisie was the least well-equipped to survive it. 

The weak position of this social class rendered it useless 

as a force for the overthrow of tsarism and ' the 

introduction of bourgeois democracy. As such it stood in 

stark contrast to the concentrated mass of Russian workers 

collected in large-scale production units. These 
factories were another result of finance capital.

In a society convulsed by the effects of rapid 

industrialisation it would be the strength of the 

proletariat, derived from its homogeneity and strategic 

importance within Russian industry, that would overthrow 

tsarism. Combined development produced both the crisis in 
the form of a reaction against the pre-revolutionary 

organisation of production:

Russia advanced on the road to proletarian 
revolution not because its economy was the first 
to mature for a socialist revolution, but because 
it in general was not able to develop for long on 
a capitalist basis. Social ownership of the 
means of production became a necessary condition 
for leading the country from barbarism: such is
the law of combined development for backward 
countries ; [21"]

and the system of class relations in which the proletariat
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were the only class powerful enough to cause change. 
Combined development did not touch the Russian peasantry. 
It remained in a state of backwardness, experiencing no 

leaps, and was too isolated to be an effective political 
force. The weakness of the Russian bourgeoisie simply 

made the seizure of power by the proletariat easier.

Moreover, the Russian proletariat was special in that it 

did not develop over a long period of time. It had 

skipped both medieval apprentice schools and membership of 
guilds. This meant that it lacked a conservative 

tradition and this fact constituted another nail in the 
coffin of bourgeois democracy in Russia. For,

The Russian proletariat was formed not gradually 
through the centuries, dragging with it the
weight of the past, as in England, but by leaps,
by means of abrupt changes in conditions,
connections, relations, and a sharp break with
yesterday. It was precisely this - in
combination with the concentrated oppression of 
tsarism - that made the Russian workers
susceptible to the most daring conclusions of 
revolutionary thought - just as backward Russian 
industry was susceptible to the latest word in
capitalist organisation. [22]

Indeed, for Trotsky, the law of combined development

included the idea that in certain spheres the backward

nation would even be ahead of the advanced. So that the 

statement in the preface to the first edition of Capital 

(1867) [23] concerning the advanced nations showing the

backward just the mirror image of their own future

development, which Trotsky saw as being dogmatized by
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others, was turned on its head. For instance, in ideology 
the Russian workers fell under the influence of Marxism 

when the British proletariat was still going to church. 

[24] In organisation the supreme means for coordinating 

revolutionary struggle by proletarian democracy appeared 

first in Russia:

Let us note right away that the soviets.... are 
not simply the outcome of the Russia's historical 
backwardness, but are a product of her combined 
development, which is shown by the fact that the 
proletariat of the most industrialised country, 
Germany, at the time of its revolutionary 
upheaval, 1918-1919, could not find any other 
form of organisation as the soviets....The law of 
combined development is revealed here before us 
in its most extreme manifestation: beginning with 
the overthrow of a decayed medieval institution, 
the revolution in the course of a few months 
placed into power the proletariat led by the 
Communist party. [25]

So combined development produced a situation in Russia in 

which the proletariat armed with Marxism constituted the 

only real force for change. This meant, first, that

unlike the other advanced nations the bourgeoisie would 

not be the focus for economic and political progress.
Combined development caused a leap in this sense. And,

second, a Marxian inspired proletariat in power would be 

just that, and introduce socialist measures. Combined 

development caused a leap in another sense. There would 

be no protracted bourgeois-democratic stage in Russia.

Trotsky wrote that in backward countries the fulfilment of 

tasks natural to one class by another is a feature of
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combined development. However, even if the Russian 
proletariat in power intended to limit itself to carrying 
out those reforms which the bourgeoisie in the advanced 

nations undertook at an earlier stage in their 
development, it could not do so:

already on the second day of the 'democratic- 
dictatorship' this idyll of quasi-Marxist 
asceticism would be shattered to dust. Under 
whatever theoretical banner the proletariat came 
to power it could not but at once, on the first 
day, come face-to-face with the problem of 
unemployment....The proletariat in power should, 
in one form or another (public works, etc), 
quickly solve unemployment at the state’s 
expense. This, in its turn, will immediately 
bring about an enormous upsurge of economic 
struggle and a whole series of strikes.... the 
reply of the capitalists will b e ....closing works 
and factories.They will place great locks on the 
gates and tell themselves: 'Our ownership is not
in terrible danger because it is established that 
now the proletariat is not a socialist, but a 
democratic dictatorship.1 And what would a 
workers' government do faced with the closing of 
works and factories? It would open them and 
resume production at the state's expense. And is 
this the path to socialism? Certainly! What 
other path are you able to suggest? [26]

Combined development thus explains the first part of the 

'theory' of permanent revolution. Trotsky repeatedly 

stated that this consisted of two propositions: first that 
the Russian proletariat would take power before the 
Russian bourgeoisie; and, second, that once in power the 

Russian workers would introduce socialist measures. 

Trotsky consistently stated that this resulted from "the 

alignment of classes". [27] This alignment was a 

consequence of the nature of Russian industrial 

development. For example, Trotsky argued that:
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The social character of the Russian bourgeoisie 
and its political make-up were determined by the 
conditions of the origin of Russian industry and 
the structure which it acquired. [28]

And, according to Trotsky, the nature of Russian economic 

progress was explained by the law of combined development:

But it is precisely in the economic field....that 
the law of combined development operates with the 
greatest force. [29]

Defining theory as something which seeks to explain

phenomena, the fact that combined development is the 
explanation of the first part of permanent revolution 

means that, in this respect, permanent revolution is a 

political programme, a political summary of a reality 

which is explained by higher concepts. In 1928 Trotsky

wrote that the first element of permanent revolution was,

based upon a correct understanding of the law of 
uneven development; [30]

which suggests that the highest level of explanation is at 

uneven development. But we have already seen that
combined development is derived from uneven development. 

So what emerges from this is a hierarchy of explanation 

with uneven development at the top and permanent 

revolution at the bottom. However, when the bottom -

permanent revolution - is reached there is not that much, 

if anything, which is left to be explained. Given this, 

the claim that theory resides at the bottom level is not
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tenable. So on this point the theory of permanent 
revolution is not a theory at all. In diagrammatic form 
the hierarchy of explanation would look as follows:

I. Uneven Development [unevenness+
capitalism]

II. Combined Development

1: Economic crisis demanding 
socialisation of means of 
production;

2: Independence of state
guaranteeing polarisetion;

3: Weakness of Russian 
bourgeoisie;

4: Weakness of Peasants;
5: Radical ideology among workers;
6: Advanced forms of proletarian 

organisation;
7: Strength of proletariat.

III. Permanent Revolution

1: Proletarian revolution;
2: Introduction of socialist 

measures.

How uneven development relates to the second component of 

permanent revolution can now be examined.

4. The Necessity for World Revolution

For Trotsky uneven and combined development caused a 

relation of class forces so as to enable a proletarian 

revolution and the introduction of socialism within 

Russia. However, this process did not leave the Russian
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proletariat with a sufficient economic base from which 

complete socialism could be built within the boundaries of 

Russia. For several reasons Trotsky claimed that uneven 

development meant that world revolution was necessary if 

socialism was to be fully achieved.

First, socialism meant the attainment of harmony in the 

fields of economics and culture, and this could only be 

achieved through world revolution. For Trotsky, the 

destruction of the restrictions of capitalist national 
frontiers would enable the overcoming of the 

contradictions flowing from uneven development through a 
process of cooperation between the various economies and 

cultures:

From the world division of labour, from the 
uneven development of the different countries, 
from their economic interdependence, from the 
unevenness of different aspects of culture in the 
different countries, from the dynamic of 
contemporary productive forces, it follows that 
the socialist order can be built according to a 
system of economic spiral, by taking the inner 
disparities of the separate country out into the 
whole group of countries, through the mutual 
assistance to the different countries and the 
mutual supplementation of different branches of 
their economy and culture, i.e., in the last 
analysis on the world arena. [31]

Second, uneven development operated over capitalism in its 

imperialist stage which had brought about a world economy 

in which national boundaries had to be transcended. This 

made a nonsense of the idea of constructing anything 

within the nation-state. Just as the capitalist powers
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were forced to trade with each other after the First World 
War, so Russia would not be able to escape the reality of 
the world economy post-revolution:

The problem of building socialism is not settled 
merely by the ' industrial 'maturity1 or 
'immaturity' of a country. This immaturity is 
itself uneven. In the U.S.S.R., some branches of 
industry are extremely inadequate to satisfy the 
most elementary domestic requirements.... other 
branches on the contrary cannot develop under 
present conditions without extensive and 
increasing exports....even the 'inadequate' 
branches cannot seriously develop if the 'super
abundant' (relatively) are unable to export. The 
impossibility of building an isolated socialist 
society.... in the concrete geographical and 
historical conditions of our terrestrial economy, 
is determined by various countries in different 
ways - by the insufficient development of some 
branches as well as by the 'excessive' 
development of others. On the whole this means 
that the modern productive forces are 
incompatible with national boundaries. [32]

Third, even if Russia had an advanced economic base uneven 

development would prevent the complete building of 

socialism in one country. The contradiction between the 

limits of frontiers and the universal nature of modern 

productive forces would vitiate any such idea, 

irrespective of the level of technology:

the incompatibility between the present 
productive forces and national boundaries, from 
which it follows that highly developed productive 
forces are by no means a lesser obstacle to the 
construction of socialism in one country than low 
productive forces....while the latter are 
insufficient to serve ‘as the basis, it is the 
basis which will prove inadequate for the former. 
The law of uneven development is forgotten 
precisely at the point where it is most needed 
and most important. [33]
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Only if one assumed that countries develop both unevenly 

and independently of each other could the idea of building 

full-blown socialism within national boundaries become 

tenable. For Trotsky, the corollary of this would be an 

acceptance of the Menshevist version of stages of 
development:

If the historical process were such that some
countries developed not only unevenly but even
independently of each other.... then the law of 
uneven development would indubitably follow the 
possibility of building socialism in one
capitalist country and then, as they mature, in
the more backward ones. [34]

It was the acceptance of the independence of each unevenly 

developed capitalist country that lay at the centre of 

Stalin's conception of the law of uneven development. 

This fuelled his belief in socialism in one country. [35] 

For Stalin, monopoly capitalism or imperialism did not 

mean that the economies of separate countries had become 

or were becoming interconnected. Rather it signified a 

transition in capitalist development itself from free 
competition to huge capitalist combines. These combines 

were tied to individual capitalist countries and their 
colonial empires in a world which was already divided. 

However, for Stalin, this did not mean that a stable 

hierarchy of unevenly developed nations had been 

established. Like Trotsky, Stalin thought that the epoch 

of monopoly capitalism was notable for an increase in the 

tempo of development of the backward nations compared to 

the advanced. Like Trotsky, Stalin believed that this had
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the consequence of a levelling process in which 
differences in absolute levels of development between the 
various countries decreased. Like Trotsky, Stalin argued 

that these processes contained the possibility of the 

backward nation 'leaping over' the advanced. However, 

unlike Trotsky, Stalin did not make the levelling process 

dependent upon a law of combined development deriving from 

a world economy acting upon previous levels of unevenness. 

According to Stalin, levelling was to be explained by the 
nature of technology in the imperialist era. And, for 
Stalin, it was levelling that gave the possibility to the 

proletariat of one country to have their own, successful, 
socialist revolution:

It is precisely because the lagging countries 
accelerate their development and tend to become 
level with the foremost countries that the 
struggle between countries to outstrip one 
another becomes more acute; it is precisely this 
that creates the possibility for some countries 
to outstrip others and oust them from the 
markets, thereby creating the pre-conditions for 
military conflicts, for the weakening of the 
capitalist world front and for the breaching of 
this front by the proletarians of various 
capitalist countries. He who does not understand 
this simple matter, understands nothing about the 
economic essence of monopoly capitalism. [36]

Because this individual country was isolated, any internal 

contradictions deriving from the workings of a capitalist 

economy could be resolved through the establishment of 

socialism in that individual country. For Stalin, the 

only remaining contradiction was external. This consisted 

of the co-existence of a socialist state and capitalist
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countries. Complete socialism meant the overcoming of 
this external threat. According to Stalin world 
revolution was ultimately necessary not because this was 

the only way in which all contradictions could be solved, 

but because this was the only condition in which each 

socialist state would be safe and able to live in peace.

[37]

However, . for Trotsky, this was not the case. His 

understanding of uneven development, in the era of the 
indivisibility of the world economy, thus provides the 

explanation for the connection between the full victory of 

socialism and revolution on a world scale which underpins 

Trotsky's second component of permanent revolution:

The socialist revolution begins on the national 
arena, develops on the international, and 
concludes on the world arena. Thus, the 
socialist revolution becomes permanent in a 
newer, wider sense of the word: it does not
receive its completion until the definite triumph 
of the new society on the whole of our planet.
[38]

On this point permanent revolution does, however, point to 

the sources which provide the impetus towards universal 

socialist upheaval. It does so, once again, by operating 

as a political programme in the form of making predictions 

about the political form such a movement will take.

First, capitalism would find it impossible peacefully to 

co-exist with a workers' government. The two systems
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would inevitably enter into conflict. Second, the Russian 

proletariat would only overcome the contradictions between 
being a radical force in a backward country through world 

revolution. This is why Trotsky claimed that the Russian 
proletariat would have to construct tactics for the 

overthrow of capitalism in the advanced nations. The 

emphasis would be on the conscious export of revolution:

Before the revolutionary power would stand the 
objective tasks of socialism, but at a certain 
stage their solutions would collide with the 
country's economic backwardness. It would be 
impossible to escape from these contradictions in 
the framework of a national revolution. From the 
beginning the task of a workers' government would 
be to unite its forces with the forces of the 
socialist proletariat of Western Europe. Only on 
this path- would its temporary revolutionary 
supremacy become the prologue to the socialist 
dictatorship. Permanent revolution thus becomes, 
for the Russian proletariat, a demand for its 
class self-preservation. [39]

The Russian proletariat would be helped in this task by 

the revolutionary idealism of the proletariat in the 

advanced nations. This desire to help Russian workers 
would come from the revolutionary fervour caused by the 
Russian revolution:

The influence of the Russian revolution on the 
European proletariat is huge. Apart from the 
fact that it destroys the St. Petersburg 
absolutism, the main force of European reaction, 
it creates.... the necessary revolutionary 
prerequisites in the consciousness and mood of 
the European working class....The 
proletariat in power, although only the 
the temporary juncture of our 
revolution, will meet with the 
hostility from world reaction and will 
with the organised support from

Russian 
result of 
bourgeois 
organised 
be ready 

the world
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proletariat. [40]

Although Trotsky tried to avoid predicting a spread of 

socialist revolution through certain nations in a certain 

order, [41] uneven development did lead him to hold such a 
view in two senses.

First, Trotsky stated that there would be a Soviet United 

States of Europe as a prologue to a World Socialist 

Republic. [42] For Trotsky, uneven development meant
revolutions on a European scale before revolutions in 
other areas. This committed him to a schema for the 

progression of revolutions from one part of the world to 
another.

When Trotsky spoke of the need to create a United States 

of Europe in his article 'Our Political Slogan' (1915) he 

related this to the "only political form by which the 
proletariat can resolve the irreconcilable contradiction 

between modern forces of production and the national

exclusiveness of the State organisation." [43] It was in
response to Lenin's critique [44] of the notion of a

United States of Europe that Trotsky argued that the

slogan was in harmony with the law of uneven development. 

While Trotsky accepted Lenin's assertion that uneven

development could lead to the victory of a socialist

revolution in one country, the operation of the law still

meant that Europe as a whole would most likely experience 

close to simultaneous socialist revolutions. This was
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because, taken on a world scale, there was 'unevenness 
within the unevenness', and most notably this meant, for 
Trotsky, that one part of the world - Europe - was more 

united in maturity for socialist revolution than Africa or 
Asia:

That capitalist development of different
countries is uneven is a completely 
uncontroversial consideration. But in itself
this unevenness is highly uneven. The capitalist 
levels of England, Austria, Germany or France are 
unequal. But in comparison with Africa or Asia, 
all of these countries are a capitalist 'Europe' 
ripe for socialist revolution. That not one 
country should 'wait' for the others in its
struggle is an elementary thought, which is 
useful and necessary to repeat....we continue our 
struggle on a national basis in the total
assurance that our initiative will give a push to 
the struggle in other countries.... the revolution 
[is] able to start on a national basis [but] is 
unable to be completed on its own under the
present economic and military-political
interdependency of the European states which has 
never been revealed so forcibly as precisely in 
the present war. This interdependency, which 
directly and immediately conditions the 
coordination of the activities of the European 
proletariat in the revolution, also gives 
expression to the slogan the United States of 
Europe. [45]

Trotsky was to repeat this argument in the The Third 

International after Lenin (1928) , claiming that he had 

defended the idea of a United States of Europe from the 

perspective of a law of uneven development since 1915. 

[46] However, he was in fact referring to part of the 

series of articles which were originally written in 1916, 

revised in 1917, and published in their revised form in 

volume three of his collected works. [47]
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Aside from the confusion over dates, Trotsky was correct 

in his 1928 work to point to his earlier acceptance of the 
law of uneven development when attacked by Stalin as being 

ignorant of this law. However, one can highlight both 

continuity and discontinuity in Trotsky's earlier and 

later usage of the law of uneven development. Continuity 

is present in the fact that in both 1916 and 1928 the 

claim was that Europe was ripe for socialist revolution. 
In 1916 this was substantiated by comparing Europe with 

Africa and Asia; in 1928 Trotsky argued that European 

nations were united at a lower level of development from 

that obtaining in America, with the consequence that 
revolution would occur in Europe before America. [48] (The 

political repercussions of this were outlined by Trotsky 

in a scenario of co-operation between the Russian and 

European workers, in which Russian food would save the 

European revolution from attacks by the American 

bourgeoisie). [49] Discontinuity derived from several 

differences. First, in 1916 Trotsky simply took over 
Lenin's relation of unevenness in economic and political 
development to an absolute law of capitalism. He was 

subsequently to extend the law of uneven development to a 
law for the whole history of mankind, and then to talk of 

its specific operation in the capitalist epoch. Second, 

in the Nashe' Slovo article 'The position of the 

SocialDemocrat' (April, 1916) Trotsky referred to 

'unevenness within the unevenness' without the fullness of 

definition which is expressed in his later work. There is
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no mention of unevenness in tempo and level of development 
in 1916. Third, in the 1916 text there is no talk of how 
it is possible to derive a law of combined development 

from the operation of uneven development since the 

emergence of capitalism as a world system. Fourth, if in 

1916 uneven development allowed revolution initially in 

one country then, for Trotsky, that country would be 

Germany, i.e., the most developed of the European nations. 

At that time Trotsky took the view that if revolution did 

not occur in other European countries then it would be a 
"hopeless thought - as witnessed by historical and 

theoretical considerations - that socialist Germany would 
be able to withstand bourgeois Russia and France." [50] 

However, in the revised version of this article published 

in 1917 Trotsky changed this text to take into account the 

fact that revolution had broken out first in Russia, i.e., 

the least developed of the nations under consideration. 

[51] This difference between the 1916 and 1917 versions 

was carried through to the 1927-28 writings when uneven 
development had led to a break in the "weakest link in the 
imperialist chain." [52] The 1916 article clearly expected 

a break in the strongest link.

From the 1928 text, which took into account the shift in 
emphasis from strong to weak links, one is able to derive 

a linear pattern of successive revolutions - backward 

countries, Europe, the World - which amounts to a view of 

revolution as progressing through societies of decreasing
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backwardness. This was underpined by the law of uneven 
development.

Second is the notion that although backward nations will 
have proletarian revolutions first, they will arrive at 
full socialism last. [53] Thus, on the second component of 

permanent revolution, Trotsky ended by expressing a rigid 

developmental pattern. This was based upon the law of 

uneven development.

The second part of permanent revolution is like the first 

in two respects. First, uneven development is the theory 
in that it provides the explanation for the necessity of 

world revolution. Second, it is Russo-centric in that it 

(eventually in relation to the texts surrounding the 

'United States of Europe') took Russia as the starting-

point for world revolution. The third part of permanent

revolution is unique in that it only received explici t

recognition as an element of permanent revo lution in

Permanent Revolution (1930); and in that it was divorced
from Russia.

5. The End of Permanent Revolution

Trotsky claimed that permanent revolution cons 

continuous revolutions until all class distinc 

been abolished. [54] At such a time the need

isted of 

tions had 

for new
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revolutions would be over:

every real revolution.... tends to transform
itself into a permanent revolution, in other 
words, not to come to a halt at any of the stages 
that it reaches, not to confine itself up to the 
complete transformation of society, up to the 
final abolition of class distinctions, 
consequently, up to the complete and final 
suppression of the very possibility of new 
revolutions. [55]

Trotsky does not relate this to uneven development, but 

one can see how such a situation would also mean the end 
of unevenness. After all, it is uneven development which 

explains the need for permanent revolution; the 

elimination of one means the elimination of the other.

Section Two

The first thing to note is that there have been few, if 

any, coherent analyses of the way in which Trotsky's use 

of uneven and combined development relates to permanent 
revolution, highlighting the consequences of this use for 

permanent revolution's status as a theory. Thus, 
Deutscher describes uneven and combined development as,

a remarkable historical generalization closely 
connected with his theory of permanent 
revolution. [56]

However, he does not say what 'closely connected' means.
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Commentaries on Trotsky's writings and the theme of uneven 
and combined development can be grouped into four 
categories. First, those which argue that Trotsky gave no 

clear exposition of the laws of uneven and combined 
development (D. Romagnolo). Second, those which omit an 

exposition of uneven and combined development (J. 

Molyneux, I. Howe, H. Schurer, R. Wistrich). Third, 

those which focus upon Lenin and uneven development and 

then compare Trotsky to Lenin (K. Mavrakis). Fourth, 

those which mention uneven and combined development, but 
not satisfactorily (B. D. Wolfe, D. Hallas, E. Mandel, 
B. Knei-Paz).

David Romagnolo [57] claims that the main difficulty in 

discussing uneven and combined development is that 

Trotsky, "had never taken the time to write in any detail 

on the substance of this idea", saying that this defect in 

Trotsky led him to rely on Novack's, [58] "systematic 

presentation of Trotsky's rather fragmentary and 
undeveloped conception." [59] Such a conclusion is drawn 
by being unfamiliar with Trotsky's works. After all, 

Novack summarises uneven and combined development in the 

following manner:

Its primary aspect deals with the different rates 
of growth among the various elements of social 
life. The second covers the concrete correlation 
of these unequally developed factors in the 
historic process. [60]

Both of these elements are explicitly stated by Trotsky,
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and Novack writes that this "process is fully explained by 
Trotsky in his History of the Russian Revolution", [61] a 
work which is curiously omitted i.n Romagnolo1 s 

bibliography. [62]

Romagnolo emphasizes the importance which Trotsky placed 

on the universal nature of capitalism to substantiate a 

view of Trotsky as representing, "a concrete rejection of 

Marxism-Leninism". [63] Marxist-Leninism focuses upon the 
development of the mode of production internal to a 

society while, contrary to this, Trotsky placed external 

relations at the centre of his analysis. [64] However, 
although Trotsky did stress the international character of 

capitalism, he related this directly to its implications 

for the development or non-development of productive 

forces in Russia:

The law of unevenness led to the fact that the 
contradictions between the technique and property 
relations of capitalism broke at the weakest link 
in the world chain. [65]

If Marxism is concerned with the 'internal relations of 

the production process,' then Trotsky is still a Marxist.

John Molyneux both omits an exposition of uneven and 

combined development when mentioned, and fails to link 

uneven and combined development to permanent revolution. 

[66] This association is implicit in some of what Molyneux 
writes. For example, he criticizes Second International
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Marxism as expressing,

a rigid stages theory of history, which allowed 
for neither uneven and combined development nor 
historical 'leaps', but expected all countries to 
follow mechanically in the footsteps of the most 
advanced; [67]

and in his appraisal of the significance of permanent 

revolution comments that permanent revolution was:

a major theoretical breakthrough because it 
challenged....[the] mechanical economic
determinism which attempted to tie progress to 
socialism to a fixed timetable....Against this 
Trotsky made an important contribution....the 
transformation of revolution from a distant and 
vague aspiration into a determinant of current 
policy. [68]

Thus, Molyneux's view is that the source of mechanical 

economic determinism within Second International Marxism 

was omitting uneven and combined development, and that 

permanent revolution overcame this mechanical economic 

determinism. Therefore, Molyneux must be implying some 

sort of connection between permanent revolution and uneven 
and combined development. But he does not make this 

explici t.

Furthermore, ignoring combined development leads Molyneux 

into making a fundamental error. In Trotsky's work 

combined development caused the Russian working-class, in 

political terms, to be ideologically and organisationally 

advanced vis-a-vis the Western proletariat. . Whereas 

Molyneux states that:
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Trotsky’s case was that it was precisely the 
contradiction between economic development and 
social and political backwardness that made
revolution inevitable. [69]

When comparing 1905 with the History of the Russian

Revolution Irving Howe [70] writes that:

1905 lacks the sustained narrative line of the
History. It does not venture upon the ambitious
theoretical generalizations of the His tory. [71]

The causal relationship between uneven development and 

combined development, and the consequences of these for 

Russia's social, economic and political development, was 

expounded by Trotsky in the History of the Russian 

Revolution. Given this, Howe might be referring to uneven 

and combined development when balking of the 'ambitious 

theoretical generalizations of the His tory'. But he does 

not define his thesis. What is certain is that Howe never 
mentions uneven and combined development.

Even when focussing only on an exposition of the main 

themes of 1905, Howe misses the importance of finance 

capital within Trotsky's analysis. Howe claims that 

Trotsky explained the centralized autocratic state and the 

lack of a strong indigenous Russian bourgeoisie by: "the

special backwardness and isolation of Russian society."

[72] However, in the first chapter of 1905 Trotsky 

emphasizes the connections between Russia and Europe:
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It is difficult to say how the life of the 
Russian state would be composed if it had 
developed in isolation, only under the influence 
of its own internal tendencies. It is sufficient 
that this was not so. Russian social life was at 
that time - and the further, the greater - under 
the incessant pressure of the more developed 
social and state relations of Western Europe.
[73]

In particular, Trotsky focuses on how Tsarism financed 

itself from the European stock exchange. Trotsky 

explicitly located the intensified growth of the Russian 
autocratic state on the influx of capital from the Western 

European money markets. [74] Similarly, for Trotsky, it 

was European finance capital which prevented the growth of 

a powerful Russian bourgeoisie. [75] First, European 

capital created Russian industry almost instantaneously. 

This meant that the Russian towns did not experience a 

gradual emergence and the concomitant period of artisanal 

trade which, according to Trotsky, was necessary for the 

establishment of a bourgeois democracy. Second, European 

finance capital benefited the European bourgeoisie and 

this left the Russian middle classes without any political 

influence. There was no harmony of interest within the 

international bourgeoisie. The Western capitalists had a 
vested interest in the survival of Tsarism - it guaranteed 

the rates of interest which they demanded.

Heinz Schurer's [76] main source for his interpretation of 

permanent revolution is Results and Prospects (1906). 

However, Schurer does write of Trotsky's later usage of 

combined development to explain the nature of Russia's
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social and political development. [77] The fact that the 

explanation of permanent revolution becomes something 
other than a specific 'theory of permanent revolution1 is 

approached, but not pursued. Moreover, Schurer does not 
refer the reader to any work by Trotsky in which combined 

development is expounded; nor does he give an example of 

the consequences for where explanation resides in 

Trotsky's presentation after the introduction of combined 

development. One example could have been the change from 

a view of the Soviets as spontaneous organizations 
consciously created by the proletariat, to the Soviets as 

a product of combined development..[78] Furthermore, 
uneven development is not mentioned; the relationship 

between uneven development and combined development is not 
explored.

Robert Wistrich [79] mentions uneven development only with 

reference to Lenin. Wistrich first cites Trotsky as 

arguing for a republican United States of Europe as a 

prelude to a republican United States of the World. Then 
Wistrich posits Lenin in opposition to such a notion if 

this idea meant that a Russian revolution would occur only 
as part of wider, simultaneous revolutions in all European 

nations. Wistrich gives no source for Lenin's usage of 

uneven development which is probably the following:

The unevenness of economic and political 
development is an absolute law of capitalism.
Hence it follows that it is possible for 
socialism to triumph initially in several or even



Uneven and Combined Development 35

in one, taken separately, capitalist country.
[80]

Wistrich1s failure to accredit uneven and combined
development to Trotsky is surprising. The quote from 
Trotsky which Wistrich uses when giving an exposition of 

Trotsky and the republican United States of Europe is 

taken from Chapter Four of Isaac Deutscher’s The Age of 

Permanent Revolution: A Trotsky Anthology. [81] In the

very next chapter of Deutscher’s book is a section

entitled, ’The Law of Uneven and Combined Development’. 
One would have expected anyone concerned with Lenin and

uneven development to take an interest in anything which
linked Trotsky to uneven development, especially when he 

is writing a book on Trotsky. So Wistrich either did not 

read the whole of the anthology, or missed the contents of 

Chapter Five if he did.

Furthermore, if Wistrich did read Chapter Five then even 

more surprising is his inability to relate uneven and 
combined development to permanent revolution. For 

Deutscher prefaces the quotation from Trotsky’s History of 
the Russian Revolution, Volume 1 - cited to illustrate 

Trotsky’s usage of uneven and combined development - with 

a section in which he claims a close connection between 

uneven and combined development and permanent revolution. 

Even if Wistrich ignored Deutscher's preface to the quote 

one would still have expected him to connect uneven and 

combined development with permanent revolution. Simply
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checking the title of the Trotsky chapter which Deutscher 

is quoting from - ’Peculiarities of Russia’s Development’ 

- should have led Wistrich to link uneven and combined 

development with permanent revolution. After all, 

Wistrich does stress the importance of Trotsky’s 

recognition of Russian peculiarities when offering his 

interpretation of Trotsky and permanent revolution:

The theory of permanent revolution....Trotsky 
derived this conviction from a remarkable 
analysis of the 'peculiar character’ of the 
Russian revolution which had been determined by a 
social and historical development sharply 
diverging from the Western model....Trotsky's 
revolutionary strategy, because it recognized the 
peculiarities of Russian historical development, 
did prove to have a greater predictive power than 
any other Marxist theory formulated before 
1917. [82]

Kostas Mavrakis [83] argues that Trotsky accepted Lenin's 

usage of uneven development. However, for Mavrakis, 

Trotsky did not agree with two implications of the law. 

First, that:

with wars breaking out among the imperialist
countries for the division of the world, the
revolution can triumph first in a relatively
backward country (the weakest link) such as
Russia. [84]

Second, that:

The uneven ripening of the conditions for a 
revolutionary explosion excludes its simultaneous 
occurrence in every country. [85]

In making such claims Mavrakis involves himself in a
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fundamental misrepresentation of Trotsky. First, Mavrakis 
merely asserts that Trotsky followed Lenin on uneven 

development without: (a) giving an exposition of Lenin and

uneven development; (b) saying what Trotsky meant by 

uneven development; and (c) writing that Trotsky differed 

from Lenin in deriving a law of combined development from 
uneven development.

Second, Trotsky was quite explicit in talking of how 

uneven and combined development led to a proletarian 
revolution occurring first in Russia. This analysis 

involved the proposition that:

The proletariat of Czarist Russia could not have 
taken power in October if Russia had not been a 
link - the weakest link, but a link, nevertheless 
- in the chain of the world economy. [86]

And Tsarist Russia was the weakest link because the nature 

of combined development in Russia led to a correlation of 
class forces which was most favourable for proletarian 

revolution. Furthermore, when Lenin used the law of 

uneven development in 1915, he did not extrapolate a 

revolution in Russia on the basis of Russia being the 
weakest link in the imperialist chain. What Lenin did say 

was:

The victorious proletariat of this country, 
having expropriated the capitalists and having 
organized socialist production at home, would 
arise against the external capitalist world and 
attract to themselves the oppressed classes of 
other countries....It is impossible to freely
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unite nations in socialism without a more or less 
prolonged, stubborn struggle of the socialist 
republics with the backward states. [87]

Third, Trotsky thought that revolution would proceed non- 
simultaneous ly. I-Iis schema for revolution involved 
emergence on the national arena, development on the 

international arena, and completion on the world arena. 

Trotsky spoke variously of the export of the Russian 

revolution to Europe, and co-operation between the Russian 

and European proletariat in the struggle for revolution in 
America.

Mavrakis contradicts himself when, fourteen pages after 

making the above accusations, he accepts that Trotsky

thought that imperialism would be broken at its weakest 

link. However, Mavrakis tries to change this into a view 

of Trotsky as emphasizing advanced links. This attempt is 

substantiated by two further claims. The first that 

Trotsky granted, "an exorbitant privilege to the

proletarians in the advanced countries in his idea of 
world revolution." [88] The second that Trotsky thus

inverted Marx's opinion of the necessity for the

liberation of workers in backward countries (Ireland) as

the prelude to the liberation of workers in advanced 

countries (Britain). [89]

Once again Mavrakis is being unfair to Trotsky. After all,

for Trotsky, it was the Russian workers who were to be the

inspiration to the proletariat of Western Europe; it was
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the Russian workers who would ensure that the American 

bourgeoisie could not starve the European proletariat into 

submission. On this issue Trotsky was far from being 

advanced-centric. Moreover, in his writings on China, 
Trotsky wrote of the connections between the development 

of proletarian revolution there and the prospects for 

proletarian revolution in England:

The war of China for its national independence is 
a progressive war, because it flows from the 
necessities of the economic and cultural 
development of China itself, as well as because 
it facilitates the development of the revolution 
of English proletariat and that of the whole 
world proletariat. [90]

Bertram D. Wolfe [91] claims that the law of combined 

development led Trotsky to make further "innumerable 

deductions, inferences, corollaries, and obiter dicta."

[92] He then cites a passage from Volume One of History of 

the Russian Revolution as being a typical example of this.

[93] In this passage Trotsky stated that the following 
formula constituted a law: the more liberal and tolerant a 

revolutionary.government is to the forces of reaction, the 
more it is conservative and connected to the past; the 
more the revolutionary government destroys the old order, 

the more revolutionary and concentrated will its 

dictatorship be. From examining the meaning of 

’tolerant', 'reaction' etc one could deduce the above 

formulation and claim the status of a law for it without 

needing to have any knowledge of a law of combined 

development. One would be on firmer ground by associating
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the two laws as examples of Trotsky’s way of expressing 

his thoughts in the form of 'laws’. This could be done 

under the category of 'obiter dicta’, i.e., an incidental 

statement. But Wolfe is claiming something stronger. 

Namely, that the content of the law of combined 

development led to the formulation of another law. He 

might be implying the 'obiter dicta' interpretation given 

above, but he does not explicitly say so. Moreover, the 
fact that Trotsky was putting his ideas in the form of 

laws before he mentioned a law of combined development 
would still leave Wolfe with the problem of showing how 

the law of combined development led Trotsky to formulate 

another law, even if the two are related in the weak sense 

of being 'laws'. The results of Wolfe's interpretation 

are ambiguity and confusion.

Duncan Hallas [94] offers an exposition of uneven and 

combined development, although flawed. For Hallas uneven 
and combined development amounted to an interaction 

between capitalist powers and their colonies in which the 
backward nations were kept at a pre-industrial level of 

development:

the greater part of the world's population had 
not only not advanced socially and economically, 
but had been thrown backwards. [95]

On this view any gap which existed between advanced and 

backward nations would progressively increase. However, 

contrary to what Hallas says, in Trotsky's presentation



Uneven and Combined Development 41

uneven and combined development had led to a levelling, 

process between countries in which the distances between 

absolute measures of progress in culture and economics in 

the advanced and backward societies had diminished over 
time. Second, Trotsky did think that a society which had 

been subject to uneven and combined development had also 

experienced some economic advance. This is at the centre 

of combined development which consists of the introduction 

of the latest economic and technological practices into an 
archaic society.

Hallas is also confused on the nature of the relationship 

between uneven development and combined development. 
Hallas writes that the,

uneven development of capitalism
combined development. [96]

But uneven development is the state of 

preceded capitalism - plus capitalism, 

capitalism as' a constituent element of 

is that it is universal and acts 
unevenness to bring about a levelling process. It is out 
of this levelling process that combined development comes, 

and it is in this sense that combined development is 

derived from uneven development. And given that 

capitalism is one part of uneven development there is no 

'uneven development of capitalism' as such within 

Trotsky's writings. There is, however, unevenness within

leads to a

unevenness - which 

The importance of 
uneven development 

on the state of
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the levelling process, so that a feature of combined 
development is the uneven development of the levelling 

process caused by uneven development. This is what

Trotsky calls 'unevenness within the unevenness' and what 

Hallas has labelled the 'uneven development of 

capitalism'. Thus, contrary to Hallas, the 'uneven 

development of capitalism' does not cause combined

development. Rather the 'uneven development of 

capitalism' is an aspect of combined development.

Ernest Mandel [97] does see uneven and combined

development as related to permanent revolution. Focussing 

upon the issue of world revolution he writes that,

Underpinning this notion of world revolution is 
obviously the concept of world economy and class 
struggle as a totality subject to uneven and 
combined development. [98]

However, this statement requires elaboration and 

clarification. Mandel does this poorly. He gives an 

exposition of Trotsky's claim that the Russian revolution 

would give a fillip to revolutions in other countries. In 

this way, the socialist revolution would start on the 
national arena, moving to completion on the international 

and, finally, the world arena. For Mandel, uneven and 

combined development underpins world revolution in this 

way. In illustrating this he thus uses 'permanent 

revolution as political programme', as defined in section 

one of this paper. However, in Trotsky's writings, the
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way in which uneven and combined development provides the 
reasons for the necessity of world revolution is quite 

different from what Mandel writes. For example, for

Trotsky, uneven development itself can be overcome only 
through the integration of all economies on a world,

socialist, basis. Overcoming uneven development is 

important because then productive forces can develop 

freely and harmoniously. By concentrating on the idea of 

the Russian revolution acting as an impetus to forces of 

world socialist revolution Mandel misses this point 
entirely.

Moreover, Mandel's exposition of uneven and combined
development is confused. He begins by talking about 

backward countries being unable to develop in the 

imperialist epoch because, "there was no more space for 

new big industrial powers on the capitalist world market." 

[99] He then claims to express this in Trotsky's own words 
by quoting History of the Russian Revolution, Volume One, 

Chapter One, where Trotsky explains how uneven and 

combined development relate to each other. [100] However, 

there is no connection between the passage cited and 
Mandel's previous argument. The link could have been made 

by quoting from The Revolution Betrayed. It was here that 

Trotsky claimed that the law of combined development meant 

that Russia could not develop for long on a capitalist 

basis. [101]
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In The Social and Political Thought of Leon Trotsky (1978)
Baruch Knei-Paz describes combined development as a 

"sociological generalization" which, in Trotsky's work, 
was

meant to be linked directly -and was so linked in 
his writings- to a theory of the Russian
revolution, specifically to what came to be known 
as 'the theory of permanent revolution'. [102]

However, Knei-Paz dopes not cite any passage from Trotsky 

in which the relationship between combined development and 
a specific 'theory of permanent revolution' was discussed. 

Furthermore, four pages later, Knei-Paz claims a 
distinction between combined development and permanent 

revolution. The proposed dichotomy takes the form of 

viewing combined development as a sociological and

historical analysis of change which creates "disharmony, 

instability and a political situation which is potentially 

explosive"; and permanent revolution as the political
analysis which "will show that these problems can be

resolved only by revolution". [103]

So far this is compatible with the interpretation of 
Trotsky given in the first section if Knei-Paz is saying 

that permanent revolution, as a product of political 

analysis, amounted to a political programme which posited: 

(i) that the revolution in Russia, because of a particular 

correlation of class forces, would succeed as a

proletarian revolution; (ii) that the proletariat in power
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would implement socialist policies; and (iii) that this 
specifically Russian revolution would need to export 

revolution to the world in order for socialism to be fully 

constructed. The explanation for the pre-revolutionary 

balance of class forces, the radical ideology of the

proletariat, the need for world revolution and how it will

proceed is at the level of uneven and combined

development. It is quite correct to posit a distinction 
between combined development and permanent revolution if 

one is clear on where explanation resides. But in
presenting an exposition of permanent revolution under 

this framework Knei-Paz ends in contradiction. The source 

of this contradiction is Knei-Paz’s claim that it is

permanent revolution which provides the explanation of the

Russian revolution. This view cannot be sustained

because, in Trotsky’s work, explanation is located at the 

level of uneven and combined development.

This is implicit in what Knei-Paz writes. For example, in 

the material devoted to permanent revolution (Chapter 4) 
Knei-Paz stresses the importance, for Trotsky, of the 

strategic position of the Russian proletariat in its pre
revolutionary industrial environment as the source of its 

revolutionary strength. [104] But the explanation, in 

Trotsky, for the creation of this situation is given by

Knei-Paz in the preceding chapter which discusses combined 

development. The earlier chapter also includes an 

exposition of the effects of combined development in
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producing a particular correlation of class forces within 
pre-revolutionary Russian society. [105] And it was the 

nature of the relative strengths of classes that, for 

Trotsky, made possible a successful proletarian revolution 
in Russia. So explanation resides at what Knei-Paz has 

labelled the level of sociological generalization, i.e., 

combined development. But Knei-Paz does not consider the 

implications of this for permanent revolution's status as 

a theory, writing that the consequences of combined 
development would

constitute the basis for Trotsky's reformulation 
of the Marxist theory of revolution. [106]

And, for Knei-Paz, this reformulation - permanent 

revolution - was, according to Trotsky, the explanation of 

the Russian revolution. But the political analysis, as 

expressed by Trotsky, was a political programme consisting 

of several propositions which in themselves had no 

explanatory value. Trotsky summarised permanent 

revolution as follows:

the task of strategic prognosis is not to deduce 
the concrete stages and episodes but to formulate 
the basic tendency of revolutionary development. 
This basic tendency is indicated by the formula 
of the permanent revolution, which is....Under 
the dictatorship of the proletariat, the 
bourgeois democratic revolution passes over into 
the socialist revolution, which can triumph 
completely only as a link in the world 
revolution. [107]

Interpreting Trotsky's writings in their entirety means
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that if one wants to maintain a view of permanent 
revolution as a ’theory’ one has to show that permanent 

revolution explains something which uneven and combined 

development does not. But this is just not tenable. The 
distinction which Knei-Paz constructs cannot be sustained. 

After quoting a passage from Trotsky’s History of the 

Russian Revolution, in which it is stated that combined 

development offers ’a key to the fundamental riddle of the 

Russian revolution’, Knei-Paz ends by mixing terms saying,

Perhaps....Trotsky should have named it 
[permanent revolution] from the outset the theory 
of the ’combined revolution' [108]

However, Knei-Paz argues that combined development is used 

by Trotsky in all his writings from Results and Prospects 

onwards: ’’the later use of the term does not represent a

new concept but simply the naming of an old one.” [109] It 

is correct to claim that elements of the law of combined 

development, as expounded by Trotsky in History of the 

Russian Revolution, are to be found in Results and 

Prospects. For example, the importance of the meeting of 

backward and advanced forms on the international arena for 
the internal development of Russia; the role of the 

effects of finance capital as the means of interaction; 

capitalism as a world wide system; and the disappearance 

of the minimum into the maximum programme, are expressed 

in the 1906 work.

But these elements are not incorporated into a coherent
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framework (consisting of an explicit presentation of laws 
of uneven development, combined development and how they 

relate to each other) which illustrates how those elements 

result from the operation of laws of development. It is 
the existence of this in History of the Russian

Revolution, missing from Results and Prospects, which 

differentiates Trotsky's usage of the law of combined

development from that which can be highlighted in his

earlier writings as being a precursor to the law. There

is both continuity and discontinuity in Trotsky. For
example, in 1906, Trotsky explains why the minimum 

programme of Social-Democracy will collapse into the 

maximum with reference to the "very logic" of the

proletariat in power. A proletarian hegemony in 

government equals socialist policies. But from where does 

the radical ideology of the Russian proletariat originate? 

Thus far there are no a priori reasons to substantiate

Trotsky's conclusion. After all, Trotsky himself informs 

that others thought that a workers' executive could limit 

itself to bourgeois policies. Explanation for the 
predominance of Marxism in the working class is lacking in 

1906, but is given - as an effect of combined development 
- in 1931.

Similarly, one can point to Trotsky's reference, in 1906, 

to the bourgeois democratic stage of the revolution 

growing uninterrupted into socialism as a combined 

development, of sorts. But, viewing Trotsky's writings as
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a whole, this instance becomes an example of an effect of 

the operation of the law of combined development and, as 
such, occupies a lower level in the explanatory structure. 

It is only possible to read of the Russian revolution 

passing straight from the bourgeois democratic to the 

socialist stage as a consequence of the operation of laws 

of development after History of the Russian Revolution was 
written:

It is at first sight paradoxical that the first 
sacrifice for sins of the world-system was the 
bourgeoisie of a backward country but, in fact, 
the phenomenon was quite to be expected
[zakonomeren]. [110]

It is clear that in the context of the History that 

zakonomernost1 refers to the laws of uneven and combined 

development. And these laws were not mentioned in 1906. 

In Results and Prospects one can discover a description of 

a combined formation, in History of the Russian Revolution 

one finds combined development acting at a higher level as 

the explanation for that concrete example. Notions of

continuity come from the same point at issue, and the

conclusions surrounding it, being expressed in the early

and the later texts, ideas about discontinuity originate
from the shift in explanation.

In his latest (1988) article on permanent revolution Knei- 

Paz has changed his interpretation, in that permanent 

revolution becomes the 'sociological analysis'. Given

that in his 1978 work it is implicit that, in Trotsky,
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explanation for the Russian revolution is located at the 

level of 'sociological generalization' (combined 

development), and that Knei-Paz maintains that permanent 

revolution is a theory, it is perhaps not surprising that 
he has shifted terminology in this manner.

However, in the sentence devoted to the relationship

between permanent revolution and uneven and combined 
development, it is still implicit that explanation for the 

Russian revolution is at the level of uneven and combined 

development. Knei-Paz writes that,

The theory of permanent revolution is rather a 
sociological analysis of the peculiarities of 
Russian history which....had evolved in 
accordance with what Trotsky called 'the law of 
uneven and combined development' [111]

If phenomena develop 'in accordance with' (i.e., in 

harmony) something called a 'law', then explanation for

the nature of that phenomena must, in some sense, be 

located at the level of the 'law'. After all, if a 'law' 
is not defined within certain boundaries it encompasses 

every possibility and accounts for nothing. Given this, 
in regard to explanation, the content of the law, in

relation to the nature of the phenomena in question, has

higher explanatory value. Explanation ultimately resides 

with the law.

This is implicit in what Knei-Paz writes. For example, 

according to Knei-Paz, Russian development, for Trotsky,
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was

uneven, because economic and social change was 
intensive but narrow, disrupting yet
circumscribed; combined, because the consequent 
contradictions and anomalies necessitated 
policies which drew together the backward and the 
modern. [112]

So, the contradictions of uneven development made 

necessary conscious actions on the part of those in 

control of Russian state policy which, in turn, created a 

coexistence of modern and backward elements in Russian 

society. Thus far we have a hierarchy of explanation with 

uneven development at the top and combined development at 
the bottom. This is because combined development is 

dependent upon the existence of the contradictions 

emanating from uneven development. Knei-Paz then goes on 

to outline the specific nature of the 'necessitated 

policies', i.e., combined development. These amounted to,

a significant working class, large urban centres, 
a revolutionary intelligentsia and radical 
political demands and activities, even while 
leaving virtually untouched the predominantly 
agrarian and primitive character of Russian
society. [113]

It was the contradiction between these two elements - the 

modern and the backward - which, Knei-Paz informs us, made 

Trotsky believe that

the only resolution.... was not a bourgeois
revolution but a 'permanent', i.e.,
uninterrupted, revolution combining bourgeois- 
democratic goals with the more advanced
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proletarian-socialist aspirations [114]

If one extrapolates from what is implicit in Knei-Paz, 

there clearly emerges a hierarchy of explanation in 

Trotsky. Therefore, on this point, Knei-Paz1s exposition 
can be viewed as being in agreement with the 

interpretation in section one. What needs to be explained 

is Trotsky’s political assertion that, in Russia, a 

successful revolution would be both proletarian and 

socialist. The political prognosis was substantiated by 
reference to the nature of pre-revolutionary Russian 

society in which there existed a fundamental contradiction 

between modern and backward elements. In terms of 

locating explanation, the question to ask is, 'what 

creates the fundamental contradiction?' The answer 

combined development. We have climbed a step in the 

explanatory ladder. The next puzzle is, 'from where does 

combined development originate?' The solution - uneven 

development. In Trotsky's presentation we have reached 

the top of the explanatory ladder.

However, Knei-Paz's definition of the relationship between 

uneven development and combined development is not in 

accord with that in Trotsky's texts. Combined development 
did not result from the unevenness internal to Russian 

society causing contradictions which necessitated a 

conscious state programme which drew together advanced and 

anachronistic forms. On the contrary combined 

development, according to Trotsky, was derived from a law
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of uneven development - from which separate countries had 
unequal rates and levels of development - operating in the 

capitalist and imperialist epoch from which individual 

nations were placed into a system of inter-relationships. 

In this interaction the most modern elements were 

implanted into the most backward environments. It was 

from this that combined development emerged, a process 
over which the backward nation had no control. We can see 

that a crucial point in this analysis is the fact that, 

for Trotsky, countries were drawn into a system which 
inexorably bound them together:

Capitalism.... prepares and, in a certain sense 
brings about the universality and permanency of 
mankind's development.This eliminates the 
possibility of a recurrence of forms of 
development in different nations. Forced by the 
pressure of the advanced countries, backward 
countries do not keep to that order: the
privilege of historical backwardness - and such a 
privilege exists - allows, or rather compels the 
acquisition ahead of previous allotted times, 
leaping over a number of intermediate stages. 
Savages replace their bows for rifles at once, 
without following the path which lay between 
these weapons in the past....The development of a 
historically backward nation leads, of necessity, 
to a peculiar combination of the different stages 
of the historical process. Their orbit, as a 
whole, acquires a haphazard, complex, combined 
character. [115]

These interconnections do not emerge from Knei-Paz's

presentation because he omits the law of uneven

development in the capitalist era. Without this one

cannot begin to talk of how Trotsky derived combined

development from uneven development.
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In conclusion, analysing Trotsky’s writings in their

entirety means that one cannot talk of 'permanent
revolution' as theory. Theory implies explanation; and
Trotsky's explanation for the Russian revolution, i.e., 

the proletariat taking power before the bourgeoisie, and 

for the necessity of world revolution was the operation of 

laws of uneven and combined development. The notion of 

'permanent revolution' can be retained, but as a political 

programme devoid of explanatory value.

J
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In the Soviet press there has recently been a minor 
explosion of articles on Leon Trotsky. This has also 

included the republication of some of Trotsky’s writings - 

so far mainly in the form of extracts from individual 

works - some of which are appearing in the Soviet Union 

for the first time. These writings and republications are 

part and parcel of an opening-up of Soviet historiography 

generated by the processes of reconstruction. [1] 

Specifically, this has meant the application of several 

principles to the study of history. First, that to 

present a one-sided view of the past is to damage the

present. History provides lessons for today and tomorrow. 

Therefore, historical half-truths deny the possibilities 

that one can derive from historical study. Second, it

follows from this that the Soviet people both have a right 

to know and to have access to all works from a particular 

period. Third, the contemporary processes of 

democratization demand and require an honest reevaluation 

of the past. These attitudes are nicely illustrated by a 

reader's letter to Izvestiya which complained of the 

absence of Trotsky's name from the fourth edition of the 

Soviet Encyclopedic Dictionary (1987). Such practices are 

criticised as an example of a Stalinist logic which says 

'if there's a person, there's a problem. If there's no

person, there's no problem.' For this reader,

[the] old tendency - to make the presence of a 
given name in encyclopedias dependent on the 
leadership and its attitude to the name - should 
be made a thing of the past. It's time to give
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up hiding the truth from the people. [2]

In such an atmosphere one might expect a diversity of 
opinions to arise around Trotsky as much as on any other 

topic. This has indeed been the case, and the main focus 
of this paper, will be to show how Soviet views on Trotsky 

are moving away from old stereotypes, i.e., that Trotsky 

was anti-communist and anti-proletarian. This view of 

Trotsky can be illustrated by summarising the official 

version of Trotsky's death in Pravda (24 August 1940): 

that Trotsky was killed by one of his own supporters by 

the methods of assassination and betrayal which he taught 

to others; that he died an enemy of the working-class. In 

his article 'Liquidation: who killed Trotsky and why' N.

A. Vasetskii questions this account of Trotsky's 

assassination. [3] He assesses the contents of the notes 

which were discovered in Mercader's raincoat after the 

assassination. These claimed that Mercader killed Trotsky 

for partly political (his disappointment with Trotsky as a 

great revolutionary leader; Trotsky had tried to recruit 
him for terrorist acts in the USSR), and partly personal 

(Trotsky's supposed objections to Mercader's marriage to 

Agelof) reasons.

Vasetskii demolishes this case. The notes, he makes 

clear, were an obvious attempt to place full 
responsibility for the crime on Mercader using spurious 

ideological and personal considerations. Mercader 

justified his claim that Trotsky failed to meet his
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criteria of a great revolutionary by asking the question: 

'from where did Trotsky receive funds for the maintenance 

of his villa?1 Vasetskii finds this reason totally 

unconvincing. It is pointed out that Trotsky had known 

Mercader for less than three months, and that their 

meetings lasted for less than an hour. Would Trotsky 
really have entrusted someone of such short acquaintance 

with a dangerous mission to the USSR? Even if he would, 

what could have been planned in conversations of such 

short duration? On the problem of Mercader's personal 

life it is doubted that Trotsky was so involved given that 

he rarely spoke to Agelof.

Vasetskii mentions that Western scholars have come to the 

unanimous conclusion that Stalin was the inspirer of the 

assassination. At the end of his article Vasetskii claims 

NKVD colonel Eitingon was the organiser. It was Eitingon 

who enlisted Mercader's mother in order to win over her 

son. He prepared the necessary documentation, and 

arranged to meet Mercader after the completion of the 

'affair'. However, the assassin was arrested at the scene 

of the crime.

Other Soviet writers disagree on whether it was Eitingon 

or some other governmental official who had responsibility 

for organising Trotsky's death. For example, Vasetskii 

claims that Shatrov's play 'Forward...Forward...Forward* 

highlights Stalin; that D. Volkogonov in his article
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'Demon of the Revolution' chooses Beria. However, the 

most important aspect of these writings is that by 

questioning the validity of the official version of 

Trotsky's death, all other aspects of Trotsky and his 
thought become subject to scepticism. If one can no 

longer believe Pravda of 24 August 1940, then what about 

such writings as the short biography of Trotsky presented 

in the notes to the later editions of Lenin's collected 

works? [4]

Indeed, a noticeable and important development in Soviet 

writings on Leon Trotsky occurred in 1989 with the 
appearance of articles which presented long, more factual- 

based accounts of Trotsky’s biography. The first of this 
type of article was written by Roy Medvedev, and published 

as an introduction to the first Soviet publication of 

extracts from Deutscher's trilogy on Trotsky. [5]

Medvedev begins with a brief summary of Trotsky's 

schooling and his first involvement in the Social- 

Democratic movement. An account of Trotsky's 1902 split 

from Lenin is given and it is claimed that in the years 

following this Trotsky occupied an intermediary position, 

becoming neither Bolshevik nor Menshevik. Medvedev does 

not engage in vitriolics against Trotsky's theory of 

permanent revolution, merely stating that Trotsky 

attempted to convince both Bolsheviks and Mensheviks of 

its appositeness. The years 1912-13 are highlighted as
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the period of most acute polemics between Lenin and 

Trotsky, and Medvedev points out that quotations from 
Lenin made during this period were used as ammunition 

against Trotsky in the inter-party struggles of the 1920s. 

According to Medvedev, Trotsky moved closer and closer to 

a Bolshevik position during the First World War and this 

enabled him to join the Bolsheviks soon after his return 

to Russia in 1917. Medvedev criticises commentators who 
he sees as either overestimating (Dashkovskii) or 

underestimating and falsifying (Mints) Trotsky’s 

contributions both in 1917 and as a member of the first 

Bolshevik government. Trotsky is perceived as a 

revolutionary who did much for socialism. However, it is 

stressed that in 1917, in the civil war etc Trotsky was 
subordinate to Lenin. Medvedev omits an exposition of the 

inter-party struggles which occurred after Lenin’s death, 

explaining that readers would encounter these events in 

the extract from Deutscher’s book. Referring to Trotsky’s 

final exile from his homeland, Medvedev claims that 

Trotsky received insufficient information to correctly 

analyse the processes that were occurring in the Soviet 

Union. However, Trotsky’s argument that Hitler's victory 

was in part due to the mistaken policies of the Third 

International is interpreted as having some plausibility. 
History of the Russian Revolution is highlighted as the 

best of Trotsky's exile writings.

One interesting aspect of Medvedev's short account of
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Trotsky’s life is the argument that Lenin was superior to 
Trotsky. Given both that the ideological reference point 

in the Soviet Union is Lenin, and that Trotsky and Stalin 

directed criticism at each other on the basis of 'who is 
the true Leninist', it is not surprising that much of the. 

recent Soviet writings on Trotsky focus on his 

relationship to Lenin.

At the time of the 70th anniversary of the 1917 October 

revolution this took the familiar form of listing those 

instances when Trotsky differed from Lenin. For example, 

in Trotsky's first mention in the third edition of the 

encyclopedia entitled The Great October Socialist 

Revolution [6] the journey through Trotsky's life can be 
summarised thus: (1) at the 1903 Congress of the RSDRP he

became a Menshevik; (2) he 'opposed the Marxist-Leninist 
theory of socialist revolution with the theory of 

permanent revolution'; (3) during the First World War he

opposed the Bolsheviks on 'questions of war, peace, and 

revolution'; (4) Lenin was sharply critical of Trotsky's 

proposals for the timing of the uprising in 1917; (5) it

was Trotsky who placed the country in mortal danger by 

refusing to carry-out Lenin's orders to sign the Brest 

peace; (6) in 1920-21 Trotsky opposed Lenin on the trade 

union debate; (7) in 1923 he headed a Trotskyist 

opposition to the general party line; (8) Lenin mentioned 

his non-Bolshevism in his Letters to the Congress; (9) he 

led the Trotskyist-Zinovievist anti-party bloc from 1926;
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(10) he was exiled from the Soviet Union in 1929 for anti- 

Soviet activities; (11) he fought against the Communist

Party, the USSR, and the Comintern from abroad. In the

same edition Stalin is criticised for creating a cult of 
personality, but praised both for retaining Lenin’s plan 

for building socialism in the USSR, and for playing a. huge 

role in defeating Trotskyism and right opportunism. [7]

In his article ’Repainting Judas’ V. Ivanov focuses upon 

Trotsky’s character as the source of his anti-Leninism. 
[8] For Ivanov, even before the 1903 Congress Trotsky 

merely utilized the Social-Democratic movement as a 

vehicle to pursue his own ambitions. His behaviour at the
v,

Second Congress is described as ’unscrupulous1. It is

admitted that elements of Trotsky's character - audacity 

and decisiveness - were necessary for revolutionary work, 
but it is also claimed that his main weakness was a lack 

of ideological conviction. Given that the Trotsky of this 

article is opportunist, the main problem for Ivanov is the 

question, 'why then did Lenin accept Trotsky as a member 

of the Bolshevik government?' Ivanov himself sees this as 

a problem. He states that Trotsky had undoubted 
organisational ability. Given the situation of the young 

Soviet state - civil war, foreign intervention, post-war 

collapse. - Lenin hoped to harness this ability to the 

advantage of the Bolshevik government. This involved the 

constant controlling hand of Lenin over Trotsky. Indeed, 

what could be highlighted as Trotsky's greatest
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contribution to the survival of the Bolsheviks in power - 

his leadership in the civil war - is explained by Lenin’s 
intervention in preventing Trotsky from making mistakes. 

After Lenin's death the majority of the Bolshevik Party 

came to the conclusion that Trotsky would have to be 
expelled and exiled. Trotsky's whole outlook 

characterised by his petty-bourgeois idea of 'barrack-like 

communism' - was essentially anti-Bolshevik. Trotsky was' 

always alien to the Bolshevik Party and its Central 

Committee. For Ivanov, the party completed a struggle 

against Trotsky which Lenin had waged throughout his life.

In the Soviet literature of the late 1980s and later there 

has been a definite departure, from the unambiguous 
condemnation of Trotsky characteristic of Ivanov's 

interpretation. This has been replaced by two differing 

approaches. The first views Trotsky as a contradictory 

figure. The sources of his successes and failures are 
located to the 'good' and 'bad' sides of his persona. 

This approach is similar to the Ivanov thesis to the

extent that it uses Trotsky's nature as explanation, and

for his divergences from Lenin in particular. It is 

different in that it condemns the one-sided, misinformed 

view of Trotsky of the past. In general, it provides more 
information. [9] However, it shares at least one of the 

basic assumptions of Stalinist historiography to the

extent that it evaluates what was positive and what was

negative in Trotsky from the stand-point of 'was Trotsky
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with Lenin or not?' Examples of this interpretation are V. 
Ulanov, L. M. Minaev, Vasetskii, Volkogonov, and U. 
Korablev.

In 'Trotsky. Towards a political biography1 Ulanov admits 

that the traditional view of Trotsky was based upon a 

suppression of fact. [10] To redress the balance the 

article contains a section on Trotsky's co-operation in 
Iskra, with a short exposition of his contributions. The 

article stresses both that Lenin and Trotsky co-operated 

in the period leading up to the Second Congress, and that 

Lenin ' evaluated Trotsky's character very favourably. The 

continuity in Lenin's view of Trotsky, from the time of 

the first meeting in 1902 to Letters to the Congress of 

1923, presented here is one of a mixture between emphasis 

on positive and negative character traits.

The reason for Trotsky's divergence from Lenin at the 

Second Congress is placed upon Trotsky's vacillitating 

nature. For example, on the question of the Bund Trotsky 

shared a Leninist position in rejecting federalism in the 

party, but departed from it in arguing for giving special 

recognition to the Bund for agitational work. It is 
regretted that Trotsky was not able to keep to his pre- 

Congress declaration of support for Iskra. In My Life 

Trotsky explains his attachment to what became the 

Menshevik group by the claim that he concentrated on 

personal factors, not fully understanding the true nature
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and importance of Lenin's organisational stance. [11] This 
explanation is mentioned by Ivanov - Krupskaya's 

reminiscences of bad feelings towards Lenin and Plekhanov 

being generated at the Congress through suspicion of their 
motives for their stances and relations towards Zasulich 

and Akselrod are cited. Here Krupskaya says that many 

joined what they considered to be the offended people, and 

in so doing they lost sight of the essence of the disputed 

points. However, this is not pursued as the reason for 

the Lenin/Trotsky schism. An account of the disagreements 

over the issue of the Party Rules is given, and Martov's 

formulation is condemned on the grounds that one would not 

be able to differentiate between true revolutionaries and 

hangers-on. The clue to Trotsky's refusal to support 
Lenin is given by way of an exposition of Trotsky's 

movement from support for an editorial board of three, to 

a proposal to retain the old composition. This ends with 

an appeal to the reader to draw the appropriate 

conclusion. If the point has been missed the article 

concludes with a quote from Lenin of 1914 where Trotsky is 

labelled as a 'bird of flight'.

In his introduction to 'The Struggle for the Leadership 

and the Deformation of Leninism' [12] Minaev states that 
Trotsky had an 'extremely contradictory personality' which 

consisted both of great abilities and great faults. It is 

further argued that this duality was reflected in 

Trotsky's positive and negative contributions to the
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revolution. On the one hand Trotsky achieved much through 
his talents as publicist, agitator, and orator; on the 

other hand, he caused harm both to the party and to 

Leninism. The rest of the article presents a critique of 

what it perceives to be Trotsky's philosophy.

For Minaev, Trotsky was a dogmatist who superimposed a 

theoretical framework on events. This is compared to 
Lenin's supposed concrete analytical approach. Moreover, 

Trotsky's dogmatism is used as the source for what is 

called Trotsky's 'misanthropy'. For, according to Minaev, 

any person who possesses a rigid theoretical framework for 

interpreting reality ends by departing from 'humanistic- 

moralistic' perceptions which lie at the centre of 
Marxism. This point is illustrated through a comparison 

of Trotsky's and Lenin's reactions to the Balkan wars. 
Trotsky used such 'soulless' phrases as 'powerlessness 

before fate' to express his impression of the suffering 

masses. Lenin was incapable of such disregard for 

people's feelings and concentrated on highlighting the 

real efforts made to overthrow the oppressive foreign 

enslavers.

After talking about the consequences which follow from the 

possession of a dogma, Minaev defines the content of 

Trotsky's philosophy. It is claimed that Trotsky believed 

that world economic development predetermined politics, 
culture, and the destiny of the nation. In short, he
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'fetishized the economy1. It was this 'super-determinism' 

that led Trotsky to hold mistaken opinions on the true 

meaning of the nation and internationalism. For Minaev, 

Trotsky over-exaggerated the extent to which capitalism 

was uniting the economies of individual nations into a 
world system. It was upon this false perception that 

Trotsky argued that the nation-state was too narrow a 

basis both for the development of the productive forces 
and for a dictatorship of the proletariat. However, this 

thesis ignored Lenin's law of uneven development which 

stated that a victorious socialist revolution was first 
possible in several countries, or even in one nation taken 

separately. Lenin realised that an isolated socialist 

state would be subject to difficulties and contradictions 

but he also saw that it was possible to overcome these. 

In contrast, Trotsky stubbornly repeated his idea that a 

revolution beginning in one nation would, of necessity, 

have to break the boundaries of its own national 

frontiers. This was why Trotsky had no real feelings for 

the fate of the Russian revolution. For him it was only a 

base for permanent revolution. By refusing to consider 

the real problems of the nation Trotsky departed both from 

the feelings of the masses, and demands for democratic 

solutions to the national question. Through claiming that 

an isolated socialist society could not withstand the 

pressure of an all-powerful international capital Trotsky 

expressed both his non-belief in the creative capacity of 

the working class, and his non-understanding of Bolshevik
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optimism. In short, Trotsky’s internationalism 
'bourgeois nationalism1.

Minaev admits that much of Trotsky's criticism of Stalin's 
crimes was correct. However, there are good reasons, for 

Minaev, to doubt the sincerity of his use of the phrases 

'Soviet democracy' and 'party democracy'. Did these not 

really amount to nothing more than the placement into 
power of people who were convinced of the correctness of 

Trotsky's ideas? Would Trotsky really have permitted 
democracy for those who opposed his proposals for the 

militarisation of labour or the incorporation of trade 

unions into the state? The real problem with Trotsky was 

that he was guided by

abstract laws existing in neither time nor space.
In his work there lives singular eternal 
truths... with which it is impossible to make 
anything either today or tomorrow. [13]

It was the belief in the correctness of these abstractions 

that provides the reason for Trotsky's anti-democratic 

nature. For Trotsky, democracy was not an arithmetical 

sum concerned with the number of individuals expressing a 

view, but amounted to the victory of those who perceived 

'progress', no matter how small this group of people. For 
Minaev, when abstract notions of progress are foremost in 

a politician the perception that politics is the fate of 
millions of people disappears. Specifically, this results 

in ignoring the connection between human means to achieve

75

was
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human ends. The politics of Gorbachev's peres troika is 

based upon such a connection and, as such, stands in 

contradiction to Trotsky's outlook. Ultimately,

Trotsky's failure was the failure of an 
individualist in politics, a failure of a 
personality who attempted to subordinate the 
workers' movement to his own personal aims and 
interests. [14]

Vasetskii also stresses complexities in Trotsky when 

assessing his career. [15] He is quite clear in blaming 

Stalinist historiography for distorting Trotsky's 

biography. The view of a Trotsky totally isolated from 

the Bolshevik movement post-1903 is rejected. [16] For 

Vasetskii,' after 1903 Trotsky occupied an intermediary 

position between the two groupings. He was a Menshevik in 

that he rejected the Bolshevik party organisation, but was 

a Bolshevik in his irritation with the timid political 

stances of the Mensheviks. This dual approach permeates 
Vasetskii's interpretation.

On the question of the preparations for the October 

revolution it is stated that whatever the disagreements 

which existed between Lenin and Trotsky on the timing of 

the armed uprising, Trotsky did follow the correct course 

that the revolution was to take by supporting Lenin's 

resolution of 10th October 1917 which proposed that the 

Bolsheviks seize power. Although it is argued that 

Trotsky made a number of important independent initiatives 

his help in organising the defeat of the Kerensky-



Recent Soviet Writings 77

Krasnov revolt, speaking against the Zinoviev-Kamenev 
suggestions to invite other groupings to participate in 

power, which concludes with quoting Lenin’s ’there is no 

better Bolshevik than Trotsky’ - Vasetskii stresses that 
Trotsky played a subordinate role to Lenin in two senses. 

First, at the level of practice, Vasetskii argues that 

Trotsky remained within the parliamentary illusions of 

Kamenev and Zinoviev to the extent that Trotsky insisted 
that the timing of the uprising should coincide with the 

meeting of the Congress of Soviets. [17] And, as Lenin 

said, ’waiting for the Congress of Soviets is a childish 

play in formalism...a treachery of the revolution.' [18]

Second, at the level of theory, October was a confirmation 

of the Leninist, and not the Trotskyist, theory of 

revolution. [19] According to Vasetskii, Lenin held to 

Marx and Engels' idea of 'uninterrupted revolution', i.e., 

the stages of development from a bourgeois-democratic to a 
socialist revolution and its subsequent entry onto the 

world arena. Trotsky, on the other hand, ignored the 

bourgeois-democratic stage believing that the revolution 

should be transferred from one country to another: 

’Trotsky recognised only one side of the marxist 

conception of uninterrupted revolution - the external, the 
international and ignored the internal, the national.' 

[20] Lenin and Trotsky were eventually able to cooperate 
because the February revolution eliminated the theoretical 

differences between them. However, for Vasetskii, Trotsky
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was never able to explain the character, forces and aims 
of the February revolution. Ultimately, the revolutionary 

events of 1917 amounted to an ’annihilation of Trotskyism. 

After February, when the preparations for the socialist 
revolution had begun, Trotskyism did not hinder Leninism.’ 

[21]

Vasetskii cites My Life where Trotsky both differentiated 

his position from Lenin's and admitted that Lenin was 

correct. However, this does not justify the version that 

the Short Course (1938) presents of a Trotsky who 

deliberately tried to hinder the uprising. [22] Indeed, 

Stalin is criticised both for his overestimation of 

Trotsky’s contribution to the preparations for the October 

revolution in his article of 6th November 1918, and for 

subsequently changing this view to ’Trotsky as a complete 

enemy of the revolution’ expressed by the Short Course.

[23] In praising Trotsky’s organisational ability 

Vasetskii mentions the sheet of paper, used as evidence by 

Trotsky in My Life for Lenin’s trust in him, which Lenin 

gave to Trotsky as a carte blanche during the civil war.

[24] Any version of the Lenin/Trotsky relationship which 
is based upon the notion of Lenin constantly guiding 

Trotsky, e.g., Ivanov, is inevitably weakened.

However, Vasetskii himself does not abandon this view 

totally. After focussing upon Trotsky’s darker side - his 

excessive ruthlessness during the civil war, his vanity,
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his ideological mistakes which led him to support barrack 

socialism - it is claimed that one has to see Trotsky in 
the light of different 'Trotskys', of which there are 

three. [25] The ’October Trotsky’ worked for the 

revolution. The 'post-October Trotsky’ was used by Lenin 

in the interests of socialism. The 'exiled Trotsky’ was 

both isolated and mistaken. It is a schema which is 

shared, at least in parts, by other writers. Volkogonov 

states that Trotsky was right that one day - i.e., now 

socialist initiative would come into conflict with 

bureaucracy. However, in works like S talin Trotsky 

struggled with Stalin as a person rather than with 

Stalinism as a phenomenon, an approach which is criticised 
as being ’unscientific'. According to Volkogonov, 

Trotsky’s programme which he constructed in exile was 

removed from reality and his activities, by splitting the 
communist movement, were ’objectively’ of help only to 

Hitler. [26]

For Vasetskii, it is Trotsky's contradictory character 

which explains his rise and fall. On the one hand Trotsky 

,is praised for possessing political intuition in 
highlighting the growing contradiction between the masses 

and the party apparatus as early as 1923. On the other 
hand Trotsky is also seen as part of the problem. Thus, 

it is argued that Stalin's cult of the personality had 

definite historical precedents in Trotsky's actions. Rule 

41 of the political regulations of the Red Army which
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stated that,

Comrade Trotsky is leader and organiser of the 
Red Army. Standing as leader of the Red Army 
Comrade Trotsky leads it to victory over all
enemies of the Soviet Republic. [27]

is cited as evidence of Trotsky’s creation of his own cult 

of personality. It is claimed that the language of Rule 

41 was to be repeated as a form of expression under
Stalin. [28] Vasetskii uses notions of Trotsky’s 

ambitiousness to explain why he lost in the power struggle 

with Stalin. [29] Volkogonov focuses on the differences 

between Lenin and Trotsky's political testaments as a way 

of illustrating his view on Trotsky's character. Lenin's 

political testament was for the people, the Party, and the 
Central Committee. Trotsky, in trying to imitate Lenin,

ended by talking only about himself and his principles.

[30]

Vasetskii sees Stalin and Trotsky as sharing common ground 

during the inter-party struggles of the 1920s. Both used 
anti-Leninist tactics of forming fractions and indulging 

in intrigue. As such they stood in contradiction to the 
10th Party Congress resolution 'On Party Unity'. [31] 

Moreover, Stalin and Trotsky were alike in that they were 
convinced both in the righteousness of their conceptions 

of 'happiness', and in their determination to thrust these 

visions upon people. [32]
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In ’Demon of the Revolution1 Volkogonov claims that Stalin 

implemented Trotsky's methods for economic change 

contained within Trotsky’s phrases 'workers’ army', 

'militarised labour', etc. In this respect Trotsky was 

correct when he wrote of Stalin's 'imitations'. [33] 
Vasetskii agrees with this analysis when considering the 

eventual form that Stalin's economic policy was to take. 

Thus, according to Vasetskii, Stalin realised Trotsky's 
idea of a 'command-administrative economy'. [34] However, 

when Trotsky first expressed these views - during the 

1920s - the party was right to exile him and to reject his 

economic policies.

Vasetskii writes that the stance of the Left Opposition 
was composed of two closely related elements. [35] A 

theoretical element of Trotsky's theory of permanent 

revolution, and an economic strategy which followed from 

this. However it is argued that because the theory was 

mistaken, the economics were flawed. For Vasetskii the 

theory of permanent revolution is an example of an 

inflexible way of thinking from which dialectics are 

absent. For example, uneven development was not taken 
into account, and this led to a belief that the 

proletariat could do everything - defeat the bourgeoisie, 

establish the dictatorship of the proletariat, conduct 

world revolution - simultaneously. This clearly ignored 

concrete conditions and the necessity to build socialism 

in the USSR. This inability to adapt their beliefs to new
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situations led to economic proposals which would have had 

several dire consequences, including a rise in the price 

of manufactured goods, a weakening of peasant/proletarian 

ties, and a threat to the purchasing power of the rouble. 
Ultimately one should assess Trotsky's defeat and 

expulsion not only from the deficiencies of his analysis,

but also focus upon the positive fact that a good lesson

was learned from it. Both the party and the working class 
became convinced of the need to build socialism in the

USSR. Gorbachev's 70th anniversary speech, which 

justified the defeat of Trotsky on the grounds that it was 

necessary to expose his 'anti-socialist essence', is

quoted with approval. Volkogonov does not launch his 

attack on permanent revolution from the level of theory. 

He quotes Trotsky's article of 1940, 'The USSR in War'.

Here Trotsky said that if the eruptions of the Second

World War did not lead to victorious proletarian 

revolutions, then the Marxist interpretation of history 

would have to be re-evaluated. For Volkogonov, the years 

of defeat which followed the Second World War have not 

been able to leave Trotsky's predictions unmarked. 

Permanent revolution is labelled as 'illusory'. [36]

Vasetskii's final words on Trotsky's career are,

wherever Trotsky appeared as an acknowledged
leader of the masses, a responsible leader of the 
Party and Soviet State, his activities were in 
step with ours and understandable to us. But 
also, when he opposed Leninism and the party line 
with his own conceptions and personal ambitions, 
his path departed from the party's. Such is the 
logic of historical development. [37]
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This framework of interpretation in which one is able to 

admit that previous historiography falsified Trotsky's 

positive contributions to the revolution, while stating 
that these activities were only so because Trotsky was 
either under the control of, or in line with, the Central 
Committee headed by Lenin is also expressed by Korablev's 

article 'Why Trotsky? A Historian answers Readers 

questions.' [38] This article focuses on the civil war 

period. The author blames the lack of source materials 

for the previous failure of historians to construct 

objective accounts of Trotsky's role in the civil war. 
However, after highlighting the foreign publication of The 

Trotsky Papers, 1917-22 (1964) as one source from which
Soviet historians had learnt many new facts, Korablev 

states that now there are sufficient documents available 
for an objective evaluation of the events of the civil war 

period. The particular 'blank spot' which Korablev sees 

himself as eradicating is the question 'why was Trotsky 

offered the post of war leader?' The explanation given is 

that Lenin was faced with a situation in which the Brest 

peace had taught of the necessity for the immediate 

construction of an army. Moreover, this construction 

should be based upon the latest principles of 'military 
science'. In practical terms this meant recruiting war 

specialists from the former army of the tsar. 

Unfortunately, Krylenko and others at the Peoples 

Commissariat for Military Affairs disagreed with this and
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resigned. Lenin possessed the ability truthfully to

evaluate the abilities of the people around him and chose 

Trotsky as leader of the army because of Trotsky's 

organizational ability.

Calling the civil war years Trotsky's 'golden hour' 

Korablev devotes little space to elaborating upon

Trotsky's positive contributions. These seem to amount to

the following: (1) wrote declarations and directives on

the Red Army; , (2) organised the building of the military 

under orders from the Central Committee and Lenin; (3) 

when travelling on his train was able to act on his own 

initiative in ‘ dangerous moments at the front to convince 
the masses of the necessity for action. Korablev gives an 
exposition of differences between Lenin and Trotsky over 

some aspects of war strategy and shows how these were 

falsified by subsequent Soviet historiography into damning 

critiques of Trotsky by Lenin. For Korablev, although 

disputes did exist, evidence points to the fact that Lenin 

retained his high evaluation of Trotsky. Gorky's

remembrances of conversations with Lenin in which Trotsky 

was praised are cited. However, towards the end of the

article the interpretation becomes less favourable. The

author draws attention to what he sees as Trotsky's

dictatorial manner, belief in the force of orders,

reliance on repression, and inability to conduct comradely 

relations with other communists as the source of his

mistakes in practical war activity. While one has to admit
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that Trotsky played his part, one should not allow oneself 

to fall into the trap of 'bourgeois Sovietologists' like 

Isaac Deutscher who, in The Prophet Armed, claimed that 

Trotsky was the sole organiser of the Red Army. In fact, 
according to Korablev, the Red Army was guided in policy 

and strategy by the collective leadership of the Communist 
Party Central Committee which was headed by V . I. Lenin.

The second, and most recent reinterpretation of Trotsky to 

be published in the Soviet Union amounts to a complete 

negation of Trotsky's life presented in The Great October 

Socialist Revolution, and, to the extent that they retain 

the Lenin/Trotsky dichotomy of the past, the work of

Vasetskii et al. Examples of this approach include V.

Rogovin, V. I. Startsev and Vladimir Billik. Some of 

their writings are most notable for the explicit assertion 

that Trotsky has to be seen as being on a par with Lenin.

In his introduction to the republication of extracts from 

Trotsky's Literature and Revolution, [39] for instance, 

Rogovin argues that Trotsky's philosophy expressed 

humanistic ideals and support for pluralism in art. In 

Rogovin's view Trotsky thought that the Communist Party 
should not interfere in the cultural realm, imposing 

dogmatic notions of what a socialist art should be.

Trotsky's approach included a concern that there should be 

sufficient freedom in art and science to make aesthetic 

strivings meaningful and new scientific discoveries
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possible. For Rogovin, this stands in stark contrast to 

'Stalinism with its coarse administration and ignorant 

interference in high art.' [40] Indeed, Trotsky saw that 

artistic ideas could be both divorced from politics, and 
give a fillip to social progress. In supporting pluralism 

in art Trotsky talked about 'the mighty force of
competition.' In so doing he differentiated between 

'market' competition and 'socialist' competition - the
former resulting in 'economic individualism', the later 

expressing 'the progressive side of individualism, above 

all in the spiritual life of society as a struggle "for 

its opinions, for its projects, for its tastes."' [41] 

This included the recognition that, first, there were 

different groups - proletariat, peasantry, intellectuals - 
working towards socialism, and that, second, these groups 

might express their own strivings in diverse artistic 
forms. It was these recognitions that led Trotsky both to 

place special emphasis on peasant art, and to his

evaluations of peasant writers Esenin and Klyuev which 

were at odds with those of several party theorists. For 

Rogovin, this compares favourably with Stalin's 'barrack

like' approach to the peasantry.

The aim of Trotsky's philosophy is perceived as being an 
attempt to enable each individual to be creative. This 

potential would., be passed to every person through the 
dictatorship of the proletariat. The transitional period 

of the dictatorship of the proletariat would lay the
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foundations for the social-cultural system of the future 

non-class society by teaching the 'accumulated human 

knowledge and ability in all fields of material and 

spiritual creativity.1 [42] According to Rogovin, 

Trotsky's writings on art amount to the most profound 

contribution to Marxist literary analysis of the 
humanistic aspects of socialist and communist ideals. 
And, 'without such an analysis questions about the 
criteria of socialism, the degree of its development, hang 

in mid-air.' [43] One thus gains a very different view of 

Trotsky's philosophy from that expressed by Minaev's 

article. Apart from the Trotsky as dogmatist/misanthrope 

(Minaev) versus Trotsky as pluralist/humanist (Rogovin) 

dichotomy the two articles clash in their perceptions of 
Trotsky in relation to other commentators on art. Minaev 

draws frequently from Lunarcharsky's work as evidence for 

his view of Trotsky. Rogovin claims that Trotsky was 
close to. the ideas of other Marxist literary critics, 

including those of Lunarcharsky.

Rogovin also addresses the issue of world revolution and 

socialism. In the space available to him the possibility 

of answering the question 'to what extent can the 

different development of the twentieth-century be 
explained by the re-evaluation by the Communists of the 

revolutionary possibilities in Europe and Asia in the 

1920's' is denied. However, Rogovin's perception of the 

whole period from 1920-40 is interesting in that he sees
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this as being a time of profound crisis for capitalism - 

an assumption which is crucial both for the credibility of 

Trotsky’s proposals for world revolution in this era, and 

for the claim that Stalin’s international strategy in 
these years was a betrayal of world revolution. indeed, 

for Rogovin, it was Stalinism that drained the blood from 

the revolutionary power of the working class, . it was 
Stalinism that dealt serious blows both to the cause of 

building socialism in the USSR, and to the international 
communist movement. Ultimately, historical development 

has not falsified Trotsky’s statement that if all 

countries did not have a proletarian revolution then 

humanity would suffocate in its contradictions.

Rogovin presented a Trotsky who believed in competition in 
the cultural realm. Two articles concerning the lives and 

activities of two Soviet Trotskyists convey a view of a 

democratic Trotsky who believed in the competition of 

ideas in the political realm. However, this competition 

would be confined to the CPSU. In his article on Ivar 

Smilga, [44] S. Burni defines a socialist ’spirit’ which 

he sees as a prerequisite for 'socialism with a human 

face'. This 'spirit' consists of sincerity, purity, and a 
concern for the rights of others to hold and express views 
different from one's own. For Burni, Stalinism was the 

antithesis of this spirit, building its socialism through 

deception and slanders. It is admitted that Trotsky 

believed in the right of the leadership to have 'iron
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rule1; and that, in the event of Trotsky’s victory, 

lawlessness and repressions would still have occurred. 

However, according to Burni, Trotsky would have confined 

lawlessness and repression within certain limits - limits 
that Stalin did not recognize. Thus, it is claimed that 

the scale of repression would have been much less under 
Trotsky’s leadership. Moreover, the limits set by Trotsky 

would have guaranteed the preservation of the socialist 
’spirit’. For Burni, the defeat of the opposition at the 

15th Party Congress (December 1927) amounted to the 

passing of the last chance for Stalinist socialism to

cleanse itself of its . impurities and acquire a ’human 

spirit'. The link between the defeat of a Trotskyist 

opposition and the burying of humane socialism is also 
made by surviving Soviet Trotskyist, Ivan Vrachev, in an 

interview published in Argumenty i fakty. [45] However, he 

differs from Burni in one respect. Vrachev locates the

beginnings of the victory of Stalinist socialism over a 

democratic Trotskyist socialism with the defeat of the 

’Declaration of the 46' at the 13th Party Congress in

1923. For Vrachev, the recently elected Congress of

Peoples' Deputies represents a return to pre-1923 Soviet 
Democracy.

In an interview in the weekly paper Sobesednik Billik 

states that if one wants to criticise Trotsky for 

harshness during the civil war, then one has to extend the 

critique to Lenin. [46] For, it is argued, that Lenin
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supported Trotsky during the whole period from 1917-24. 

In comparison with the fundamental unity of these two men 

during 1917-24 any differences, for example those over the 

trade union debates, pale into insignificance. Any 

attempt to link the various divergencies between Lenin and 
Trotsky into the framework of a single explanation has to 
be rejected. Billik emphasizes that each issue has to be 

examined separately, in detail, and take into account a 
full context. On a specific issue this means that if one 

is considering the debates over the Brest peace, one has 

to admit that Trotsky's 'No war, no peace' strategy did 

have a majority of support in the Central Committee. If 

he made a mistake, then so did others.

By closely connecting Lenin and Trotsky the basic 

assumptions which support the arguments of the Vasetskii 
and Volkogonov writings crumble, and with the foundations 

the conclusions also fall. Vasetskii and Volkogonov 
linked Stalin and Trotsky through joint support of a 

command economy, comparing them both to Lenin's belief in 

independent action from below. Although Vasetskii does 

not make this connection explicitly, he is obviously 

referring to NEP. Volkogonov links Stalin and Trotsky on 

the use of terror, with the conclusion that Stalin was a 
bigger Trotskyist than Trotsky himself. He then focuses 

on Stalin's actions stating that Lenin's ideas on NEP and 

on democracy in building the party and state were "buried 

into oblivion". [47] In contrast to this Billik states
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that Trotsky suggested NEP a full year before its 

adoption, denying that Stalin took such ideas as forced 

collectivization from Trotsky. Indeed, for Billik, 

Trotsky was not in favour of forcing anything. Was it not 
Trotsky who wrote of the need for respectful relations in 
the Red Army? The Volkogonov view of a Trotsky defeated 
in the power struggle through being blinded by his own 

ambitiousness is rejected. Billik asks how this

interpretation can be sustained given that Trotsky already 

occupied the highest posts in the party and state. 

However, the reasons for Trotsky’s defeat still retain a 

personality element: it was a case of talent (Trotsky)

losing to mediocrity (Stalin). In particular, Trotsky 

could not adapt himself to Stalinist intrigue. This 

explanation is interesting when taken in conjunction with 

Billik's interpretation of the 1903 Congress. In 1903

Trotsky opposed Lenin's wording for Rule 1 because he saw 

that it would be possible for the apparatus to have

excessive control over individual party members. This was 

fraught with the danger of leading to the dictatorship of 

one man. This did not happen under Lenin but after his 

death....Here Billik is implicitly arguing that Trotsky 

was right in 1903. This is not related to Trotsky's 

famous notion of 'substitutionism' expressed in Our
Political Tasks, but the use of this argument by Billik 

would place him in contradiction to Trotsky himself. 

After all, 'substitutionism' is conspicuous by its absence 

from Trotsky's critique of Stalinism.
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Another central plank for Vasetskii's Lenin versus Trotsky 

interpretation is the supposed disagreements between the 
two on permanent revolution. Trotsky devoted much of his 
writings to expounding how he and Lenin were in agreement 

on this issue, including the assertion that he - Trotsky - 
was well aware of, and had indeed based permanent 

revolution upon, a law of uneven development. [48] While 
Vasetskii has definitely departed from his previous 

emphatic anti-Trotsky stance of 1985, [49] he has retained 
the standard Stalinist critique of permanent revolution as 

a body of thought which ignores Lenin's law of uneven 

development. By stating that, after 1916, Lenin and 

Trotsky were also unanimous on permanent revolution - 

although he gives no detail or substantiation - Billik 
prepares the way for the claim that in the post-exile 

years Trotsky was not anti-Soviet. Anti-Stalinist, 

certainly. But one cannot equate what Billik labels 

'Stalin's pseudo-Marxist system of dictatorship' with true 

socialism. If 'socialism in one country' and a 'command 

economy' are both anti-Leninist and anti-Trotskyist, then 

Billik has turned Stalinist historiography totally on its 

head. He has, in effect, redefined the true ideological 

heritage of the Soviet Union which would mean, if a 
contemporary Soviet government was to remain true to a 

pristine doctrine, the incorporation of world revolution 

into the fundamental aims of the Soviet government and 

people. This is obviously the last thing that President
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Gorbachev would want, and any article which would take 

Billik1s arguments to their logical conclusion has, to my 

knowledge, yet to appear.

Vitalii Startsev offers a more complex analysis of the 
reasons for Trotsky's defeat in the power struggle against 
Stalin. [50] Startsev claims that in the months preceding 

his death Lenin was forming an alliance with Trotsky to 

remove Stalin from the post of General Secretary. If this 

plan would have succeeded then, for Startsev, the whole of 

subsequent Soviet history would have been different. 

However, he does not say in what senses. The 

Lenin/Trotsky alliance did not succeed because of several 

factors. First, the vacillations of Kamenev and Zinoviev. 
Second, an underestimation of the negative aspects of 

Stalin's character. Third, and most important, the stroke 
which deprived Lenin of the power of speech. In these 

conditions Trotsky remained the most honest and critical, 

but isolated. Lessons of October is described as an 

'accurate' work which was, at the time, interpreted as an 

attack on leading members of the Central Committee. It was 

then that the accusations of Trotsky attempting to replace 

'Leninism' with 'Trotskyism' began. In his version of the 

events which led up to the October revolution Startsev 
challenges the view that Lenin was the main character in 
the story. [51] For him October was a compromise between 

Lenin and Trotsky. Lenin wanted the revolution to take 

place before the Congress of Soviets, Trotsky after the
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Congress had met. But in real life the uprising started 
prior to the opening of the Congress (Lenin), and 

concluded while it was still in progress (Trotsky). This 

is important in that it puts Trotsky where he claimed, and 

Stalinist historiography denied, he was - at the centre of 

the revolution. Vasetskii criticises Trotsky for his 
belief that the Bolsheviks went over to permanent 

revolution as much as he went over to the Bolsheviks. [52] 
Startsev gives Trotsky a place in the ideology of October 
by arguing that Trotsky's theory of permanent revolution 

was 'quite appropriate' to the events between February and 

October.

It was from this theoretical stance that Trotsky was 
immediately drawn to the side of Lenin. It was because of 
this that both were in agreement after their first meeting 

in 1917. Previous historiography which had stressed

differences between the two was wrong. However, Startsev 

does remain within the 'Lenin as the figure in October' 

approach in that he does not go as far Trotsky's statement 

of 1935. [53] Here Trotsky claimed that the success of the 

revolution depended upon the presence of either him or 

Lenin. For Startsev, without Lenin the October revolution 
would not have taken place whereas, without Trotsky, there 
would have been no difference. Moreover, in his

introduction to the reprint of Trotsky's article

'Nationalism in Lenin' (23rd April 1920), Startsev rejects 

a central point in any Trotskyist programme - that of
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world revolution. He says that the article is useful only 

as an illustration of the then Bolshevik approach to the 

necessity of world revolution, of which even Lenin 

believed. [54] Now, the article is of historical interest 
only. Its argument was the product of a historical
situation (the fact that Soviet Russia stood alone in a 
capitalist world) which is no longer relevant today. 
Indeed, after the experience of the years 1917-20 - the

defeat of the Red Army in the Russo-Polish war; the

collapse of the plans for a communist revolution in 

Germany - Lenin re-examined the prospects for world

revolution.

The two interpretations outlined above are notable for 
their differing perceptions of the relationship between 
Lenin, Stalin, and Trotsky. Vasetskii and Volkogonov 

placed Lenin and Trotsky together when, and only when, the 

later supported the former. The continuity stressed is 
between Lenin and Stalin through the claims that, one the 

one hand, permanent revolution was anti-Leninist - one had 

to build socialism within the USSR; and, on the other, by 

arguing that Trotsky's critiques of the Soviet Union were 
misguided. Billik and Startsev see Lenin and Trotsky as 

sharing views, and Stalin as being a deviation from these. 

Leonid Radzikhovskii's article is interesting in that he 

has a definition of Leninism which centres on an 

understanding of N E P , and argues that not only Stalin and 

Trotsky, but Bukharin, Rykov, Zinoviev and Kamenev stood
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outside Leninism. [55]

For Radzikhovskii the twentieth century has taught us that 

in the case of democracy, if one is to give any meaning to 
the term, one has to give freedom of choice and expression 

to all forces in society. Lenin knew this. NEP was an 
attempt to realize the perception that political and 

economic freedom go together. One cannot have an economic 

dictatorship and a political democracy, and vice versa. 

Therefore, before his death, Lenin was not simply 
proposing the removal of Stalin from the post of General 

Secretary as a struggle against the bureaucracy as Trotsky 
thought. It was also an attempt to reform the whole 

political system. This stemmed from a conception of 

socialism which recognized that one needed freedom both in 

the party and in society as a whole. However, Trotsky did 

not understand this stance, nor did he want to. This 

derived from Trotsky's obsession with the possibility of a 
Thermidorian reaction, defined as the restoration of 

capitalism, in the Soviet Union.

For Trotsky, in Radzikhovskii's view, the path that the 

USSR had to follow in its fight for socialism consisted of 

an economic component - absence of the market, 
distribution from the centre - and a political programme 

of a dictatorship of the party. It was from this position 

that NEP with its specialists, nepmen (or speculators) and 

market relations contained the dangers of a Thermidor.
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This danger could be realised from processes affecting the 

state or the party. Specifically, if either became 

separated from the proletarian masses then it would become 

the tool of bourgeois forces. For Trotsky, this occurred 
after Lenin's death. The main duty of each revolutionary 

therefore was to fight the sources of Thermidor, both in 

the party and without. However, for Radzikhovskii, 

Trotsky's arguments were flawed. For example, on the 

issue of the party Trotsky's solution was the 

reintroduction of party democracy. But this would not 

have been really democratic for several reasons. First, 

Trotsky, like all other possible leaders of the time, was 

only for democracy to the extent that it would have given 
his views primacy within the party. This amounted to 

nothing more than a dictatorship with its own definition 

of inter-party democracy. Second, Trotsky was clearly for 

superindustrialisation and a dictatorship in economics. A 

political dictatorship followed on from this. At least 

Stalin was logical in the policy that he pursued. Third, 

in 1928-30 Stalin destroyed the social forces that Trotsky 

saw as leading to the Thermidor. This resulted in 

something which was not foreseen - a rule of the 

bureaucracy. If Trotsky had been leader then one would 
most probably have seen a Trotskyist, rather than a 

Stalinist, bureaucracy.

It could be argued that world revolution under Trotsky's 

leadership would have generated a different course of
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development for the Soviet Union. Radzikhovskii would 

dismiss this for two reasons. First, world revolution was 

a theoretical issue. The real issue of dispute was the 

question of Thermidor which demanded political action and 
political programmes. Second, in the concrete conditions 

of the 1920s world revolution was not feasible. World 
revolution cannot be made to order, and after 1921 the 

proletariat was taking a ’second breath1. The choice then 
was between social, economic, and political democracy in 

the USSR, i.e., full-blown NEP, or a new war communism. 

Trotsky, unlike Lenin, did not understand this choice. For 

Trotsky, democracy outside the limits that he would set 

would be false and bourgeois. Thus, he wanted to maintain 
inter-party democracy with a wider dictatorship. This, 
however, was, and is, impossible. At best Trotsky was a 

dictator with a pseudo-democratic exterior. In exile 
Trotsky thought that he was struggling against Stalinism. 

In reality his actions had the same effect in exile as 

they did during the power struggle - the strengthening of 

Stalin’s position.

Radzikhovskii argues that any dictator needs to introduce 
a ’siege mentality’ in order to justify his position. In 

the USSR this was done with reference to various enemies. 
Externally it was capitalist Britain and France. 
Internally it was petty-bourgeois elements in society, and 

splitters -Trotskyists - in the party. Stalin rose to 

power with the gradual acceptance of this reasoning among
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party members. Stalin had authority neither in the party, 

the country, nor in the international workers movement

both before the revolution and during the civil war. It

only arrived through the defeat of Trotsky and the
continued defence of the party from this doctrine. As

long as this 'Situation was maintained Stalin could subject 
the party, and through the party the country, to his will. 

Indeed, it was as a strengthening of the struggle against 

Trotskyists that Stalin justified the beginning of his 
purges in 1937.

Trotskyists will not like the fundamental suppositions and 

findings of Radzikhovskii1s article. Namely, that Trotsky 
was a 'Stalinist' in that he rejected Lenin's linking of 
economic and political freedom. Given this connection, 

Trotsky's ideas on internal party democracy within an 
economic and political dictatorship were false. However, 

Radzikhovskii is sophisticated and his arguments are 

coherent. Given his definition of Leninism, the 

conclusion that Trotsky's misconceptions were derived from 

his fear of democracy follow. Radzikhovskii's critique is 

also an indicator of new ways of presenting debates in 

that his sources include summaries of writings of the 
Bulletin of the Opposition. This is a clear departure 
from the approach of the past which consisted of listing 

familiar quotes from Lenin when he had attacked Trotsky as 

though this in itself was proof of Trotsky's anti- 

Leninism. [56], If another Soviet historian wanted to argue
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against Radzikhovskii's interpretation then the 

possibility to do this is there. Indeed, A. V. 

Pantsov's comparative analysis of the economics of Trotsky 

and Preobrazhenskii [57] and Aleksandr Podshchekoldin's 

introduction to the New Course provide alternative views 
to many of Radzikhovskii1s arguments. [58]

Panstov shares two of Radzikhovskii's beliefs: first, that 
Trotsky was mistaken in thinking that capitalism was in a 

state of continual decline; second, that Trotsky was in 

error when he rejected the expansion of NEP as 

constituting a threat of 'Thermidor1. However, Pantsov's 
interpretation is interesting in that he does not come to 

the standard conclusion of those Soviet writers who see 
Trotsky and NEP as opposed, namely that Trotsky provided 
the command-economy industrialization model that Stalin 

was to adopt from 1929 onwards. For Pantsov, 

Preobrazhenskii's economic ideas were the intellectual 

source of Stalinist construction. Thus, it was 

Preobrazhenskii who thought ' that capital could be 

accumulated by means of unequivalent exchange between town 

and country, i.e., socialist accumulation in Soviet Russia 

would occur through the exploitation of pre-socialist 
economic forms. According to Pantsov, this thought 

constituted Preobrazhenskii's 'basic law' which was to 

function in the socialist sector; a law in contradiction 

with the law of value which regulates the private sector. 

Trotsky's economic strategy is interpreted as being more
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flexible. The importance of Trotsky's economic thinking 

is that he argued, first, that Soviet Russia should

exploit all possibilities that the world market offered; 

and, second, that there should be a co-ordination between 
the law of value and socialist accumulation in the context 
of the world market.

For Podshchekoldin, in the past Soviet history became a

tool in the hands of the party leadership. Specifically,

this process of distortion occurred with the ascendency of 

the bureaucracy. This amounted to a departure from 

Leninist theory and practice. History became nothing more 

than a dogmatic apology for this. Significantly, 
Podshchekoldin locates the beginnings of this 
falsification not in 1938 with the appearance of the Short 
Course, but in the period leading up to the 13th Party 
Congress of 1924 where opposition to Stalin was labelled 

'anti-Leninist' and a 'petty-bourgeois deviation'. It was 

in 1922-24 that the foundations for the Stalinist model of 

socialism were laid. It was this Stalinist system that

was to have such tragic consequences for the country. 

This is an important break from the views of historians, 
including Gorbachev's 70th anniversary speech, which 

support Stalin's actions against Trotsky in the 1920s. 
Ivanov's 1987 article discussed above is attacked both for 
its uncritical acceptance of the 'Trotsky was a 

fractionalist' viewpoint, and for stating that further 

discussion on this topic was not needed for all documents
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leading to this conclusion were widely known. It is 

pointed out that many writings of the period, and in 

particular Trotsky’s, had never been read by the majority 

of Soviet people.

Podshchekoldin1s article includes a summary of Trotsky’s 
life very different from that in The Great October 

Socialist Revolution. For example, Trotsky moved closer 

and closer to Lenin during the First World War from an 

intermediary position in 1903-14; Trotsky played a great 

role in preparing and realising the October Revolution; 

despite differences on the question of the trade unions 

Trotsky was the main supporter of Lenin to the extent 
that, in 1923, most party members sincerely thought that 
he would succeed Lenin. Podshchekoldin's survey is also 
important in that it pin-points the years 1907-13 as the 

period from which quotes were taken from Lenin out of 

context for the purpose of the power struggle, i.e., in 

order to prove that Trotsky was anti-Leninist.

After his examination of the documents of the period 

Podshchekoldin’s conclusion is that the struggle of 1922- 
24 was between bureaucratic elements (Zinoviev, Stalin, 

Kamenev) and democratic tendencies (Trotsky) involving 
principled economic and political questions. Fractionalism 

was started by Stalin and associates in order to prevent 
the realisation of a Lenin-Trotslcy bloc. This bloc was 

formed on the basis of issues ranging from nationalism
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(the 'Georgian affair1) and struggles with bureaucracy to 

a reform of the political system. This obviously differs 

from Radzikhovskii1s view of a Trotsky who did not fully 
understand the nature of Lenin’s proposals.

One element which is central to all of the interpretations 

discussed above is the notion of a democratic, socialist 

'good' Lenin. One recent development has been the 
appearance of articles which are critical of Lenin. For 

example, Radzikhovskii, in an article celebrating 120 

years since the birth of Lenin, links Lenin and Stalin by 

arguing that Lenin was powerless against forces which

flowed from the system which he himself had created. [59] 

In a February 1990 interview published in Moskovskie 
novosti Volkogonov also links Lenin with full-blown

Stalinism by connecting the destruction of political 
pluralism under Lenin with the emergence of Stalinism. 

[60] These publications have consequences for Soviet
debates on Trotsky.

First, the interpretations which attempt to present a 

democratic Trotsky by linking him with a democratic Lenin 

are weakened. Indeed, a contemporary twist of fate could 

be that Soviet commentators are at last admitting what 
Trotsky claimed as truth - that Trotsky was a good
Leninist - as true when statues of Lenin are beginning to 

be destroyed. In a situation in which the Marxist- 

Bolshevik heritage is being rejected Trotsky, as part of
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that ideology, falls with it. The contemporary task is to 
try to draw lessons from this experience for the future. 

This approach is expressed by Radzikhovskii in an article 

published in Sobesednik in March of this year. [61] 

Radzikhovskii claims that post-revolution all of the
Bolsheviks degenerated into a new bureaucracy, placing
what amounted to a new autocrat on the throne. The source 

of Bolshevik autocracy is located to the Bolshevik world 

outlook. According to Radzikhovskii, this outlook

consisted in the belief in the inevitability of the

revolution and its humanizing mission as flowing from iron 

laws of history. This fuelled the belief in the absolute 

correctness of their aims and of the party as the

historical instrument for the realisation of those aims. 
Everything was permitted if it was 'historically 

justified' and Radzikhovskii points to this as explanation 
for the Bolshevik willingness to use terror. Trotsky is 

cited from the 13th Party Congress where he stated that 

one cannot be right against the party. It is argued that 

such attitudes provided the basis for the accusations of 

the 1920s. The lessons, for Radzikhovskii, are a 

rejection of the Bolshevik outlook with its dire 

consequences for morality and a realisation of the

connection between means and ends. If means other than 
force of argument are used, then this signifies that 

politicians do not believe if the persuasiveness of their 

own ideas.
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Second, the Vasetskii et al critique of Trotsky as being 

’bad' for his anti-Leninism is also weakened. In a 

situation where critiques of Lenin become more and more 

popular and even dominant, the continuation of the 

Vasetskii thesis could have the unintended consequence of 
making Trotsky popular. For example, perhaps waiting for 
the Congress of Soviets before seizing power would have 

been a better idea since the revolution would have had 

firmer democratic foundations from the very beginning.

Indeed, it may even be possible that some Soviet writers

would try to make Trotsky popular by this 'indirect mean'. 

However, this would be a dubious strategy and could even 

result in the attitude, 'Lenin was bad and Trotsky worse'. 

The way to make the case for Trotsky would be by writing
that Lenin was undemocratic and mistaken, Trotsky was 

democratic and correct and that Trotsky is the source of 

the best way forward. An article which pursues this line 

has yet to appear, and this could be for two possible 

reasons. First, nobody believes that it is true. Second, 

external or internal censorship is not allowing the open 

publication of an article which would argue that Trotsky

was superior to Lenin.

However, the arguments of those Soviet writers who do link 

Lenin and Trotsky on the assumption that both were 

democratic have implications for the question of Trotsky's 

possible rehabilitation in the CPSU. For example, by 

locating the origins of the victory of bureaucratization
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in 1922-24, by opposing Lenin and Trotsky's

democratization to Stalin's bureaucratization,

Podshchekoldin's interpretation would also pave the way 

for Trotsky's rehabilitation in the party. After all, 

when 0. Lacis was questioned about such a possibility he 

drew a distinction between two types of rehabilitation, 
i.e., civic and political. [62]

Civic rehabilitation amounts to a situation where people 

are allowed to read Trotsky and to draw their own

conclusions about him. This process has begun, and its

consequences have been far-reaching. For example, one 

significant change from talk of Trotsky in the past 

concerns the use of Trotsky in the contemporary Soviet 
press. It has become acceptable to use Trotsky as a 
source both as a commentary on a topic, and as evidence.
Thus, in his article on Kerensky, Zvyagin quotes Trotsky's

view of Kerensky as a 'chance figure'; while Razinskii

cites Trotsky as supporting evidence for the claim that 

Lenin and Sverdlov took the decision to execute the tsar 

and his family,. [63]

Moreover, Trotsky has also become a subject around which 
polemics are forming. For example, in an interview 
published in Pravda (15.4.88) V. Belov stated that 

Trotsky was an enemy of the Russian state and of the 

peasantry in particular. [64] It was the Trotskyist 

peasant programme of excessive taxation, forced seizure of
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their property, and repression that Stalin was to adopt 

from 1928 onwards. In this sense, for Belov, Stalin was 

the main Trotskyist in Soviet history. Eighteen months 

later in the radical magazine Qgonek I. Pantin and E. 

Plimak launched an attack on Belov's interpretation. [65] 

They ask why Belov remained silent on the fact that 
between 1919-22 Lenin announced full solidarity with

Trotsky's approach to the peasantry. Moreover, did Belov 
not know that the 12th Party Congress accepted. Trotsky's 

resolution that industry should not be developed at the 

expense of agriculture? Pantin and Plimak cite Bulletin

of the Opposition of February-March 1930 where Trotsky

rejected Stalin's peasant policies. The critique of Belov 

concludes with a plea to Soviet historians to base their 

research on documents and facts, otherwise Soviet 
democracy would turn into a meaningless rubbish heap.

In December 1989 Literaturnaya Rossiya published an 

article by Vasetskii and Ivanov which claimed to judge who 

was closer to the truth - 'the writer Vasilii Belov or the 

authors of Qgonek*. [66] After writing that both Belov and 

Pantin and Plimak failed to provide sufficient evidence 

for their conflicting interpretations, Vasetskii and 
Ivanov support Belov's approach. Thus, Pantin and Plimak 
are accused of writing history 'according to • Trotsky', a 

bad idea since the book The Stalin School of Falsification 

could be called The Trotsky School of Falsification. 

Vasetskii and Ivanov argue that it is impossible to link
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the views of Trotsky and Lenin on the peasantry since 

Trotsky highlighted the predominance of countryside over 

town as the cause of Russian backwardness, while Lenin 

believed that the base of the Soviet state was a worker- 
peasant alliance. The fact that Trotsky criticised 
Stalin's peasant policy in the Bulletin of the Opposition 
did not mean that he shared a Leninist position. If 

Pantin and Plimak had quoted Trotsky further then they 
would have been able to fully present Trotsky's thesis 

that, 'the contradiction between town and country can be 

solved only in the framework of international revolution',

i.e., a solution based upon a rejection of Lenin's theory 

of building socialism in one country. Moreover, Trotsky, 

in 1923, was the first to criticise Lenin's NEP. 
Furthermore, Vasetskii and Ivanov cite Bulletin of the 

Opposition of October 1936 where Trotsky himself wrote 

that Stalin's economic policy was composed from the ideas 

of the left opposition of 1926-27. In several of his 1990 

articles Vasetskii has attacked those Soviet writers who 

present Trotsky as being democratic. [67] To counter this 

view Vasetskii cites Trotsky from the October 1923 Plenum 

where Trotsky declared, 'You, comrades, know well that I 

have never been a 'democrat''.

In the most favourable interpretation of Trotsky's life to 

date, Pantsov launched into the first critique of 

Vasetskii. [68] Pantsov quickly demolished Ivanov's 1987 

article 'Repainting Judas'; placing it in the tradition of
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the Short Course, and arguing that Ivanov's approach 

"mitigates against any serious attempt to objectively

understand Trotsky's political biography." [69] Vasetskii 

and Voikogonov are linked as members of a school which 
states that Trotsky loved himself more than . the
revolution. In response to the rhetorical question 'how 
can one sustain the Vasetskii et al thesis?' Pantsov lists 

four examples of Lenin's positive behaviour towards

Trotsky: describing Trotsky as 'perhaps the most able man

in the present Central Committee'; nominating Trotsky in 

preference over many old Bolsheviks for membership of the 

Central Committee in 1917; declaring agreement with

Trotsky's pro-NEP arguments of November 1922; towards the 

end of his life turning to Trotsky in order to form an 

anti-bureaucratic bloc.

Moreover, on the question of the peasantry, Pantsov

stresses the continuity of Trotsky's pro-peasant stances. 
Thus, at the Second RSDRP Congress of 1903, Trotsky

"actively defended Lenin's principles on the agrarian part 

of the programme." [70] For Pantsov, the theory of

permanent revolution did not deny the revolutionary role 

of the peasantry. Indeed, it specified that only "a

workers' government, supported by the peasantry, could 
solve all the complex problems which stood before the 

revolution." [71] In the civil war years Trotsky formed an 
army which was composed, mainly of peasants. Observing 

their activities only strengthened Trotsky's appreciation
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of the necessity for a firm worker/peasant bloc. 

Furthermore, Trotsky was both one of the first to 

recognize the detrimental effects of war communism on the 
peasantry, and to articulate policies which, when 
elaborated, became NEP.

Several of Pantsov*s other arguments are notable both for 

their pro-Trotsky nature, and for their clear rejection of 

the Vasetskii approach. First, Trotsky is presented not 

only as the main organizer of the October 1917 revolution, 

but also as its theoretician. Results and Prospects is 

highlighted as the work in which Trotsky, before Lenin,

expressed the idea not only of the possibility, 
but also the inevitability of the victory of the 
socialist revolution in one country; precisely in 
the country which was backward in social-economic 
and political relations, the country of the 
weakest link in the world capitalist system. [72]

Second, at the time of the debates of' the peace with 

Germany, Trotsky's 'no peace, no war' strategy is praised 

for bridging the gap between Lenin and the left-

communists. For Pantsov, this saved the Bolshevik party

from what would have been a disastrous split. It is 
pointed out that Trotsky could not have foreseen the 

consequences of a renewed German advance; at the time his
position was perceived as the best way to promote world

revolution. Third, in the power struggle with Stalin, it 

is argued that Trotsky expressed the case for inter-party 

democracy. However, the superiority of his positions both



Recent Soviet Writings 111

on this question, and on the issue of socialism in one 
country, was defeated by a,

party-government bureaucracy which preferred the 
immediate strengthening of its position of 
supremacy over the abstract interests of world 
revolution. Stalin's theory of isolated economic 
and political development expressed this
perspective.... with clear and angry warnings
about the dangers of the bureaucratic 
degeneration of Soviet power he [Trotsky] turned 
to the very apparatus which was all the more
becoming bureaucratised. [73]

Finally, and in comparison to Volkogonov and Vasetskii, 

Pantsov states that Trotsky's exile activities can only be 

represented as anti-Soviet and anti-working class if one 

views Stalin as both unconnected with the bureaucratic 

degeneration of the Soviet Union, and as having no

negative influence of the world communist movement.

However, according to Pantsov, such perceptions are 
without a basis in reality:

Right up until the middle of the 1920s Trotsky 
was known in Soviet Russia as the hero of 
October, the organiser of the Red Army, the 
second person after Lenin in the party
leadership....he was and remained a
revolutionary, practically the only person from 
Lenin's closest supporters who did not bow his 
head before Stalin s dictatorship. [74]

Political rehabilitation meant reinstatement in the CPSU. 
For Lacis, this will not occur because Trotsky was anti- 
Party and anti-Leninist. However, if the Podshchekoldin 

approach gained ascendency then the Party would, 

ostensibly, have no reason not to rehabilitate Trotsky.
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But there are several reasons to doubt whether this will 

occur. [75]

First, the textual evidence from contemporary Soviet news 

media does not suggest that this will happen. The most 
recent article to appear on this question, by A. 
Nenarokov, argued that Trotsky should not be rehabilitated 
because rehabilitation in the party is not necessary for 

the restoration of one’s good name. [76] Moreover, 

posthumous rehabilitation carries with it the possibility 

of posthumous expulsion. This, for, Nenarokov, is a

throwback to the times when one was frightened to pass any 

comment on a person until one knew the position of that 
person in relation to the party. Rehabilitation should be 

reserved for those still alive and requesting it.

Second, the nature of Trotsky's biography adds extra

difficulties for the CPSU when considering the possibility 

of Trotsky's party rehabilitation. For example, Trotsky,

unlike Bukharin, did not return to the Soviet Union and

participate in the show trials. Trotsky had a particular 

oppositional programme which he voiced vociferously. One 

of the most important points of Trotsky's writings was 

that one cannot have socialism in one country. The CPSU 
still justifies its existence on the basis that it is 

doing precisely what Trotsky denied. Second, if the party 
were to rehabilitate Trotsky they would have to do so in a 

form similar to 'his views on the world revolution were
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incorrect, but he was right on Stalin's crimes'. For 
Trotsky, this would probably amount to a meaningless 

rehabilitation. Trotsky would be rehabilitated, and he 
would not be rehabilitated. This, in turn, raises a 
question of the relationship between civic and political 
rehabilitation. The free availability of Trotsky's works 

would pose a threat to the CPSU in its present form. This 

threat was taken seriously in the past - why else suppress 
Trotsky's writings and distort his biography? There are 

reasons to believe that this remains the case today. For

example, the introduction of a 'new' Trotsky has been both

at a slow pace and contained within certain limits. So 

far the republication of Trotsky's writings would not 

allow a reader to appreciate the full content of Trotsky's 
thought - excerpts from anti-Stalin writings, thoughts on 

literature, on Lenin, and works from the inter-party

struggle of 1924. [77] Permanent Revolution has not been

published. Indeed, it is possible to view current Soviet 

writings/republications as a use of Trotsky to the

advantage of perestroika's general attack on Stalinism.

The most favourable view of Trotsky that can be

constructed from current Soviet writings is as follows.
Trotsky was a revolutionary within the Marxist tradition.
He is also part of the October tradition in that he played 

a vital role in the successful realization of the 1917 

Bolshevik revolution; occupied some of the highest posts 

in the Bolshevik government; helped sustain that
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government in power with his contribution in the civil war 
of which the creation of the Red Army is the most notable 

example. He was democratic and supported Lenin for 

greater democracy in the Soviet Union. Far from being 
anti-NEP he was one of the first to call for its

implementation. However, he was incorrect on his main 
theme, that of the necessity for world revolution. This 

can be illustrated through an exposition of the arguments 
expressed by two recently published writings. The first, 

by People’s Deputy A. Emel’yanov, concerns Trotsky,

Gorbachev and political change. The second, by Rogovin, 

is relevant to Trotsky, Gorbachev and economic change.

In his notes to the publication of extracts from Trotsky's 
The Revolution Betrayed [78] Emel'yanov writes that 

Trotsky was, 'objectively right about the formation in the 
country of a social system, the tendencies of its movement 

to inevitable crisis, and how to escape from that crisis.' 

[79] According to the author, the social system that

Trotsky correctly analysed was one of 'bureaucratic

absolutism.' Trotsky is then posited as a precursor to 

perestroika in several senses. The first sense is 
introduced by way of a critique of Trotsky's distinction 
between a 'political' and 'social' revolution. Trotsky 
had written of the need for a 'second revolution' in the 

USSR. However, this revolution should be political, i.e., 

a revolution against bureaucratic power and privileges 

through the reintroduction of genuine proletarian
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democracy. In arguing for the necessity of a second 

revolution Trotsky predicted perestroika for, according to 

Emel'yanov, peres troika is the second revolution. 

However, it is also argued that there is one essential 
difference between the programmes of Gorbachev and 
Trotsky. Gorbachev is, in fact, being more radical than 

Trotsky because he is implementing what Trotsky denied - a 

social revolution, i.e., changes in forms of ownership. 

However, if these changes in ownership amount to private 

enterprise then Gorbachev, in Western terms, is obviously 

standing both to the 'left' (political and social 

revolution) and to the 'right' (private enterprise) of 
Trotsky.

The second sense in which Trotsky's politics and 

peres troika are linked is through the claim that both are 

essentially democratic phenomenon. Thus, the author 

stresses that' Trotsky argued for the displacement of 

bureaucracy not by terroristic acts, but through the

introduction of full democracy. Emel'yanov says that 

democracy ensures that a weak and inefficient leadership 

is not able to ruin both the country and itself as a 
leadership. In other words, the fate of society is in the 

hands of all, not just depending upon the personal 
qualities of a few people in government. Having

identified the connections between Trotsky and peres troika 
in relation to the content of change in the Soviet Union 

Emel'yanov highlights a third link when discussing the
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nature of that change. The author claims that Trotsky 

wrote that the defeat of bureaucracy would be possible 

only through a brave and decisive onslaught. And, 'the 

practice of perestroika shows that half-way measures slow

down the revolutionary processes of the renewal of 
society.' [80]

Rogovin draws entirely from stenographic notes of the 12th 

Party Congress of 1923 for his discussion of Trotsky's 

support for NEP. [81] The article begins by summarising 

Trotsky's arguments for the adoption of NEP. First, the 

economic level of the Soviet Union was not sufficient for 

a centrally planned economy. Second, NEP and market 

relations would push the productive forces forward, 
providing the preconditions for economic life in general.

In particular, NEP would regulate the relations between

town and country. The transition from a failed war 
communism to NEP would be characterised by a movement away 

from centralism in the economy; an attack On 'superfluous' 

unproductive bureaucracy and labour; the acquisition of 

profits through the sale of Russian bread on the world 

market'; and independent enterprises run on the basis of 

cost-accountancy (khozraschet). Cost-accountancy in the 
economy would both provide the basis for a correlation 

between the state budget, trusts, enterprises and the
market; and work against wasteful practices and stealing. 

All enterprises would be run on the basis of cost-

accountancy, and make their own decisions about who to
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trade with, how to achieve the most advantageous terms for 

exchange, what to do with profits etc. Indeed, it is 

claimed that Trotsky thought that these attitudes amount 

to a 'spirit' which acts as an incentive to produce 
better. Any industrial manager who proved incapable of 
fulfilling the obligations of cost-accountancy would be 

sacked. Unprofitable enterprises would be closed by way 

of decisions made by financial institutions on whether to 

grant or withhold credit.

However, the introduction of the market would not mean the 

abolition either of all planning, or of all state 

enterprises. Problems with planning methods arise not 

only when they are applied to unprepared economic areas, 
but also when they are denied when conditions for their 

application are ripe. For Trotsky, planning was 
appropriate for the army, transport and heavy industry. 

Trotsky also realised that the market would have negative 

effects in that there would be social differentiation and 

the growth of classes hostile to socialism. However, for 

Trotsky, as for Lenin, NEP was a long-term strategy that 

would not last for ever. The Communist Party would retain 

state power, nationalised means of production would remain 

for the 'three whales' (army, heavy industry, transport), 
and there would be a monopoly of external trade. Indeed, 

the Communist Party would introduce the laws of market 
operation to use them for economic gain but also 

simultaneously advance and. broaden the planning principle
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so that the market would be gradually absorbed. In this 

way NEP would be controlled and converted into socialism.

The relevance of Rogovin's presentation of 'Trotsky and 
NEP in 1923' for the processes occurring in contemporary 

Soviet political economy is obvious. Gorbachev's economic 
strategy involves a transition from centralism to de

centralism and the introduction of cost-accountancy. The 
problem with this approach is that it is open to attack 

for being 'non-socialist'. Reference to Trotsky's notion 

of an introduction of the market to kill the market would 

be one way of answering this critique from a socialist 

position.

So, Trotsky has been neatly packaged into a box which fits 

the present ideological requirements of the Gorbachev 
regime, i.e., a democratic, market-orientated Marxist 

tradition which has meant particular attention being 

focussed on Lenin's last writings. If the complete 

Trotsky were available in the Soviet Union, this would 

raise the possibility of a movement being guided by his 

revolutionary, thought, perhaps even a mass movement. This 

would be a danger to a party based on socialism in one 

country. However, if a multi-party system were to develop 
in the Soviet Union then this would have several 

consequences for the debate on Trotsky in the USSR. [82] 
First, the whole issue of Trotsky's rehabilitation in the 

CPSU would lose any meaning it once had. A Trotskyist
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Communist Party would presumably engage in a battle of 

interpretation over Trotsky, the Russian revolution, 

'true' communism etc with several other parties - some of 

which might retain a socialist framework, others not. 
Second, Trotskyist critiques of the Soviet Union would 
have to move beyond the 'degenerated workers' state' 
thesis. For example, the object of Trotskyist analysis

would no longer be concentrated purely on a Stalinist

bureaucracy and the necessity for its abolition through a 

political revolution. Thus, the Trotskyist critique that 

the Stalinist CPSU protected itself from by not publishing 

Trotsky would be marginalised by a functioning multi-party 

system. The old rationale for suppressing Trotsky would 

disappear.

Third, a multi-party system assumes that diverse political 

groups will have access to such sources of information 

dissemination as printing presses. With this equipment 

out of the control of the CPSU a Trotskyist party (or

publisher who thought that a profit could be made) could

print any part of Trotsky's work available to it. In the 

flow of information between political groups and the 

electorate perhaps the Soviet Trotskyist party would 
achieve as much electoral success as its Western 

counterparts have attained. If the complete Trotsky is 

published and distributed in the Soviet Union then the 

clue to why this would occur lies not only in the ideas of
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openness applied to history expounded in the introduction 

to this chapter. Radzikhovskii stated that Stalin used 

Trotsky to bolster his position. Perhaps the present 

Soviet regime, and a future one that would remove any 
restrictions that would prevent the publication of all his 
writings, looks upon Trotsky as being of no danger, of no 

relevance. [83] It might also be upon suppositions of 

harmlessness that current Soviet debates can continue upon 

whatever road they choose. [84]
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This chapter will examine Trotsky's philosophy. Included 

in the term 'philosophy' are all notions which act as 

tools for perceiving reality and assumptions/ideas which 

form a body of thought which, in turn, mean that reality
will be viewed in a certain way. In his 'Testament'

\

Trotsky said that he would die both a 'Marxist' and
'dialectical materialist'. [1] The basis for Trotsky's

belief in the superiority of Marxism was his assurance of

two things. First, Marxism is 'objective', i.e., it 

provides a means for the study of society which produces 

results which are a summary/reflection of objective facts. 

In other words, Marxism enables a person to see the world 

as it really is. Second, this objectivity gives the 

Marxist the power of foresight. [2] For Trotsky, it was
Marxist doctrine that enabled him to foresee the

inevitability of the Soviet Thermidor, to break away from 

the Thermidorian bureaucracy and continue to serve the 

cause of international socialism. [3] According to 

Trotsky, Marxism consists of three component parts: first, 

the dialectical method; second, historical materialism; 

third, a systemization of the laws of capitalist economy. 

[4]

Trotsky's writings on Marx's laws of capitalist economy
consisted of both an exposition of the theory of surplus

value, immiserization, crisis of capitalist production and 
so on, and of statements of their continuing validity. [5] 

Such texts are of obvious importance in highlighting the
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source of Trotsky's belief in Marxism and the likely 

collapse of capitalism. However, in attempting to analyze 

Trotsky's basic approach to reality this chapter will 

focus primarily on his writings on the dialectic. This is 
for several reasons. First, there is more material on 
this topic. Second, Trotsky's writings on the dialectic 
are interesting in that they are both ambiguous (his work 

on Marx's laws of capitalist economy is not), and raise 
questions about, how his emphasis on dialectics relates to 

his emphasis on economic determinism, i.e., what exactly 

was Trotsky's method? Third, most commentators have 

interpreted Trotsky's works as having little or no 

philosophical content. However, detailed consideration of 

Trotsky's texts that do talk explicitly about philosophy 
are omitted. Thus, for example, Knei-Paz claims that 

Trotsky lacked the personal qualities necessary for 

philosophy; the "merest glance" at Trotsky's writings on 

the dialectic is sufficient to see that they are the 

product of Trotsky at his "dogmatic, horatory worst." [6] 

However, Knei-Paz's discussion of Trotsky and dialectical 

materialism is limited to the statement that:

As to the substantive part of Trotsky's argument, 
who could take seriously the almost naive, and 
certainly absurd, explanation of scientific 
phenomena in terms of dialectical processes? [7]

For Trotsky, formal logic and dialectics are the only two 

systems of logic worthy of attention. For him, formal 

logic means viewing the world as composed of a series of



Trotsky's Philosophy 134

static things. The guiding principle is 'A' is equal to 

'A'. Contrary to this, dialectics is the study of things 

which are in a constant state of change. According to 

Trotsky, the dialectic is composed of two basic thoughts. 
First, every concept, idea, notion about the world is 
connected to some other concept, idea, etc. In 

particular, concepts are joined by what Trotsky called 
their 'dialectical negation':

Every concept’ seems to be independent and 
complete (formal logic operates with them in this 
way), in reality every stitch has two ends, which 
connect it with adjacent stitches. If pulled at 
the end it unravels - the dialectical negation of 
a concept [8]

If by this Trotsky means that concepts are linked in the 
sense that we can have no real understanding of a concept 
without placing it in relation to another concept, then 
'dialectical negation' need not be in conflict with formal 

logic. After all, the process of definition of concepts 

through a comparison to opposite concepts - for example, 

defining 'good' through a discussion of 'bad' 

necessitates the separation of those concepts, i.e., we 

retain 'good' and 'bad' as individual entities. For

example, in Their Morals and Ours (1938) Trotsky denied 

the possibility of constructing absolute morals as a point
of reference when posing the question, 'what means are

acceptable in the achievement of a particular end?' For 

Trotsky, this question assumes the independence of the

concepts 'means' and 'ends':
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the principle, the end justifies the means, 
naturally raises the question: And what justifies 
the end? In practical life as in the historical 
movement, the end and the means constantly change 
places. A machine under construction is an 'end1 
of production only that upon entering the factory 
it may become the 'means.' Democracy in certain 
periods is the 'end' of the class struggle only 
that later it may be transformed into its 
'm e a n s t h e  so-called 'Jesuit' principle 
fails....to resolve the moral problem. [9]

However, Trotsky's argument does not dissolve the notion 

of independent concepts. In his examples it is the 

substantiation ('machine', 'democracy') of mean and end 

which can apply to both concepts, but the abstract 

concepts of 'mean' and 'end' remain. Moreover, Trotsky's 

solution to the issue of 'morals' was itself underpinned 

by a separation of 'mean' and 'end.' Thus, Trotsky, 
perceiving communism as the end, wrote that,

Only that which prepares the complete and final 
overthrow of imperialist bestiality is moral, and 
nothing else. The welfare of the revolution 
that is the supreme law! [10]

Furthermore, for Trotsky, the observer of phenomena cannot 

arbitrarily link any two concepts. According to Trotsky, 

Marxism is materialist and this has implications for the 

way in which concepts are to be viewed, i.e., conceptions 
as either explainable in terms of matter: "The human brain 

is a product of the development of matter" [11]; or as a 
product of a material base:

the consciousness of people is not a free,
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independent psychological process, but is a 
function of the material economic basis: that is, 
it is conditioned by it and serves it. [12]

Both understandings of the nature of materialism are 

present in Trotsky's writings. However, if, for Trotsky, 
'dialectical negation' is the means by which concepts are 
linked then, in his writings, Trotsky connects concepts to 

the economic base. Thus, for instance, in Their Morals 

and Ours Trotsky stresses that the era of liberal 

capitalism has its own corresponding system of democratic 

morality. As the capitalist mode of production 

experiences birth, development, and death so to do its 

ideological reflections:

morality is a function of the class struggle.... 
democratic morality corresponds to the epoch of 
liberal and progressive capitalism.... The decay 
of capitalism denotes the decay of contemporary 
society with its laws and morals. [13]

This explanatory schema follows from Trotsky's belief that 

economics determines all "in the last analysis", [14] a 

belief which lay at the core of Trotsky's analysis of 

Soviet society in the 1930s as a 'degenerated workers' 

state'. Thus, Trotsky insisted that the existence of a 
nationalised economy guaranteed both the progressive 

nature of the Soviet Union and the gains of October. In 

this way the USSR remained, in part, a workers' state. 

Any change in the Soviet Union would have to be of a 

political, not a social nature. [15] However, one can 

question the extent to which a base/supers trueture
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approach is compatible with the statement that concepts 

are linked by -their 'dialectical negation'. After all, in 

the Logic Hegel states that negation refers to a condition 

whereby an entity has an opposite within itself:

Essential difference is therefore Opposition; 
according to which the difference is not 
confronted by any other but by its other. That 
is, either of these two (Positive and Negative) 
is stamped with a characteristic of its own only 
in relation to the other: the one is reflected
into itself as it is reflected into the other. 
And so with the other. Either in this way is the 
other's own other.... Whatever exists is 
concrete, with difference and opposition within 
itself. [16]

So, following Hegel, one would expect that the negation to 

morality would be something within morality itself, for 
instance - immorality, amorality, or another form of 
morality. The same would apply to law, politics, art etc. 

But in a base/superstructure explanatory framework it is 

possible to link all as reflections of the economic base. 

If one wanted to retain a notion of 'dialectical

negation’, then the economic base would serve as a sort of 

universal negator. However, this seems far removed from

Hegel's definition of negation as something internal to a

thing, and raises the question of whether a 

base/superstructure explanatory schema is either
compatible with 'dialectical negation' or requires a 

notion of dialectics at all. Trotsky may be operating 
with a different definition of negation, but the problem 

remains that he never presented a clear exposition of his 
conception of 'dialectical negation'.
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Furthermore, Trotsky's two understandings of materialism 

are in conflict to the extent that a singular explanation 

of the roots of human consciousness is demanded, i.e., is 
it matter or is it material economic base?; but they are 
both related and complimentary in that they are used to 

support the idea of a homogenity of human consciousness. 

This can be illustrated as follows.

First, Trotsky thought that there was a "unity of matter." 

Human consciousness, as a product of the material world 

should reflect the nature, i.e., unity, of that world. 

Indeed, Trotsky wrote that "human consciousness.... tends 

toward a certain homogenity." [17] The great advantage of 

Marxism, for Trotsky, is that it provides a total world 

view which is suited to the nature of consciousness:

in consciousness there are numerous quantities of 
impenetrable partitions: in one sector, or even
in a dozen sectors, there may reside the most 
revolutionary, scientific thinking; but behind 
another partition there resides philistinism of 
the highest degree. This is the great 
significance, of Marxism, as thought which 
synthesizes, generalizes all human experience: 
that in the integrity of its world outlook it 
helps to demolish internal partitions of 
consciousness....Marxism transcended the theory 
of factors to arrive at historical monism. [18]

So, given the advantages of Marxism, what is there to
prevent . people from recognizing these advantages and

becoming Marxists? At this point, one can introduce the

second way in which Trotsky perceived the roots of
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consciousness, i.e., as a function of the economic base. 

For Trotsky, homogenity of consciousness could not be 

achieved within, the workings of a capitalist free market 

economic order. For example, Trotsky argued that the 
attempts of eighteenth century philosophers to subordinate 
thinking to the dictates of reason was vitiated by the 
existence of a free flow of economic forces which were 

non-rational. In the same way, Marxism as a doctrine 

could exist but an anti-Marxist economic system would

prevent its advantages being brought to all. Only 

socialism, with its rational planning of the economy, 

would enable reason to triumph in the human mind. Notions

of fragmentation of consciousness , society etc were, for

Trotsky, anti-socialist. Thus, Trotsky claimed that the 
Soviet bureaucracy had an interest in theories of multiple 

causality. According to Trotsky, multiple causality 

atomizes society into separate, distinct areas and this 

view underpins the bureaucratic structure "with all its 

ministries and departments." [19] However, by stressing

rational planning of the economy as a prerequisite to 

rational thought processes, Trotsky here utilizes a 

base/superstructure method from which 'dialectical 

negation' appears absent.

In Trotsky's presentation the second guiding thought for 

the dialectician is that of 'A' is not equal to 'A'. 
Trotsky saw dialectics as being superior to formal logic, 

claiming that: "The dialectic and formal logic bear a
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relationship similar to that between higher and lower 
mathematics." [20]

However, on this point, there are several problems with 
Trotsky's argument which appears to be nonsense. After 

all, in the formal logic and dialectical equations 'A' is 

a variable to which we can assign anything. For example, 

on formal logic 'a cow' is equal to 'a cow' (A = A). 

Assigning the variable in the same way to the dialectical 

equation we end thus: 'a cow' is not 'a cow'. Nonsense.
Trotsky illustrates his case by assigning 'a pound of 

sugar' to 'A ':

in reality a pound of sugar is never equal to a 
pound of sugar - a more delicate scale always 
discloses a difference....one can object: but a
pound of sugar is equal to itself. Neither is 
this true - all bodies change uninterruptedly in 
size, weight, colour, etc. They are never equal 
to themselves. [21]

So, Trotsky's objections to 'a pound of sugar' equals 'a 

pound of sugar' (formal logic) are twofold: first, the

practical impossibility of pouring two exactly equal 

amounts of sugar; second, that one amount of sugar is not 

equal to itself because it is in a constant state of 

change. However, what Trotsky does not consider is that 
fact that 'sugar' is equal to 'sugar', i.e., outside the 

quantitative problem of whether we can pour two exactly 
equal amounts of sugar so that they weigh the same, there 

is a substance called sugar which i_s sugar. Taking this 

into account formal logic is superior to dialectics in
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that it makes sense. Trotsky could counter with the claim 

that even sugar is not sugar because it is in a constant 

state of change, i.e., it is always in a state of becoming 

without ever being. However, this would leave the problem 

of how to make any sense of the world and ourselves when 

one denies the possibility of a 'pound of sugar' equalling 
'a pound of sugar', ' a cow' equalling 'a cow' etc. This 

problem was recognized by Trotsky himself. For example, 
he said that when the changes occurring in a thing are 

"negligible for the task in hand we can presume that 'A' 

is equal to 'A'". [22] However, on this point, there is a 

tension in Trotsky's work. For example, in the Notebooks, 

1933-35 Trotsky wrote that 'A' is equal to 'A' at any 

given moment and that 'A' is not equal to 'A' at two 
different moments. [23] But he also ridiculed the very 

idea of 'at any given moment' thus:

How should we really conceive the word 'moment'?
If it is an infinitesimal interval of time, then 
['A']....is subjected during the course of that
'moment' to inevitable changes. Or is this 
'moment' a purely mathematical abstraction, that 
is, a zero of time? But everything exists in 
time....the axiom 'A' is equal to A' signifies
that a thing is equal to itself if it does not 
change, that is, if it does not exist. [24]

Thus, Trotsky never 
and dialectics, but 

necessary. So, rather than dialectics being superior to
formal logic in their respective starting-points,

dialectics collapses back into formal logic. One can 

admit that 'A' is in a state of change and yet 'A' can

satisfactorily reconciled formal logic 
he did recognize that formal logic was
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still equal 'A'. Indeed, one must assume that this is the 
case if one is to talk about the world in a way that is 

meaningful. This is what Trotsky might have meant by his 

unelaborated statement in 'Who is Leading the Comintern 
Today?’ (September, 1928) that,

Dialectics does not do away with formal logic, 
just as synthesis does not do away with analysis, 
but is, on the contrary, supported by it. [25]

In other words, formal logic does not itself admit the 

superiority of dialectics; rather it saves the 

dialectician from having nothing solid to talk about at 

all.

Perhaps the advantage of the dialectical method lies not

in the fact that it teaches that 'A' is not equal to 'A' ,

but in its way of explaining change.

Trotsky mentioned several laws of the dialectic, 

established by Hegel, which help us to understand the

nature of changing reality:

change of quantity into quality, development
through contradictions, conflict of content and 
form, interruption of continuity, change of 
possibility into certainty, etc. [26]

For Trotsky, the most important of these laws was that of 

change of quantity into quality which he called the 

"fundamental law of the dialectics." [27] For example, he 

thought that the conflict of content and form and the
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change of possibility into inevitability were other 

expressions of the change of quantity into quality. [28] 

Considering the law of change of quantity into quality 

Trotsky stated that everyone is, at minimum, an 

unconscious dialectician. He illustrated this point

through an example in which an illiterate peasant woman

preparing soup is guided by the law of transformation of 

quantity into quality. In this scenario salt acts as the 
quantitative fact, soup the qualitative entity which 

experiences a qualitative change. Trotsky claimed that 

the peasant woman knew that adding a little salt would 

make the soup tasty and agreeable, too much salt and the 

soup would become unpalatable. Therefore, "an illiterate 

peasant woman guides herself in cooking soup by the

Hegelian law of transformation of quantity into quality." 

[29] The continual addition of a given quantity (salt) led 
to a qualitative change (edible soup becoming inedible 

soup). However, there are several problems with Trotsky's 

illustration.

First, the equation is not simply one of continual 

addition of a quantitative thing until a qualitative 
change occurs. Salt is itself a qualitative substance 

with certain properties. The soup, in turn, is a
combination of ingredients each of which is a qualitative 

entity in its own right. So, we begin with edible soup, 

i.e., a mixture of qualitative elements which has a 

feature 'taste'. We add a certain other qualitative thing
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(salt), until the original qualitative mixture becomes 
such that feature ’taste' is lost. This process occurred 

through a given quantity of a qualitative thing coming to 

have such a predominance that the original quality became 
something else. The quantity in Trotsky’s example (salt) 
is in itself a quality. One cannot talk in simple 

quantity/quality terms. Quality permeates the whole 

process, but not in Trotsky's presentation.

Even setting objection one aside a second problem remains 

of when the qualitative change occurred. Marxism, on 

Trotsky's argument, is superior because it enables reality 

to be perceived objectively. But how is this possible in 

the given case when edible soup experienced the 
qualitative change of becoming inedible soup? After all, 

Fred likes soup with no more than one teaspoon of salt, 
Jane with no more than two, the illiterate peasant woman 

with no less than two and no more than four, Harry with no 

less than five. Let us assume that the peasant woman 

makes the soup in accordance with her tastes. The soup 

became inedible for some of these people at different 

times. Indeed, it never becomes edible for Harry! So, 
even accepting Trotsky's scenario, one is left with a 

large amount of subjective perceptions far removed from 
'objective fact' observable by all.

A subjectivist could incorporate dialectics by saying that 

change does occur along the lines of 'quantity into
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quality' and that this happens at a specific 'objective' 

point. The problem is that subjective perceptions mean 

that there is difficulty in locating the 'objective point' 

precisely. However, Trotsky thought that this task could 
be completed successfully:

Dialectical thinking analyzes all things and 
phenomena in their continuous change, while 
determining in the material conditions of those 
changes that critical limit beyond which A ceases 
to be A, a workers' state ceases to be a workers' 
state. [30]

Accepting that subjectivism moves beyond the problem of 

interpreting objective phenomena into the realm of 'your 

objective phenomena is in itself a subjective thing', 

removes objectivism from the notion of quantity/quality. 
For example, one can question the very existence of a 

workers' state - even before issues concerning its 
transformation arise - on the grounds that it was never a 

reality to begin with, i.e., it was only real for you 
through your imagination. In the same way Harry can doubt 

Fred's account of the soup experiencing an edible/inedible 

qualitative change through quantitative changes on the 

basis that the soup was never edible in the first place!

Trotsky attempted to show that the dialectic was not just 

a subjective construction through claiming that it was an 

expression "of the actual inter-relationships in nature 

itself." [31] He illustrated this by means of the 

following example:
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When the.... fox.... encounters the first animal 
which exceeds it in size, for example, a wolf, it 
quickly concludes that quantity passes into
quality, and turns to flee. Clearly, the legs of 
a fox are equipped with Hegelian tendencies, even 
if not fully conscious ones. [32]

But, again, Trotsky's illustration is not convincing. For
him, the quantitative difference between the fox and the

wolf, i.e., the wolf being bigger than the fox, led to a
qualitative difference which meant, in turn, the fox

fleeing from the wolf. But one could just as easily 
explain this by a variety of reasons, none of which need 

involve the quantity/quality theme. For example, the fox 

might have turned away because of instinct. Or, the fox

might know that it has a certain quality, the wolf has a 
quality, that these qualitative differences are both

natural and that it should run away from a wolf. In other 
words there are certain qualitative differences which are 

not related to quantitative differences. In the case of 

animals, these qualitative differences are just given. 

For example, a scorpion (small) can kill a man (big). 

Therefore, one can imagine a man fleeing a scorpion. 

Basing oneself on Trotsky's illustration where a bigger

size meant a qualitative difference, one would not be able 

to explain the qualitative difference between a scorpion 

and a man. Moreover, there are many instances where 

difference in size (quantity) do not have qualitative 

consequences. Thus, from the viewpoint of an elephant, do 

the differences in size between a mouse and a dog matter?
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Furthermore, there are instances in nature when animals do 

not draw the conclusions that Trotsky drew for them. 

Against all odds, animals can stand and fight. This may

take the form of 'special cases', for example, a cat 
protecting its kittens from a wolf, but these do

illustrate how animals can consciously overcome semi- 

conscious Hegelian tendencies. Finally, Trotsky's

examples of soup and from nature are non-comparable. For 

Trotsky, dialectics is the analysis of phenomena in a 

constant state of change. In his soup illustration one 

can say that he attempted to explain a change internal to 

an entity through quantity/quality. However, in the

nature example there is no equivalent process of change

taking place. Rather, it is a case of simple comparison 
between two separate animals.

Trotsky also included the triad as an element of the

change of quantity into quality. He said that the triad 

was "the 'mechanism' of the transformation of quantity 

into quality." [33] The triad consists of the idea that 

change occurs through the pattern of 'thesis - antithesis 

synthesis'. Trotsky illustrated this by using it as a 

way of explaining developments in human thinking. He 

claimed that humans form their conceptions about the world 
on the basis of experience. These conceptions form an 

original thesis. However, humans continually accumulate 
experience until it reaches such a quantity that the 

thesis becomes outgrown. At this point the thesis becomes
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negated by an antithesis. The antithesis is attained when 

the quantity of accumulated experience necessitates its 

existence. Once the antithesis is a reality, the conflict 

between thesis and antithesis is reconciled by the

formation of a new concept - synthesis. This synthesis 
encompasses both those elements of the thesis which were 

worth retaining, and the accumulated experience which led 

to antithesis. It was because of the preservation of the 
old through the process of change that Trotsky claimed 

that dialectics cannot be imposed upon phenomenon from 

without. They have to be learnt by studying phenomena

from within:

One cannot impose dialectics upon facts; one must 
derive them from the facts, from their nature and 
from their development.... One can apply
dialectical materialism to new fields of 
knowledge only by mastering them from within.
The purging of bourgeois science presupposes a 
mastering of bourgeois science. [34]

However, thus far one can imagine the process of thesis -

antithesis - synthesis occurring in either a peaceful, 

evolutionary fashion or through a sudden revolutionary

'jump', in which the synthesis is achieved through

upheaval and collapse. One would expect a revolutionary

to be more inclined towards the latter option. After all, 
the dialectic could then serve as a philosophical

underpinning for revolutionary politics, i.e., one has to 

support a strategy for revolution because this is how

change occurs. This was certainly present in Marx's 

understanding of the dialectic. For example, in the
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Afterword to the Second German Edition of Capital Marx 

wrote that the "essence" of the dialectic was "critical 

and revolutionary." [35] However, in Trotsky’s writings on 

the dialectic there are notions of the dialectic working 

in both a. revolutionary and evolutionary way. Thus in the 
Notebooks, 1933-35 Trotsky said that the synthesis is 
reached not by an,

evolutionary character but are accompanied by 
breaks in gradualness, that is, by small or large 
intellectual catastrophes. In sum, this also 
means that the development of cognition has a 
dialectical character. [36]

In this text the 'dialectical character' is revolutionary, 

conforming to what Trotsky had written in Our Political 

Tasks (1904). Here Trotsky specified the,

revolutionary aspect of the materialist 
dialectic: all forms of social relations from
themselves develop their own contradictions 
which, in the last analysis, they fall victim to. 
[37]

This, in turn, relates to Trotsky's point about dialectics

constituting the study of reality which is in a constant

state of change. For Trotsky specified that phenomena 

subject to continuous transformations would be transformed 

in a certain way: "Dialectics.... takes all phenomena,

institutions and norms in their rise, development and

decay." [38]

However, for the revolutionary, there is a problem with



Trotsky's Philosophy 150

this understanding of the dialectic. It fits well into 

the revolutionaries mentality pre-revolution. But once 

the revolution has taken place and the process of building 

socialism begun, notions both of transformation through 
collapse and that everything goes through rise,
development and decay are uncomfortable. When Trotsky was 
a member of the Bolshevik government he talked about 

'dialectical dependence', i.e., the dialectic operating in 

an evolutionary, peaceful fashion. For example, in 1923, 

Trotsky wrote that promoting rationalization of production 

leads to an increase in socialist morality; an increase in 

socialist morality leads to an increase in the

rationalization of production, and so on. [39] It would be 

through this gradual process of 'dialectical dependence' 

that socialism would be achieved by Bolshevik policies:

the smallest success in the field of morals, by 
raising the culture of the cultural level of the 
working man and woman, quickly increases the 
possibility for rationalizing industry. This has 
the consequence of a more rapid socialist
accumulation. This, in its turn, opens the 
possibility of making fresh conquests in the 
sphere of morals. The dependence is 
dialectical. [40]

Apart from the questionable supposition that more 

rationalization of production leads to higher moral 

standards and vice versa, Trotsky is here operating with 

an understanding of the dialectic which perceives a 
gradual, reciprocal, peaceful process. This 1923 notion 

of evolution and the dialectic was to be contradicted by 
Trotsky in The Living Thoughts of Karl Marx of 1940, i.e.,
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when Trotsky was once again in opposition:

Marx's method is dialectic, because it regards 
both nature and society as they evolve, and 
evolution itself as the constant struggle of 
conflicting forces [41]

Dialectical dependence also illustrates many of the 

problems raised earlier relating to Trotsky's writings on 

the dialectic. First, there is the issue of negation. 

There is no obvious connection between the economy as a 
negator to morality, in the same way that 

morality/immorality, law/arbitrary judgement,

culture/philistinism etc appear as negators to each other. 

Trotsky did link concepts by way of the dialectic which 

conform to this 'common sense' understanding of 

'opposites', 'negation' and so on:

When the Futurists propose to throw overboard the 
old literature of individualism, not only because 
it has become old fashioned in form, but also 
because.... it contradicts the collectivist nature 
of the proletariat, they display highly an 
insufficient understanding of the dialectical 
nature of the contradiction between individualism 
and collectivism. [42]

The base/superstructure model as applied in 'dialectical 

negation' does not utilize this 'common sense' 
understanding of negation. Thus, economic determinism and 

dialectical negation may not be compatible, i.e., one can 
use one without the other. This, in turn, raises the 

problem of how concepts are to be linked and how to 

explain their change and development, i.e., is it
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base/superstructure or is it dialectical negation?

Second, there is the question of quantity/quality. In 

dialectical dependence is it a matter of quantitative 

changes in the economy causing a qualitative leap in 
culture, or vice versa or both? In Literature and 

Revolution (1923) T rotsky wrote that as culture becomes 

available to more and more people (quantity), culture 
experiences a qualitative change. This involves culture 

developing through quantity/quality, but the process of 

development occurs internal to culture. [43] So, as in the 

case of dialectical negation, quantity/quality may be 

distinct from base/superstructure. Given that Trotsky 

called the change of quantity in quality 'the fundamental 
law of the dialectics', one can say that in his work on 

culture Trotsky at some points used a base/superstructure 
explanation and, at others, applied dialectics.

Third, there was no talk of the prospect of a birth, rise 

and decay of socialist morality operating within the 

notion of dialectical dependence. The image generated is 

one of an upward spiral that continues upward and onward.

In his article 'Flood-tide' (1921) Trotsky said that 
"between the economic conjuncture and the class struggle 

there exists not a mechanical, but a complex dialectical 
interrelation." [44] Trotsky defined the economic 

conjuncture as the process of "cyclical
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oscillations.... rise, fall, crisis, a checking of the 
crisis, improvement, rise, fall, and so on...[which] 

accompany capitalist society in its youth, in its maturity 

and its decay." [45] Trotsky’s emphasis on the class 

struggle in relation to the economic conjuncture relates 

to his argument that, at any specific economic 

conjuncture, the chances for proletarian revolution,

are determined by the entire existing political 
situation and by those events which precede and 
accompany the crisis, especially the battles, 
successes and failures of the working class prior 
to the crisis. Under one set of conditions the 
crisis may give a mighty impulse to the 
revolutionary activity of the working masses; 
under a different set of circumstances it may 
completely paralyze the offensive of the 
proletariat. [46]

Trotsky’s use of ’dialectical interrelation’ in this 

article differs from his other writings both on the 
dialectic and on economic determinism. The latter is 

clearly rejected as primacy is given to political factors. 

Thus, prospects for revolution can be equally as good 

irrespective of the state of the economic conjuncture. 

The former is irrelevant as Trotsky makes no mention of 

the laws of transformation of quantity into quality, the 

triad and so on. Indeed, according to the Trotsky of this 

article, recognizing the particular dialectical 
interrelation between the economic conjuncture and the 

class struggle leads to a denial of foresight:

It goes without saying that one cannot foretell 
at which point of development there will occur
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such a combination of objective and subjective 
conditions as will produce a revolutionary 
overturn....It is sufficient for us that the 
tempo of development does to a significant degree 
depend upon us, upon our party, upon its tactics. 
[47]

Given that dialectical interrelation here concludes with 

the primacy of politics and political tactics, one wonders 
about the centrality and importance of the dialectic that 

Trotsky, in his explicit tracts on the dialectic, was to 
assign to it. Indeed, in The Revolution Betrayed (1936) 

Trotsky wrote that the supremacy of socialism would be 

"not in the language of dialectics, but in the language of 

steel, cement and electricity." [48] To reiterate, with 
emphasis on the prosaic what use dialectics?

Trotsky thought that a correct understanding of dialectics 

was of supreme importance. Without such an understanding 

a person would remain within, or desert to, the camps of 

'opportunism' and 'bourgeois reaction'. [49] However, his 

own writings on the dialectic failed, first, to show the 

superiority of dialectics over formal logic; second, to 

present a clear and consistent exposition of what 

dialectics is; and, third, to successfully illustrate how 

dialectics could lead to objective analysis.

Moreover, Trotsky gave no exposition of how a dialectical 

approach informed his other writings, leading him to 
particular conclusions. The reader has to make these 

connections himself, with the concomitant danger of
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imposing something into Trotsky that was never there to 

begin with. This is a trap fallen into by George Novack 
in his attempt to illustrate how Trotsky's pre-1917 

writings on the course of the Russian revolution were 

dialectical:

In working out his prognosis of the Russian 
revolution, Trotsky utilized the law of uneven 
and combined development which he was later to 
formulate in general terms. This generalization 
of the dialectical intertwining of the backward 
and the advanced features of the historical 
process is one of the most valuable instruments 
for deciphering the complex relations and 
contradictory trends of civilized society. [50]

However, one can question the extent to which uneven and 

combined development is dialectical. For instance, Novack 

defines dialectics as, "the conflict of antagonistic 

forces which at a certain point in a slow accumulation of 

changes explode[s] the old formations." [51] But in uneven 

and combined development the advanced does not conflict 

with the backward. Rather, Trotsky talked of how the 

introduction of advanced technology into a backward

society has implications for the correlation of class 

forces in that society. At this level, Trotsky's

application of uneven and combined development is straight 

social analysis. Moreover, Trotsky did hot specify that a 

given quantity of advancedness in relation to backwardness 

would lead to a qualitative change, i.e., capitalist

Russia to socialist Russia. His writings on the Russian 

revolution stressed the correlation of class forces and 

not the transformation of quantity into quality. Given
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that Trotsky used different methods at different times 

at one point highlighting a particular interpretation of 
the dialectic (dialectical dependence, interrelation, 

negation); at another stressing economic determinism - 

Novack1s difficulty in attempting underwrite permanent 
revolution with a particular definition of the.dialectic 

is not surprising. The connections and possible 

contradictions between these various methods were not 

expounded upon by Trotsky himself. The commentator 

searching for Trotsky's underlying philosophical method is 

left in a maze of possible confusions.
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