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Abstract

Victor Serge: Political, Social & Literary Critic of the USSR,
1919-1947; The Reflectlons and Activities of a Belgo-Russian
Revolutlonary Caught In the Orbit of Soviet Political History

Victor Serge is known primarily as a revolutionary
novelist, yet his work has received little scholarly literary
attention. Two doctoral dissertations have explored Serge’s
literary expression in the last twenty-five years. This study
is the first examination of Serge’s historical and political-
economic writings on the Soviet Union, based on his published
and unpublished writings.

Victor Serge is a unique political figure who utilized
various literary forms to express his view of the nature of the
social-political-economic system established during Stalin’s
rule. Pamphleteer, historian, poet, novelist, biographer,
memoirist and journalist, Serge was at once Russian, Belgian,
French and Spanish; he was anarchist, syndicalist, Bolshevik,
Left Oppositionist, prisoner and refugee. Serge’s experiences in
the Soviet Union and international communist movement form the
basis of his political and literary writings. Serge was a
committed writer with a novelist’s eye for detail and
penetrating description.

The dissertation begins with Serge‘’s arrival in his never
seen homeland. Born Victor Lvovich Kibalchich in Belgian exile
to Russian narodniki parents, Serge was drawn to the land of the
first socialist revolution, the country of his roots and his
‘language. He arrived as an anarcho-bolshevik with two prison
terms and a failed insurrection behind him. In the next twenty
years, Serge participated in the Bolshevik party, the Comintern,
and the Left Opposition. He was sent to Germany on Comintern
assignment, where he participated in the aborted revolution of
October 1923, and edited the French language edition of
Inprecor. He was a rank-and-file militant of the Leningrad Left
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Opposition, though on intimate terms with its leaders. Like
. most of the ‘revolutionary generation of Bolsheviks,’ he endured
imprisonment and deportation. Unlike them, Serge was saved from
certain death through an international campaign of pressure for
his release. Though Serge was expelled from the USSR in 1936, he
did not end his association with it: he spent the remainder of
his life contemplating and acting upon his experience in the
disfigured revolution.

This thesis inveétigates Serge’s critique of the Soviet
Union through his life and works. We follow his political -
associations and relations, record his analysis and draw out his
insights. Serge’s mature reflections on the Soviet Union and
the world are seen through a comprehensive study of his
experiences and writings from the twenties and thirties in the
Soviet Union and in European exile. The aim of this work is to
establish Victor Serge as a contemporary thinker, a man whose
life spans the tumultous struggles of the first half of the
twentieth century, while his ideas speak to the problems
humanity faces on the eve of the twenty-first. His largely
unpublished or out of print work addresses the key theoretical
problems of Soviet society as well as the impact that society
has had on the world struggle for socialism. Victor Serge
considered the Soviet system under Stalin an anti-human,
totalitarian bureaucratic society with collectivist tendencies,
that was neither socialist nor capitalist. It could only
establish itself through a bloody counter-revolution which
killed millions while retaining the language of socialism. The
new system was inherently unstable and in permanent conflict
with its own people. It is this legacy that the Soviet Union
today is attempting to reform. Serge’s analysis is at times
unéven, though his thinking is fresh, and scrupulously honest.
Serge is seen as the historian of the Left Opposition, an
instinctive, unorthodox and non-sectarian Marxist who retained

his dignity and optimism for a socialist future, through the
darkest decades of defeats.
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Introduction

Soviet political history is filled with dark pages and
‘blank spots.’ The rich and hotly contested development
theories debated in the 1920’s in the Soviet Union, accompanied
by divisions within the CPSU(B) have been suppressed, just as
all their leaders and supporters were repressed in the brutal
purges of the 1930s. Both decades of Soviet history were
literally written off in the USSR. Gorbachev implicitly
recognized that in order to reform the Soviet present, there was
a need for an understanding of social reality, which
necessitated a rediscovery of the past. Within this context, and
in order to discredit the heirs of Stalin in the Soviet regime,
Gorbachev unleashed glasnost and called for a probe into the
"blank spots" in Soviet history. This study concerns one of
those blank spots -- the life and work of Victor Serge,
dissident and oppositionist from 1923 until his expulsion from
the gulag in 1936. _ '

Victor Serge lived from 1890 to 1947. He was politically
active in seven countries, participated in three revolutions,
spent more than ten years in captivity, published more than
thirty books and left behind thousands of pages of unpublished
manuscripts, correspondence and articles. He was born into one
political exile and died in another, and spent his life as a
sort of permanent political oppositionist: he opposed capitalism
first as an anarchist, and then as a Bolshevik; he opposed
certain Bolshevik practices with his libertarian leanings; he
opposed Stalin as a Left Oppositionist; he opposed Trotsky as an
anti-Stalinist non-sectarian; and finally he opposed fascism and
capitalism’s Cold War as an unrepentant revolutionary Marxist.

Victor Serge’s life experience and revolutionary writings
are an eloquent challenge to orthodox notions of the Soviet
Union. -His refusal to succumb to either the capitalist West or
the Soviet state assured his marginality and consigned him to a
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life of persecution and poverty. Serge’s life and works amount
to a corrective to Stalinism, and an alternative to Bukharinism
-- in both Serge’s lifetime, and its contemporary incarnation in
Gorbachev'’s ‘perestroika.’ His works are a valuable, neglected
addition to the existing literature which shed light on the
formative chapters in Soviet political history. Serge wrote as
an insider with a particular point of view: a Left Oppositionist
with an anarchist past. His experience led him not to renounce
socialism, but to bring to it a declaration of the rights of
man, enriching socialist goals. He opposed the one party system,
declaring as early as 1918 and again in 1923 that a coalition
government, although fraught with dangers, would have been less
dangerous than Stalin’s dictatorship of the secretariat and the
secret police. Serge criticized the NEP for bringing back
inequality and misery, while not revitalizing democracy and a
multi-party system. Serge‘’s proposals for economic reform
included ‘’workers democracY' and a ‘communism of associations’
instead of rigid, top-down, anti-democratic ’‘plans’. Serge not
only analyzed the political development of the Soviet Union; he
evoked the atmosphere of the twenties .-and thirties inside the
USSR and the Communist movement; a testimony to his literary
achievement, his political acumen, and his unflagging honesty.
His writings are passionate, honest and sometimes poetic; above
all they are critical and retain the ideas of the revolutionary
generation of Bolsheviks. Serge’'s works merit a fresh
examination, both in the West and in the Soviet Union. The
present work aims in that direction.

Victor Serge, a Belgian born Russian, did not get to his
homeland wuntil January 1919, at the age of 28. This
dissertation begins with his political odyssey in the USSR.
Serge arrived as a seasoned revolutionary anarchist who had
served two prison terms and fought in a failed revolution (in
Spain). He quickly joined the Bolsheviks (May 1919) and worked
on the first administrative staff of the Executive Committee of
the Communist International, participating in its first three
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Congresses. He fought in the Civil War (seige of Leningrad), was
Commissar in charge of the archives of the former Secret Police
(Okhrana), and mixed freely in Bolshevik, anarchist, and
literary circles in both Leningrad and Moscow. Serge was sent
on Comintern assignment to Germany to help in the preparation of
the German revolution of 1923. In Berlin Serge edited the French
edition of Inprecorr, the main journal of the Comintern. Upon
the defeat of the German October, Serge moved to Vienna, where
he continued Comintern work until 1925, when he demanded to
return to the Soviet Union to take his stand with the Left
Opposition. ‘

Once back in the USSR, Serge continued to mingle in richly
varied political, social and literary milieux, earning his
living as a translator of the works of Lenin, Zinoviev, Trotsky
and others. He was an open political activist in the Left
Opposition and one of the main spokespersons in the Leningrad
Party Organization for the Opposition. Serge was éxpelled from
the Party just after the 15th Party Congress in December 1927.
Three months later he was arrested and held for eight weeks.
Upon his release Serge nearly died of an intestinal occlusion.

This brush with death was a turning point for Serge, who
now traded political activism for the pen and began to write in
profusion "about these unforgettable times." 1In the next five
years of precarious liberty in the USSR, Serge wrote and
published abroad five books, inciuding three novels and his
monumental history Year One of the Russian Revolution. Not one
line of his works was published in the USSR until 1989.

Rearrested in 1933, Serge was deported to Orenburg in
Kazakhstan, where for three years he and his son nearly starved
to death. There Serge wrote another four books, all of which
were confiscated by the GPU when he was expelled from the
country in.‘April 1936. His release was the result of an
international campaign of pressure by prominent French
intellectuals. Serge barely escaped with his life, just four
short months before the first Moscow trial and the "Great
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Purges."

Once Serge was in the West, Stalin stripped him of his
nationality and passport. European Communists slandered him, and
Moscow used all its influence to prevent him from publishing in
the mainstream press. Nevertheless, Serge began to "unravel the
labyrinth of madness," The Great Purge, and to analyze the
nature of the social organism emerging in the USSR. This became
his life’s work. Despite enormous personal and economic hardship
-- his wife was driven insane by the relentless persecutions =--
Serge engaged in a daily struggle to feed himself and his family
while writing to expose what he saw as Stalin’s betrayal of
everything socialist. Serge remained in Paris until the
Wehrmacht arrived in June 1940. Fleeing with his family on
foot, Serge spent a frantic year in Marseilles waiting for a
visa out of Vichy France, hounded by the Gestapo and the
Stalinist NKVD. In frightful danger, Serge channelled all his
efforts into writing. He was finally admitted to Mexico, where
he spent the remainder of his life, writing "only for the
drawer" in the face of an almost total publishers’ boycott of
his work. Serge, his head brimming with projects, died in
poverty in November 1947. He had spent more than ten years of
his life in various forms of captivity, and had been physically
Jhungry almost all his life. His works include more than thirty
books and pamphlets of history and politics; seven spectacular
novels, two volumes of poetry, three novellas and a collection
of short stories; hundreds of articles and essays, biographies
of Lenin, Stalin and Trotsky, a diary, his own memoirs, and
translations of the works of Lenin, Trotsky, Zinoviev, Figner,
Gladkov, Mayakovsky and various others. One of his books was
published under Panait Istrati’s name, and he was the
ghostwriter for Alexander Barmine’s Memoir. It is a prodigious
published record, which has been misinterpreted and, worse,
largely ignored. Beyond the published works Serge left an
enormous archive of correspondence, unpublished essays on

politics, history, philosophy, literary criticism and polemics.
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This study analyzes Serge’s work while describing his life.

It sifts through Serge'’s enormous written record in order to

present his views and trace the evolution of his thought through
his political activity. The dissertation is both an
intellectual history, and political and analytical biography of
this important but poorly understood figure. The thesis brings
to light many of Serge’s hitherto wunknown writings,
concentrating on his historical and political-economic work (he
is primarily known as a revolutionary novelist). It aims to
establish Serge as a contemporary thinker, a man whose life
experience spans important struggles of the first half of the
twentieth century, yet whose ideas address dilemmas that still
confront the world on the eve of the twenty-first century.
Serge’s contribution is of increasing relevance not only in the
West but also in the Soviet Union where glasnost has allowed
excavation to begin of the buried Soviet past. Serge’s work is
virtually unknown in the Soviet Union; although the literary
journal Ural recently serialized The Case of Comrade Tulaxev.1
In the'Wést his Memoirs of a Revolutjonary is often cited in
fodtnotes, yet his books are largely out of print. As scholars
East and West probe into that formative period of Soviet history

when its class relations were formed, Serge’s works, in various
literary forms, go to the very heart of the issues raised.
Serge was a witness to and participant in the Soviet
revolutionary experiencé. As an insider, he knew the men and
women who made the revolution and those who destroyed it. He
wrote about them in his political works and made them characters
in his novels. Serge was not a dispassionate objective
reporter, but an ardent Left Oppositionist whose political
outlook framed his exposition. Nor was he simply a ﬁémoirist,
but a partisan writer who paid scholarly attention to the
material at hand. He wrote with a novelist’s eye for penetrating

1Ulifortunately', it is almost impossible to find Ural in
Moscow or Leningrad.



xvi

detail, posing essential questions, pointing out contradictions,
although he often left them unresolved.

Serge’s works address the key theoretical problems of
Soviet society. His writings both correct the record of a
falsified history and attempt an analysis of the essential
nature of the Soviet system. Further, Serge could capture an
idea or reveal an event in prose that exposes the political,
economic, and especially, social consequences of the emerging
Stalinist system.

This examination of Serge’s critique develops
chronologically but simultaneously examines several themes:
Serge as political participant; Serge as descriptive political
analyst of the USSR; Serge as historian of Soviet Union; Serge
as novelist of the revolution and its subsequent development.
Much of Serge’s work has been neglected in Soviet Studies. He
has been maligned by one-timeé collaborators. (His uneasy
relationship with Trotsky is discussed in Chapter Five.) Yet if
Preobrazhensky was the economist of the Left Opposition, then
Serge was its historian. He represented the expressidn of the
historical view of the revolution and its development from a
Marxist perspective. His strengths were a critical intelligence,
integrity and independence which prevented him from dogmatizing
the revolution. These characteristics make imperative a
clarification of the political critique embodied in his
writings.

Serge’s critique of the Soviet Union began very early: he
argued that the Russian Revolution died a "self-inflicted death
in 1918 with the establishment of the Cheka." Yet Serge worked
with the Bolsheviks and supported their policies, including.the
demoralizing suppression of the Kronstadt rebellion.fﬁé joined
the Opposition in 1923. Serge’s concerns were always with the
life and conditions of the masses of people affected by policy.
Serge viewed Stalin’s accession to power as a counter-
revolution, a betrayal of everything the revolution stood for,
and one of the bloodiest in history. His critique of the
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'Stalinist system’ formed the core of his work. Stalin’s
monopoly of power, his brutal anti-democratic methods of rule
led to a certain type of society, which had not been envisioned
by its revolutionary founders. Serge wrote that ’socialism in
one country’ had 1logical consequences which could not be
avoided. He demonstrated, step by step, what the policy led to:
forced collectivization, crash industrialization, super-
ekploitation, famine, sabotage, terror. The purges, proceeding
from an internal dynamic set in motion by Stalin’s methods of
industrialization and rule, created new social relations and a
new, unstable society based on coercion and terror. None of the
basic problems of the society were resolved by the purges, but

millions paid with their 1lives. A costly and wasteful
industrial infrastructure was constructed, with the help of a
massive slave 1labor sector in the camps. All forms of

collective resistance were broken and any residual resistance
was atomized, as the weary population concerned itself with
survival, not politics. In order to consolidate his regime,
Stalin wiped out the entire revolutionary generation of
Bolsheviks, all Serge’s comrades. The new society, dubbed a
‘concentration camp universe’ by Serge, was fundamentally anti-
socialist, anti-democratic and anti-human.

On the eve of his final arrest in the Soviet Union, Serge
managed to smuggle a letter to his friends in Paris, his ‘'last
testament.’ Although Serge was to survive, the ideas in the
testament remained with him the rest of his life. The testament
amounted to a declaration of the rights of man, and a defense of
truth and thought which must be an integral part of the
socialist project, without which the project is "false, bankrupt
and spoiled." Serge’s defense of all human beings,wincluding
‘class enemies’ was a response to the Stalinist system of terror
and murder. In this document Serge declared that he was the
first to define the Soviet State as totalitarian.

Stalin’s rule was chaotic and improvised, but it followed
the logic of power. Once the bureaucracy usurped power from the
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working class, an inexorable logic generated the terror. This
'‘bureaucracy’ was often unable to dominate the forces it evoked,
and the absence of control resulted in abuses going too far.
Industrialization, collectivization and purges led to the
formation of a new working class and a new ruling elite, with a
particular relationship between the two. Serge spent the rest
of his life trying to analyze and characterize the new social
formation, to define its nature.

Serge finally defined the Soviet state as "bureaucratic

totalitarian with collectivist leanings."2 This assignation of

the term totalitarian was different from the later totalitarian
school of analysis just as his use of the words bureaucratic and
- collectivist differed from the 'bureaucratic collectivist’
school. Serge's analysis was dynamic and non-dogmatic: neither
the ideological clarion call of the later Cold Warriors, nor the

sterile slogan of a left sect. He simply tried to understand

the processes at work, and point to the consequences for human
progress. The Soviet Union, to Serge, was neither capitélist nor
socialist, operated out of fear of independent thought, was in
permanent conflict with its own people, and directed a mighty
totalitarian state machine against them.

His last writings are those of a solitary surviving Left
Oppositionist trying to come to grips with the new society while
upholding the principles of the Revolution. He evoked the people

and the atmosphere of the times in his novels. In exile after

the defeats of the thirties, Serge viewed the twin
totalitarianisms of Stalinism and Fascism and tried to perceive
the essential tendencies of the modern world, which he saw as
‘collectivist,’ controlled by an anti-democratic technocratic
elite. The nemesis to this totalitarian collectivism, in Serge’s
view, was the historically conscious collectivism which would

‘While the totalitarian school of analysis is well known,
Serge believed he was the first to coin the term in describing
the Stalinist system, which he saw as ’emergent’ as early as
1921 during the period of War Communism.
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emerge from decomposing capitalism and enfeebled Stalinism.
One of the most heated and divisive debates in Soviet
studies during the eighties was between the older ‘totalitarian’
model of analysis and the newer ‘revisionist’ scholars who
regard the Stalin period as one of chaos and lack of control.
Criticizing both the ideas and the sources of the totalitarian
school, the new revisionists claim the loss of life due to
Stalin’s policies has been greatly inflated.?

Both schools examine seemingly contradictory aspects of
Soviet reality. Serge took up questions at issue in this debate
at least twenty years earlier, demonstrating what I contend is
‘a superior, though not entirely satisfactory, understanding.
The Soviet state was totalitarian and incapable of totally
controlling economic and political events; Serge’s work grapples
with this contradiction, without resolving it theoretically.
Serge’s treatment of this dilemma reflects the discussions that
‘'raged in Left Oppositionist and Left Menshevik circles,
discussions reverberating in today’s Soviet Union in the debate
of ’plan vs. market. ’ , '

' Later, working in isolation, Serge played out his ideas on
the nature of planning versus totalitarian bureaucratic
administration, though was only able to  state the
contradictions, not reconcile them. Socialist planning required
a genuine workers democracy. ASerge came to see Stalinist
planning as non-planning, though he inconsistently continued to
identify the Soviet Union as a planned economy. He ran into
difficulties when he tried to generalize the tendencies he saw
at work in both capitalism and the Soviet Union. His work
reflects the enormous pressures Marxists faced during and
immediately after World War II. At the same time he demonstrates
the agility of his thinking, even though an insufficiently

3Ample examples of this debate exist in the discipline’s
journals and reviews, in the panels at the yearly AAASS

conferences, and in the new titles published by University
presses. :



rigorous political economy mars his analysis.

Serge’s work touches on another important debate in the
discipline: vis was Stalinism the inevitable consequence of
Bolshevism? Serge argued that Stalinism was not the natural
outgrowth of Bolshevism, but the corruption of it. In a letter
to Sidney Hook and in the pages of American socialist journals,
Serge wrote there were seeds contained in Bolshevik thought
which grew to full blown weeds under Stalin, but there were also
other seeds which could have flowered into a new democracy, had
circumstances been different. Notably, Serge insisted that a new
democracy was what "Lenin and the others endeavored to establish
with good will and passion in 1917-1918."

There is a paucity of scholarship on Victor Serge. No
biography exists yet in any language,‘ nor any major analytical
studies; and while he is considered a French writer, there isn’t
a single doctoral dissertation on Serge in France. Only two
dissertations exist on Serge, one British, one American. Both
are in the fields of 1literature and are excellent studies,
opening the door to future work on Serge’s literary expression
and his place in the tradition of committed modern writers.
Thankfully, Serge scholarship is getting off the ground in this
centenary year of his birth with three conferences, a projected
film and several book collections devoted to Serge or containing
his writings.

This dissertation is the first examination of Serge’s
political, social, literary and economic writings on the Soviet
Union. It takes the form of political and intellectual history
through a total investigation of Serge’s life experiences and

“The situation will be remedied in the near future as
Richard Greeman publishes his biography of Serge in France. Next
year the Serge-Trotsky correspondence will be published in
English by Pluto Press (I am contributing an introduction), and
the journal Critique will devote a special issue to Serge which
will include articles on Serge and some of Serge’s unpublished
essays.
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his written work.

The primary sources for this dissertation are Serge'’s
voluminous published and unpublished writings, and extensive
interviews and correspondence with surviving comrades and
relatives. Writing and researching this thesis has been a lot
like detective work, carried out in many cities, and several
countries. Vlady Kibalchich -- Mexico’'s well-known artist and
Serge’s son who shared most of Serge’s experiences with him,
including deportation in Orenburg, -- has been a valuable and
treasured resource. I have also conducted interviews and
correspondence with his daughter, Jeanine Kibalchich, his third
wife Laurette'Sejourne, surviving Left Oppositionist comrades in
México, the Soviet Union, and the United States. Serge’s archive
left in Mexico has been the richest source of material
(containing thousands of pages of mainly unpublished essays,
articles, correspondence and originals of novels); there is also
the smaller Serge archive at Columbia (donated by Richard
Greeman); the correspondence Serge conducted with Trotsky,
Dwight and Nancy Macdonald, Daniel Benedite, Marcel Martinet,
Sidney Hook, Max Schachtman, Juli&n Gorkin, Hryhory Kostiuk,
George Orwell, and others; the thick FBI and Military
Intelligence files on Serge obtained through several years of
requests through the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA.);5 and the
Hoover Institution has let me preview their sealed Trotsky
collection within the Boris Nicolaevsky Papers, which contains
seventy-five letters between Serge and Sedov (Trotsky’s son and
editor of the Bulletin of the Opposition). This is the first
time anyone has examined these letters. Their existence was
unknown before the death of Nicolaevsky’s widow in 1982
permitted a thorough examination of the collection’s contents.

I have been very fortunate to examine new, (hitherto

°I also obtained Marc Zborowsky'’'s files, hoping in vain to
find evidence of his role in the Trotsky-Serge rupture. So much
was deleted from the file that whole pages were blanked out,
with the exception of the name "Mark Zborowsky."
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unknown) and unpublished Serge material of excellent quality
which testify to the development of Serge’s thought over a
thirty year span. More primary source material for the
dissertation came from the enormous quantity of journalism Serge
produced in more than twenty publications in France, Belgium,
Spain, the United States, Ukraine, Mexico and Chile. Sergé's
articles are mainly in French, but also in Russian, Spanish, and
English. Secondary sources include the works of Serge’s
contemporaries, much of the vast memoir literature, and the the
important secondary literature on the Soviet Union and Comintern
for the years covered by the dissertation.

Serge’s critique of Staliniém was the core of his life and
his work. His life, Serge wrote in the Memoirs, was "integrated
into history; we were interchahgeable." He added that "the only
meaning in life lies in conscious participation in the making of
history." Serge was both social analyst and social activist,
and his contribution to our understanding comes from his ability
to see social reality clearly and honestly, and to write about
it poetically. ,

His writings reflect his experiences, his éommitment, and
the vision which enabled him to survive this century’s worst
cataclysms, without recourse to pessimism. Serge described
terrible suffering, while explaining how Stalinism came about,
and what the Opposition would have done in its place.
Consequently his bleakest descriptions still contain hope and an
irrepressible optimism for a socialist future.

His writing ’style’ is not the traditional "Marxist" one,
but a literary-autobiographical-political one that transcends
the boundaries of conventional literature and traditional social
science. Serge’s political task was not to engage in sterile
sectariana, but to speak up for those who could not speak for
themselves. ,

When Serge turned his attention to theoretical analysis, we
find he had no particular dogmas to uphold. His discussion of
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the nature of the Stalinist system was one that avoided all the
slogans that have characterized the debate which has divided the
left for the last fifty years: one would look in vain through
his ﬁritings to find the words ‘degenerated workers state’ or
‘state capitalist.’ He did wuse the term bureaucratic
collectivist (twice) but in referring to a WWII Europe that
included both the Stalinist totalitarian Soviet Union and the
Nazi totalitarian fascist Germany. Serge preferred instead to
describe the Soviet Union, to explain how the policies created
on high affected ordinary pedple below, and how their reactions
in turn affected the formulation and execution of policy. When
Serge was dissatisfied with his own exposition in social
scientific terms, he turned to literary forms to better express
the vast political landscape. He did not avoid the political-
economic debates, he brought new expressive language to them.
Serge was an instinctive Marxist whose insights and critique
‘have yet to be properly assessed, though they address issues
which are at the heart of present controversies. Perhaps he has
been more neglected because he fit no recognized political or
.literary tendency: it is hoped this contribution marks a revival
of critical attention paid to this unique historical figure.



CHAPTER ONE IN THE SERVICE OF THE REVOLUTION: 1917-1921

1.1 On the way to Petrograd

The Russian Revolution of October 1917 ushered in a new
epoch; a large country had broken from world capitalism and
socialists from all over the world, whose attention had been on
the "epoch of the cannon"' watched with hope and enthusiasm the
development of the first society beginning its transition to
socialism. For Europe, 1917 was the fourth year of the World
War in which

"The flower of the youth of a continent, an entire
generation of young men were mowed down ... along
blood-soaked frontiers, thousands of combatants died
each day ... [this was] the fourth year of the war for
the partitioning of the globe among the financial
imperialists. u? ,

The events of October caught the imagination of
revolutionaries everywhere; those who could, began to flock to
Russia,

"Leaving the void and entering the kingdom of will
... where 1life is beginning anew, where conscious
will, intelligence, and an inexorable love of mankind
are in action. Behind us, all Europe is ablaze,
having choked almost to death in the fog of its own
massacres. Barcelona’s flame smoulders on. Germany
is in the thick of revolution, Austro-Hungary is
splitting into free nations. Italy is spread with red
flags....This is only the beginning.

Wictor Serge, From Lenin To Stalin, Monad Press, New York,
1973, p. 13. First French edition published in 1937.

*Victor Serge, Lenin: 1917, Ediciones Transicion, Mexico,
1977, pp. 19-20. First published in Paris as Lenine, 1917,
Librairie du Travail, 1925, and reprinted with a new preface as
Vingt ans apres: Paris, Cahiers Spartacus, 1937.

*Victor Serge, Memoirs of a Revolutionary, Writers and
Readers, London, 1984, p. 67. First published as Memoires d’un
revolutionnaire par Victor Serge, Editions du Seuil, 1951.
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Leaving the void, and entering his never-seen homeland, was
Victor Serge.

Evoking the images of war-torn and war-weary Europe, Serge
recalls stopping with a group of his prisoner-comrades in a
tavern filled with British soldiers. Serge had been released
from 15 months incarceration in a French prison camp whose
regime was notable for the lack of food and a Spanish flu
epidemic that made death their constant companion. Serge was in
a group of 40 "Bolshevik suspects" to be exchanged for French
military officers held by the Russians. The shabby appearance -
of Serge and his group attracted the attention of the soldiers,
who approached them. "Who are you?" Serge answered their
questioning.faces: "Bolsheviks. Prisoners. We are going to
Russia."* His message was understood: we are revolutionary
internationalists on our way to begin the construction of
socialism. The soldiers response surprised Serge: "Us too! We
are too! Later you will seet" ° ["nosotros tambien! Nosotros
tambien! Nosotros tambien lo somos! Ya lo vereis mas tarde!]
From his prison isolation, Serge hadn’t understood the depth of
inspiration produced by the successful October revolﬁtion, which
was evident on these tired soldiers faces.

Serge reached his homeland expecting to enter into the
first phase of the world revolution. "This is only the
beginning." It was January 1919 when Serge set off, the first

; ‘Serge’s account of this encounter is in “camino de Rusia,"
first chapter of La Defensa de Petrogrado: Ano Sequndo de la
Revolucion Rusa, Mexico, Ediciones Transicion, 1977, pp. 85-6.
Originally published as La Ville en Danger: L’An .II de 1la
Revolution Russe, Librairie du Travail, Paris 1924. A slightly
different version is found in the Memoirs, p. 66.

*Victor Serge, La Defensa De Petrogrado: Ano Sequndo de la
Revolucion Rusa, p. 86. These ‘tommies’ affected Serge deeply;
he also wrote of this encounter in the Memoirs (see 4n above)
and in Birth of Our Power, p. 244. Here we see how Serge's
novels blur the lines between fact and fiction.
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days of February when he arrived. The revolution was in its
second year. It had taken Serge 18 months to make the trip.

Serge had gone to Spain upon his release from prison and
expulsion from France in 1917. In the middle of the
insurrectionist street fighting of July 1917, Serge left, drawn
like a magnet to the distant revolutionary beacon of Russia. He
was not only ’‘leaving the void’ he was leaving behind him his
anarchist past. Serge was disillusioned with the anarchists’
inability to confront the question of powers, and impressed by
this very characteristic of the Bolsheviks. He tried to reach
Russia, via France, and was arrested for violating his expulsion
order, and thrown into a French prison camp as a Bolshevik
suspect.

1.2. Serge encounters Bolshevism and Marxism

Although Serge was not yet a Bolshevik, he was on his way.
His commitment was strengthened by his 15 months at Precigne,7
where Serge joined with the other Russian revolutionaries to
form a discussion group. Here Serge studied Marxism for the
first time. While arguing with the only real Bolshevik there
(the rest were, like Serge, suspected Bolsheviks), Serge put
forward the idea of a libertarian, democratic revolution, while
the Bolshevik favored a merciless dictatorship and an
authoritarian revolution. Serge admitted that theoretically, he

6Serge didn‘t stay for the final insurrection in Barcelona
in August, 1917. He had seen enough in July: the anarchists
would not hear any talk of seizure of power. Only his friend,
the syndicalist leader Salvadore Segui, seemed aware that they
had no plan beyond the street fighting. Serge said they went
into battle "as it were, in the dark." (Memoirs, p. 56.)

7 . . . . .

Serge’s description of his experiences at Precigne form the
middle section of his second novel, Birth of Our Power, and is
also described in the Memoirs, pps.63-69. Pierre Pascal, a
French Communist living in Moscow who married Serge’s sister-in-
law, later wrote a four part memoir called Mon Journal de
Russie, L’Age d’Homme, Lausanne. In the second volume Pascal
described Serge’s study group in Precigne, p. 107.
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stated his point of view badly, worse than the Bolshevik, though
*"from the human standpoint, we were infinitely nearer the truth
than he was. n8 According to the Memoirs and Birth of Our Power,
the prisoners studied Marx’s Civil War in France, kept abreast
of events in Russia and discussed all the questions facing the
Bolsheviks. Serge was acquiring the Marxist method of analysis
which remained with him till his death.’

What Serge already had in common with the Bolsheviks was
his praxis: Serge was a man of revolutionary practice, who
translated his words into deeds time and again throughout his
life. His actions in Germany 1923 are one case in point, which
we will return to later. Revolutionary theory put into practice:
this is what impressed Serge about the Bolsheviks. In his
retrospective on the 30th anniversary of the Russian revolution,
Serge wrote that "the unity between thought and action" was one
of the characteristics of the Bolsheviks which gave them an

8Serge, Memoirs, pps. 63-4.

’Richard Greeman notes in his unpublished dissertation,
Victor Serge: The Making of a Novelist (1890-1928), Columbia
University, 1968, (Hereafter, Greeman) that in the camp
"Kibalchich thought out the problems of revolution for the first
time and acquired the thorough Marxist foundation that was to
guide, but not dominate, his thinking in the future." p. 152.
The question of Serge’s Marxism is thus raised; my contention is
that Serge’s subsequent writing and activity demonstrate that he
had absorbed Marxist method and used it throughout his lifetime.
He acted as an instinctive Marxist and a consistent
revolutionary. Whether or not it gquided him or dominated his
thinking, however is not a semantic difference. Greeman asserts
that the formative influences of Serge’s life, came from his
anarchist - prison - syndicalist years of 1908-1918; that his
love for freedom and his abhorrence of authoritarianism are
residuals of his anarchist past. (Sedgwick would not agree that
Serge abhorred authoritarianism.) The inference is that these
qualities must be brought to Marxism and are not part of the
Marxist tradition. Lenin and Trotsky would agree with Serge’s
concern for the life of the individual within the mass. The
implication in Greeman’s line of reasoning is that the humanist
side of Marxism is anarchism. Serge himself made no such
qualification. See also this chapter, pp. 16.
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innate superiority over the rival parties with which they shared
a common outlook.™

What did Serge find in the land of will which expressed the
suppressed aspirations of all humankind in struggle? "A world
frozen to death ... a metropolis of Cold, of Hunger, of Hatred,
of Endurance ...."'"!' Year Two: Serge managed to arrive in the
midst of counterrevolution, white terror answered by red terror,
famine, and disease, to a city expectant of a world revolution
which would save them. His romantic hopes were met with a harsh
reality, which Serge does not hesitate to express. The first
shock was not the cold, or what he described as the worst food
(black bread and dried fish) any of them had ever eaten. It was
the first newspaper filled not with "popular ferment, bubbling
ideas, rivalry of clubs [and] parties,"' but with an article
signed by G. Zinoviev on ‘The Monopoly of Power.'’ Serge quoted
from.memory: "Our Party rules alone ... it will not allow anyone
«++. The false democratic liberties demanded by the counter-

revolution." The newspaper, Severnaya Kommuna, was dated
January 1919. ) '

Serge was hit in the face with the basic dilemmas which
were to concern him for the rest of his life: could revolution
be separate from freedom? Could acts which are justified by a
.state of siege and ’‘mortal perils’ be elevated into a théory,

based on the extinction of freedom?’ Serge’s worries were at

®Victor Serge, "Trente Ans Apres La Revolution Russe," in
La Revolution Proletarienne, November 1947.

11Serge, Memoirs, p. 71.
?1bid., p. 69.

13Serge's use of the word ‘freedom’ here and elsewhere is
vague. For Marxists, freedom is indistinguishable from
institutions of popular democracy, usually in the form of
councils. Anarchists, on the other hand, favor participatory
democracy and community control, but are wary of democratic
institutions -- even workers’ councils. They tend to be very
‘slippery’ in their definitions of freedom and democracy.
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the same time premature and prescient. 1919 had seen a choking
of liberties due to Civil War conditions, but there was still
freedom of debate within the Party.

1.3. In Revolutionary Russia

Serge’s first impressions of Petrograd tell us a lot about
the early days of the revolution.™ The Finland Station, where
Lenin had delivered his famous "April Theses" was deserted; in
fact the city, covered in snow and ice, looked abandoned. The .
people Serge and his group did see looked frozen and hungry ("A
"gaunt soldier" ... " a woman freezing under her shawls"). 1In
the one year since the seizure of power, the population of
Petrograd had fallen from a million to "scarcely 700,000 souls."
But the people Serge met were open and curious about the
political situation in Europe: "All they asked us was whether
Europe would soon be kindled: ‘What is the French proletariat-
waiting for before it seizes power?'"15 Serge found the same
attitude everywhere; nurtured on the knowledge that the Russian
revolution was but the first -- Lenin often said it was "a
terrible misfortune that the honour of beginning the first
Socialist revolution should have befallen the most backward

14Serge was at his best when evoking the atmosphere of the
new revolution in the midst of peril and ice in the final
chapter of Birth of our Power. He related the story of being
housed with a family in Petrograd in an abandoned apartment of
a former Counselor of the Empire. The rooms were large and there
was no fuel for heat. They congregated in the nursery, the
smallest room. For warmth, they burned the massive tomes of the
Collection of the Taws of The Empire. The scene works as
literature, politics, history, and irony. Richard Greéman has
subjected the scene to an insightful analysis in his article "
‘The laws are burning’ -- Literary and Revolutionary Realism in
Victor Serge," Yale French Studies, No. 39, 1967, pp. 146-159.
Serge confirmed in his Memoirs (p. 116) that the scene actually
took place, and that he took great pleasure in burning the now
obsolete statutes of Imperial repression.

15V,Serge, Memoirs, pps. 70-71.



7

people in Europe" --they all knew they were doomed without an
international extension of the revolution.

In Serge’s opinion, they were too optimistic about the
imminence of European revolution. Serge had just come from the
West, where 13 yéars of political activity had filled him with
disgust for the parliamentary opportunism of the social
democratic misleaders, and impatience with the ultimate
irresponsibility of the anarchists who abdicated on the question
of power. Where was the revolutionary party to lead the
European masses to revolution? But many of the leading"
Bdlsheviks, including Trotsky and Lenin, had also lived abroad
during the years between the two Russian revolutions and also
knew the weaknesses of the socialist leaders; was their optimism
based more on hope than real assessment? Or on their analysis of
objective conditions ripening, to produce cleavages and form new
leaders?

Zinoviev, then President of the Soviet, met Serge'’s
perception of the sluggishness of the unfolding revolutionaiy
process in the West, especially in France, where Serge said no
Arevolutionary upheaval could be expected for a long time, with
"It’'s easy to tell that you are no Marxist. History cannot stop
halfway."m'

Serge met Zinoviev's wife Lilina, People’s Commissar for
Social Planning in the Northern Commune, who told him to go with
his family to Moscow where conditions were better. He did not
take her advice, deciding to stay in Petrograd, the revolution’s
front 1line city. He immediately set about to talk with
everyone, to mix in all the social and political milieux to get
a political grounding. Of the democratic intellectuals, Serge
said:

"If the Bolshevik insurrection had not taken power ...
the cabal of the old generals, supported by the
officers’ organizations, would have certainly done so ,
instead. Russia would have avoided the Red Terror

16Serge, Ibid. p. 71-2,



only to endure the White, and a proletarian
dictatorship only to undergo a reactionary one. In
consequence, the most outraged observations of the
anti-Bolshevik intellectuals only revealed to me. how
necessary Bolshevism was."

1.4.From Anarchism to Bolshevism :

Serge decided that he was neither against the Bolsheviks
nor neutral; he was with them. He wrote in one of his first
letters from Russia that he ﬁould not make "a career out of the
revolution, and, once the mortal dénger has passed, [he would] .
... join again with those who will fight the evils of the new
regime,..."18

Serge arrived in Russia as a seasoned revolutionary armed
with "a critical method, doubt and assurance" and thirteen years
experience as a socialist,  anarchist and syndicalist.  His
political positions flowed from a concrete analysis of actual
situations. Serge’s allegiance to the Bolsheviks was based on
a sober assessment of the situation, which was grave; he
determined that the Bolsheviks had not only vision, but the
necessary will to carry forward the revolution. Their political
positions were correct, but Serge was already critical of their
authoritarian excesses. He wasn’t critical only of curbs on
freedom he saw as justified by the revolution’s mortal peril; he
"had been to Moscow, and also objected to the stultifying
structures -- the committees on top of Councils, managements on
top of Commissions -- in which he saw the perfect breeding
ground for "a multitude of bureaucrats who were responsible for
more fuss than honest work."" They were the 'smart set,’
decorated in ‘chic uniforms’ who sent you from office to office.

Yibid. p. 74.
18Serge, ibid.
¥1bid., p. 74.
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Serge joined the Bolshevik Party in May 1919. But he still
kept company with poets, writers, anarchists and Social
Revolutionaries. He belonged to the "last free thought society"
and was probably their "only Communist member." This was the
Free Philosophic Society led by the symbolist novelist Andrei
Bely. As a confirmed, but critical Bolshevik, Serge was
developing his Marxism.

Serge’s Marxism was fused with an anarchist’s spirit and a
primary commitment to socialism’s international character. His
Marxism was deeply humanistic, preoccupied with questions of -
- personal development and individual freedom within the social
whole. His central concern with the condition of life of the
masses always meant that Serge saw democracy as an integral
component of socialist development. It is not a question of
these aspects of Serge’s Marxism coming only from Anarchism:
Marxism is not devoid of humanism, nor is it simply a formula
for action. Serge did not become a Marxist simply because the
Bolshevik-Marxists knew what to do next: but because their
ultimate vision of socialism was one that liberated humanity, a.
vision he shared.

Anarchism had become a dead end for Serge, as early as

1913, as Richard Greeman attests,”

when the goals of the
anarchist bandits of the Bonnot gang led them to violent acts of
murder and robbery. Sérge was repulsed by these senseless acts,
but shared the goals motivating them,* and ended up in jail
when the French judicial system failed to account for this
subtle distinction. At least the violence of the Bolsheviks (at
this point) was used to fight for their survival. The anarchists

seemed much better at pontificating than at moving forward.

*Richard Greeman, op. cit., p. 154.

21Serge wrote in an article entitled "Les Bandits" in the 4
January 1912 edition of L‘’Anarchie: "Je suis avec les bandits."

A long passage of this article is quoted in Greeman, ibid., p.
116.
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Marxists judge people not just by what they say, but by what
they do. Serge found the anarchists wanting in the latter, not
just by their lack of clear policy, but in the case of (some of)
the Russian anarchists, by their failure to support the
Bolsheviks, in effect their objective support of the counter-
revolution.? Serge admitted that anarchism was more a way of
conducting one’s life, whereas Bolshevism embodied a technique
of revolution that fit its theory of social emancipation.23
Nevertheless what Serge did retain of his anarchism was a
healthy opposition to authoritarianism. Greeman emphasizes
Serge’s "total opposition to all forms of authoritarianism"*
while another scholar, Peter Sedgwick, posits a contradiction in
Serge’s attitude to authoritarianism, stating that for an
anarchist turned Bolshevik, Serge’s earlier writings are
remarkably devoid of public criticism of the authoritarian side
of Bolshevik rule.” In Serge’s later writings of this period,
particularly the Civil War novel Conquered City, he is "alert to

*’3ee inter alia Paul Avrich, Anarchists in the Russian
Revolution, Serge, Les Anarchistes et la Revolution russe,
Memoirs, From Lenin to Stalin, his numerous articles in Bulletin
Communiste, and Clarte; also Leon Trotsky, History of the
"Russian Revolution, Alfred Rosmer, Moscow Under Lenin, pps. 97-
101, among numerous other works.

”Serge, "La Pensee anarchiste," p.12.
*Greeman, ibid., p, 155.

*This is a confusion of Sedgwick’s not Serge‘s. Serge
himself recognizes the authoritarian characters which have
populated the anarchist movement, starting with Bakunin himself,
and not ending with Makhno. As Serge points out, the essence of
anarchism is the absence of authority; this does not mean that
~authoritarianism cannot exist within figures who oppose
authority. Sedgwick and Greeman do not see this distinction,
but Serge did. Serge, "L’Anarchisme," unpublished essay written
in the 40s (no date provided), archives, Mexico.
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the authoritarian worm in the bud of revolution. "%

Yet in his
writings of the early 20s there is no such criticism, and
Sedgwick says "Serge’s public political alignment is an
uncritical retailing of the official legitimations of Bolshevik

. 7
statism. "?

The question raised here is whether Serge acted in
a somewhat dishonest way, as a propagandist for the Bolsheviks,
while being privately critical of the society emerg:i_ng,"’8 or
what kind of a contradiction this reveals in Serge. Serge’s son
Vlady explained away the ‘apparent’ contradiction: these were
"early days" for the Bolsheviks, too early to come out with'
pronouncements about the character of the society being
formed.?”* 1In any case it was impossible to tell what would
happen once the immediate danger of foreign intervention and
Civil War passed. We will return to Sedgwick’s criticism after
examining Serge’s synthesis of Marxism and anarchism.

Serge did not try some impossible mix of anarchism and
Bolshevism, he became a Bolshevik, and subsequently a Left
Oppositionist, and never returned to anarchism. Hié later
opposition was not to Bolshevism, but to its corrxuption,

*peter Sedgwick, "The Unhappy Elitist: Victor Serge’s Early
Bolshevism, " published posthumously in History Workshop Journal,
Vol. 17, Spring 1984, pp. 150-156.

*’Sedgwick, ibid., p. 151.

28Sedgwick quotes from Guerin’s book on anarchism, in which
Serge apparently told Gaston Leval that the Communists were
establishing a "dlctatorshlp over the proletariat" while
publishing pro-regime journalism abroad. See Sedgwick’s article
on Serge'’s Early Bolshevism, p. 152, and p. 156n.

**Recorded conversation with Vlady in Mexico City, Feb.
1986. Vlady’s answer shows that both he and his father took the
same position as any revolutionary Marxist would in similar
circumstances. Many revolutionary organizations have approached
questions of determining the class character of this or that
revolution in the same manner. For example, with regard to the
Cuban revolution and the Nicaraguan revolution, the reasoning is
that it is better to come out late with a negative assessment of
the revolution’s development than too early.
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Stalinism. His preoccupation with the masses, with democracy (is
this not the question of freedom?) was shared by other Left
Oppositionists, Marxists all, particularly Trotsky.
The view that Bolsheviks and Marxists are manipulative and
authoritarian, while undoubtedly true in certain cases ' is a
part of the Stalinist legacy that distorts Marxism. Serge
himself addressed this point many times in the years to come: he
admitted that authoritarian seeds existed in Bolshevik thought
which grew to full blown weeds under Stalin, but there were also
many other seeds that could have flowered into a full blown -
democracy had circumstances existed for their germination.30
Serge tried to win the anarchists ‘over to Bolshevism, to
get them to draw the same conclusions as he had. He wrote a
pamphlet for the pui:posé, called Les Anarchistes et L’Experience
de la Revolution russe. This booklet was written in the summer
of 1920,* and published in Paris in 1921; later he wrote three
essays, "Meditation sur 1l1l’anarchie," "La pensee anarchiste”
published in ‘1937 and 1938, and "L’Anarchisme," left among his
unpublished essays from his exile in Mexico. In the first
_three, Serge1 discusses the relative merits of anarchism and
Marxism, looking for a point of synthesis. Serge was aware of
both the pluses and minuses of the two theories. Marxism was
superior analytically and organizationally, but would be
enhanced with the spirit of humanistic idealism of the
anarchists. This idealism of the anarchist tradition, which was
‘a sort of morality, would serve as a corrective to the tendency
in Bolshevism to subordinate their revolutionary, democratic
principles to practical necessity, or the force of

**wMarxism et Democratie " letter from Serge to Sidney Hook,
May 1943. Serge Archives, Mexico.

*'Phe book was written before the banning of Party factions.
Sedgwick intimates that the factions banned had positions which
closely corresponded to Serge’s. See Peter Sedgwick,
introduction to Serge’s Memoirs of a Revolutionary, p. xii.
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circumstances.* Anarchism was better as a way of conducting
one's life, but not as a theory of change. Serge wrote in the
last mentioned essay that anarchism was well suited to the
terrain of pre-industrialized countries among artisans and
petty-producers; but in the heart of industrial countries,
Marxism had largely surpassed and eliminated anarchism.*

Serge’s point of synthesis was more of a plea for humanity
and liberty within Bolshevik practice; neither of which are
qualities alien to Marxism. Serge’s writings show more how he
had matured and rejected anarchism, but found Bolshevik practice -
wanting and looked back to anarchism for the qualities he would
have wished present in Bolshevik practice. Even here Serge
presents the contradictions; anarchists have been authoritarian
even while opposing authority; and the Bolsheviks’ Marxist
conception of the individual‘s relation to history -
individuals as parts of historical forces -- paradoxically
increased the value of the individuals.** The other side of the
coin of anarchist individualism, Serge noted, was to reduce
everything to the self, while the Marxist notion of class, of
individuals consciously acting in collectivities in the process
of history became in Bolshevik thinking a theory of struggle
enabling individuals acting in solidarity to accomplish profound
social change. Thus, the practical effectiveness of class action
‘actually' enhanced the importance of the individual. Serge
explained this apparent paradox in "Meditation sur l’anarchie":

"Les masses importent lus que toi. One est remis a sa
place, gqueri de 1l'hypertrophie du Moi, wvilaine
maladies. Parce que tu as consenti a te perdre, tu te
retrouveras et fortifie d’avoir touche la terre ferme.
Le marxisme, en subordonnant l’individu a 1l’histoire -

*’Greeman, ibid Pp. 153-61, discusses Serge’s anarchism and
Marxism.

33"L'Anarchism.e," unpublished typescript, no date, Mexico,
archives.

*Greeman, ibid., p. 158.
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~ que sont les masses -- le penetre d‘une confiance
peut-etre sans bornes; voici qu‘ayant renonce a
l’exaltation de sa petite revolte personnelle, s’etant
en quelque sorte depouille de lui-meme, il multiplie
sa force et sa volonte par celles de tous et par celle
de l’histoire, mythe scientifique.”

In his balance sheet Les Anarchistes et L’Experience de la
Revolution Russe, Serge pointed out that the Russian anarchists
had failed as revolutionaries, by remaining outside the
revolution. Although many fought in the Civil War, they had
presented no alternative libertarian program to the Bolsheviks.
Worse, some took up arms against the new workers state and
became objectively counter—revolutionary.36

The Bolsheviks, as Serge points out elsewhere, proved
themselves sﬁperior in method, program and practice. Their
failures did not result from shortcomings in their theory, but
arose in response to real circumstances. "The proletarian
dictatorship has, in Russia, had to introduce an increasingly
authoritarian centralism. One may perhaps deplore it.
Unforfunately I do not believe that it could have been
avoid;ad.“37

The anarchists on the other hand, lacked the will of the
Bolsheviks, the unity of thought and deed, and at essential

FnMeditation sur l1’Anarchie, " published in Esprit, March,
1937, Paris.

36Serge had considered the betrayal of the "blacks" under
Makhno, who had tried to build an anarchist federation while
defending themselves against both Whites and Reds, a terrible
crime of the Bolsheviks, with a demoralizing effect that was one
of the basic causes of the Kronstadt rebellion. Memoirs, p. 123.
But he also said the anarchists had abdicated in front of their
duty to the revolution. Les Anarchistes et 1l’experience de la
revolution russe, pp. 17-26. Quoted in Greeman, ibid, p. 159.

*YLes Anarchistes et l’experience de la Revolution Russe,
Cahiers du Travail, Paris, 1921, p.29. The quotation cited
demonstrates how Serge was very careful in his analysis of the
Russian revolution and its subsequent degeneration, to
distinguish the avoidable from the unavoidable aspects ~-- and
shows how Serge’s analysis was rooted in concrete circumstances.
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moments -- in real circumstances-- they were politically
bankrupt: in Spain (1917) they abnegated power, and in Russia
they fought against it. The anarchists, Serge said in his
Memoirs, "had an essentially emotional approach to theory, were

ignorant of political economy and had never faced the problem of
power" and “found it practically impossible to achieve any
theoretical understanding of what was going on."*® Serge agreed
with Lenin and Trotsky that it was important to have the support
of the best among them. Serge élso said that the anarchists
' could play a creative role within the revolution as the
guardians of the revolution’s idealism; working for greater
freedoh.within the revolution by insisting on the control of the

. . . . 39
masses over the revolutionary institutions.

"Their (the
anarchists turned communists] lucidity will make them the most
formidable enemies of the climbers, the budding politicians and

2

N ° .4 . . . o]
commissars, the formalists, pundits and J.ntrlguers."4

1.5.'Serge the Bolshevik in Comintern and Civil War

Serge joined the Bolsheviks after.months of discussions
with various political tendencies. Of the Bolsheviks he met, he
found them sincere, honest, with bitterly clear vision; except

Zinoviev, who affected Serge as flabby, a man of puffed

38Serge, Memoirs, p. 104.
3“‘Gvr:eeman, Ibid., p. 160.

40S'erge, Les Anarchistes et l’experience de la Revolution
russe, p. 44.
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confidence, comfortable at the pinnacle of power.41

Serge also
befriended Maxim Gorky, who had been a friend of Serge’s
mother’s family at Nizhni-Novgorod. Gorky was a non-Bolshevik
critical intellectual whom Serge admired as "the supreme, the
righteous, the relentless witness of the Revolution."*

Gorky offered Serge work in his publishing house “Universal
Literature" but Serge declined, because his duty was to the
revolution, to work within the revolution while retaining'his
critical sense. Serge decided to eschew posts of importance and
responsibility, to remain at the ground level- of the
revolution.* This attitude, while on the one hand demonstrates
that Serge’s allegiance to the Bolsheviks contained not a shred
of opportunism, also shows his assertion of independence as a
leftover from