From the archives: Trotsky on
Ninety Years of the Communist
Manifesto, (Oct. 1937)
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The materialist conception of history, discovered by Marx
only a short while before and applied with consummate skill
in the Manifesto, has completely withstood the test of events
and the blows of hostile criticism. It constitutes today one
of the most precious instruments of human thought. All other
interpretations of the historical process have lost all
scientific meaning. We can state with certainty that it 1is
impossible in our time to be not only a revolutionary
militant but even a literate observer in politics without
assimilating the materialist interpretation of history.

It is hard to believe that the centennial of the Manifesto of
the Communist Party is only ten years away! This pamphlet,
displaying greater genius than any other in world literature,
astounds us even today by its freshness. Its most important
sections appear to have been written yesterday. Assuredly, the
young authors (Marx was twenty-nine, Engels twenty-seven) were
able to look further into the future than anyone before them,
and perhaps than anyone since them.

As early as their joint preface to the edition of 1872, Marx
and Engels declared that despite the fact that certain
secondary passages in the Manifesto were antiquated, they felt
that they no longer had any right to alter the original text
inasmuch as the Manifesto had already become a historical
document, during the intervening period of twenty-five years.
Sixty-five additional years have elapsed since that time.
Isolated passages in the Manifesto have receded still further
into the past. We shall try to establish succinctly in this
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preface both those ideas in the Manifesto which retain their
full force today and those which require important alteration
or amplification.

1. The materialist conception of history, discovered by
Marx only a short while before and applied with
consummate skill in the Manifesto, has completely
withstood the test of events and the blows of hostile
criticism. It constitutes today one of the most precious
instruments of human thought. All other interpretations
of the historical process have lost all scientific
meaning. We can state with certainty that it 1is
impossible in our time to be not only a revolutionary
militant but even a literate observer in politics
without assimilating the materialist interpretation of
history.

2. The first chapter of the Manifesto opens with the
following words: “The history of all hitherto existing
society is the history of class struggles.” This
postulate, the most important conclusion drawn from the
materialist interpretation of history, immediately
became an issue in the class struggle. Especially
venomous attacks were directed by reactionary
hypocrites, 1liberal doctrinaires, and idealistic
democrats against the theory which substituted the
struggle of material interests for “common welfare,”
“national unity,” and “eternal moral truths” as the
driving force of history. They were later joined by
recruits from the ranks of the labor movement itself, by
the so-called revisionists, i.e., the proponents of
reviewing (“revising”) Marxism in the spirit of class
collaboration and class conciliation. Finally, in our
own time, the same path has been followed in practice by
the contemptible epigones of the Communist International
(the “Stalinists”): the policy of the so-called People’s
Front flows wholly from the denial of the laws of the
class struggle. Meanwhile, it is precisely the epoch of



imperialism, bringing all social contradictions to the
point of highest tension, which gives to the Communist
Manifesto its supreme theoretical triumph.

. The anatomy of capitalism, as a specific stage in the
economic development of society, was given by Marx in
its finished form in Capital (1867). But even in the
Communist Manifesto the main 1lines of the future
analysis are firmly sketched: the payment for labor
power as equivalent to the cost of its reproduction; the
appropriation of surplus value by the capitalists;
competition as the basic law of social relations; the
ruination of intermediate classes, i.e., the urban petty
bourgeoisie and the peasantry; the concentration of
wealth in the hands of an ever-diminishing number of
property owners, at the one pole, and the numerical
growth of the proletariat, at the other; the preparation
of the material and political preconditions for the
socialist regime.

. The proposition in the Manifesto concerning the tendency
of capitalism to lower the living standards of the
workers, and even to transform them into paupers, had
been subjected to a heavy barrage. Parsons, professors,
ministers, journalists, Social Democratic theoreticians,
and trade union leaders came to the front against the
so-called “theory of impoverishment.” They invariably
discovered signs of growing prosperity among the
toilers, palming off the labor aristocracy as the
proletariat, or taking a fleeting tendency as permanent.
Meanwhile, even the development of the mightiest
capitalism in the world, namely, US capitalism, has
transformed millions of workers into paupers who are
maintained at the expense of federal, municipal, or
private charity.

. As against the Manifesto, which depicted commercial and
industrial crises as a series of ever more extensive
catastrophes, the revisionists vowed that the national
and international development of trusts would assure
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control over the market, and lead gradually to the
abolition of crises. The close of the last century and
the beginning of the present one were in reality marked
by a development of capitalism so tempestuous as to make
crises seem only “accidental” stoppages. But this epoch
has gone beyond return. In the last analysis, truth
proved to be on Marx’'s side in this question as well.

. “The executive of the modern state is but a committee
for managing the common affairs of the whole
bourgeoisie.” This succinct formula, which the leaders
of the Social Democracy looked upon as a journalistic
paradox, contains in fact the only scientific theory of
the state. The democracy fashioned by the bourgeoisie is
not, as both Bernstein and Kautsky thought, an empty
sack which one can undisturbedly fill with any kind of
class content. Bourgeois democracy can serve only the
bourgeoisie. A government of the “People’s Front,”
whether headed by Blum or Chautemps, Caballero or
Negrin, 1is only “a committee for managing the common
affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.” Whenever this
“committee” manages affairs poorly, the bourgeoisie
dismisses it with a boot.

. “Every class struggle is a political struggle.” “The
organization of the proletariat as a class [is]
consequently its organization into a political party.”
Trade unionists, on the one hand, and
anarchosyndicalists, on the other, have long shied away
— and even now try to shy away — from the understanding
of these historical laws. “Pure” trade unionism has now
been dealt a crushing blow in its chief refuge: the
United States. Anarchosyndicalism has suffered an
irreparable defeat in its last stronghold — Spain. Here
too the Manifesto proved correct.

. The proletariat cannot conquer power within the legal
framework established by the bourgeoisie. “Communists
openly declare that their ends can be attained only by
the forcible overthrow of all existing social



10.

11.

conditions.” Reformism sought to explain this postulate
of the Manifesto on the grounds of the immaturity of the
movement at that time, and the inadequate development of
democracy. The fate of Italian, German, and a great
number of other “democracies” proves that “immaturity”
1s the distinguishing trait of the ideas of the
reformists themselves.

. For the socialist transformation of society, the working

class must concentrate in its hands such power as can
smash each and every political obstacle barring the road
to the new system. “The proletariat organized as the
ruling class” — this is the dictatorship. At the same
time it is the only true proletarian democracy. Its
scope and depth depend upon concrete historical
conditions. The greater the number of states that take
the path of the socialist revolution, the freer and more
flexible forms will the dictatorship assume, the broader
and more deepgoing will be workers’ democracy.

The international development of capitalism has
predetermined the international character of the
proletarian revolution. “United action, of the leading
civilized countries at least, is one of the first
conditions for the emancipation of the proletariat.” The
subsequent development of capitalism has so closely knit
all sections of our planet, both “civilized” and
“uncivilized,” that the problem of the socialist
revolution has completely and decisively assumed a world
character. The Soviet bureaucracy attempted to liquidate
the Manifesto with respect to this fundamental question.
The Bonapartist degeneration of the Soviet state is an
overwhelming illustration of the falseness of the theory
of socialism in one country.

“When, in the course of development, class distinctions
have disappeared, and all production has been
concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the
whole nation, the public power will lose its political
character.” In other words: the state withers away.



Society remains, freed from the straitjacket. This 1is
nothing else but socialism. The converse theorem: the
monstrous growth of state coercion in the USSR 1is
eloquent testimony that society is moving away from
socialism.

12. “The workingmen have no fatherland.” These words of the
Manifesto have more than once been evaluated by
philistines as an agitational quip. As a matter of fact
they provided the proletariat with the sole conceivable
directive in the question of the capitalist
“fatherland.” The violation of this directive by the
Second International brought about not only four years
of devastation in Europe, but the present stagnation of
world culture. In view of the impending new war, for
which the betrayal of the Third International has paved
the way, the Manifesto remains even now the most
reliable counselor on the question of the capitalist
“fatherland.”

Thus, we see that the joint and rather brief production of two
Young authors continues to give irreplaceable directives upon
the most important and burning questions of the struggle for
emancipation. What other book could even distantly be compared
with the Communist Manifesto? But this does not imply that
after ninety years of unprecedented development of productive
forces and vast social struggles, the Manifesto needs neither
corrections nor additions. Revolutionary thought has nothing
in common with idol-worship. Programs and prognoses are tested
and corrected in the light of experience, which is the supreme
criterion of human reason. The Manifesto, too, requires
corrections and additions. However, as 1is evidenced by
historical experience itself, these corrections and additions
can be successfully made only by proceeding in accord with the
method lodged in the foundation of the Manifesto itself. We
shall try to indicate this in several most important



instances.

1. Marx taught that no social system departs from the arena

2.

of history before exhausting 1its <creative
potentialities. The Manifesto excoriates capitalism for
retarding the development of the productive forces.
During that period, however, as well as in the following
decades, this retardation was only relative in nature.
Had it been possible in the second half of the
nineteenth century to organize economy on socialist
beginnings, its tempos of growth would have been
immeasurably greater. But this theoretically irrefutable
postulate does not invalidate the fact that the
productive forces kept expanding on a world scale right
up to the world war. Only in the last twenty years,
despite the most modern conquests of science and
technology, has the epoch of out-and-out stagnation and
even decline of world economy begun. Mankind 1is
beginning to expend its accumulated capital, while the
next war threatens to destroy the very foundations of
civilization for many years to come. The authors of the
Manifesto thought that capitalism would be scrapped long
prior to the time when from a relatively reactionary
regime it would turn into an absolutely reactionary
regime. This transformation took final shape only before
the eyes of the present generation, and changed our
epoch into the epoch of wars, revolutions, and fascism.

The error of Marx and Engels in regard to the historical
dates flowed, on the one hand, from an underestimation
of future possibilities latent in capitalism, and, on
the other, an overestimation of the revolutionary
maturity of the proletariat. The revolution of 1848 did
not turn into a socialist revolution as the Manifesto
had calculated, but opened up to Germany the possibility
of a vast future capitalist ascension. The Paris Commune
proved that the proletariat, without having a tempered
revolutionary party at its head, cannot wrest power from



the bourgeoisie. Meanwhile, the prolonged period of
capitalist prosperity that ensued brought about not the
education of the revolutionary vanguard, but rather the
bourgeois degeneration of the labor aristocracy, which
became in turn the chief brake on the proletarian
revolution. In the nature of things, the authors of the
Manifesto could not possibly have foreseen this
“dialectic.”

. For the Manifesto, capitalism was — the kingdom of free
competition. While referring to the growing
concentration of capital, the Manifesto did not draw the
necessary conclusion in regard to monopoly, which has
become the dominant capitalist form in our epoch and the
most important precondition for socialist economy. Only
afterwards, in Capital, did Marx establish the tendency
toward the transformation of free competition into
monopoly. It was Lenin who gave a scientific
characterization of monopoly capitalism in his
Imperialism.

. Basing themselves on the example of “industrial
revolution” in England, the authors of the Manifesto
pictured far too unilaterally the process of liquidation
of the intermediate <classes, as a wholesale
proletarianization of crafts, petty trades, and
peasantry. In point of fact, the elemental forces of
competition have far from completed this simultaneously
progressive and barbarous work. Capitalism has ruined
the petty bourgeoisie at a much faster rate than it has
proletarianized it. Furthermore, the bourgeois state has
long directed its conscious policy toward the artificial
maintenance of petty-bourgeois strata. At the opposite
pole, the growth of technology and the rationalization
of largescale industry engenders chronic unemployment
and obstructs the proletarianization of the petty
bourgeoisie. Concurrently, the development of capitalism
has accelerated in the extreme the growth of legions of
technicians, administrators, commercial employees, in



short, the so-called “new middle class.” In consequence,
the intermediate classes, to whose disappearance the
Manifesto so categorically refers, comprise even in a
country as highly industrialized as Germany about half
of the population. However, the artificial preservation
of antiquated petty-bourgeois strata in no way mitigates
the social contradictions, but, on the contrary, invests
them with a special malignancy, and together with the
permanent army of the unemployed constitutes the most
malevolent expression of the decay of capitalism.

. Calculated for a revolutionary epoch the Manifesto
contains (end of Chapter II) ten demands, corresponding
to the period of direct transition from capitalism to
socialism. In their preface of 1872, Marx and Engels
declared these demands to be in part antiquated, and, in
any case, only of secondary importance. The reformists
seized upon this evaluation to interpret it in the sense
that transitional revolutionary demands had forever
ceded their place to the Social Democratic “minimum
program,” which, as 1is well known, does not transcend
the limits of bourgeois democracy. As a matter of fact,
the authors of the Manifesto indicated quite precisely
the main correction of their transitional program,
namely, “the working class cannot simply lay hold of the
readymade state machinery and wield it for its own
purposes.” In other words, the correction was directed
against the fetishism of bourgeois democracy. Marx later
counterposed to the capitalist state, the state of the
type of the Commune. This “type” subsequently assumed
the much more graphic shape of soviets. There cannot be
a revolutionary program today without soviets and
without workers’ control. As for the rest, the ten
demands of the Manifesto, which appeared “archaic” in an
epoch of peaceful parliamentary activity, have today
regained completely their true significance. The Social
Democratic “minimum program,” on the other hand, has
become hopelessly antiquated.



6. Basing its expectation that “the German bourgeois
revolution .. will be but a prelude to an immediately
following proletarian revolution,” the Manifesto cites
the much more advanced conditions of European
civilization as compared with what existed in England in
the seventeenth century and in France in the eighteenth
century, and the far greater development of the
proletariat. The error in this prognosis was not only in
the date. The revolution of 1848 revealed within a few
months that precisely under more advanced conditions,
none of the bourgeois classes is capable of bringing the
revolution to its termination: the big and middle
bourgeoisie is far too closely linked with the
landowners, and fettered by the fear of the masses; the
petty bourgeoisie is far too divided and in its top
leadership far too dependent on the big bourgeoisie. As
evidenced by the entire subsequent course of development
in Europe and Asia, the bourgeois revolution, taken by
itself, can no more in general be consummated. A
complete purge of feudal rubbish from society 1is
conceivable only on the condition that the proletariat,
freed from the influence of bourgeois parties, can take
its stand at the head of the peasantry and establish its
revolutionary dictatorship. By this token, the bourgeois
revolution becomes interlaced with the first stage of
the socialist revolution, subsequently to dissolve in
the latter. The national revolution therewith becomes a
link of the world revolution. The transformation of the
economic foundation and of all social relations assumes
a permanent (uninterrupted) character.

For revolutionary parties in backward countries of Asia, Latin
America, and Africa, a clear understanding of the organic
connection between the democratic revolution and the
dictatorship of the proletariat - and thereby, the
international socialist revolution — is a life-and-death
question.



7. While depicting how capitalism draws into its vortex
backward and barbarous countries, the Manifesto contains
no reference to the struggle of colonial and
semicolonial countries for independence. To the extent
that Marx and Engels considered the social revolution
“in the leading civilized countries at least,” to be a
matter of the next few years, the colonial question was
resolved automatically for them, not in consequence of
an independent movement of oppressed nationalities but
in consequence of the victory of the proletariat in the
metropolitan centers of capitalism. The questions of
revolutionary strategy in colonial and semicolonial
countries are therefore not touched upon at all by the
Manifesto. Yet these questions demand an independent
solution. For example, it is quite self-evident that
while the “national fatherland” has become the most
baneful historical brake 1in advanced capitalist
countries, it still remains a relatively progressive
factor in backward countries compelled to struggle for
an independent existence.

“The Communists,” declares the Manifesto, “everywhere support
every revolutionary movement against the existing social and
political order of things.” The movement of the colored races
against their imperialist oppressors is one of the most
important and powerful movements against the existing order
and therefore calls for the complete, unconditional, and
unlimited support on the part of the proletariat of the white
race. The credit for developing revolutionary strategy for
oppressed nationalities belongs primarily to Lenin.

8. The most antiquated section of the Manifesto — with
respect not to method but to material — is the criticism
of “socialist” literature for the first part of the
nineteenth century (Chapter III) and the definition of
the position of the Communists in relation to various
opposition parties (Chapter IV). The movements and



parties listed in the Manifesto were so drastically
swept away either by the revolution of 1848 or by the
ensuing counterrevolution that one must look up even
their names in a historical dictionary. However, in this
section, too, the Manifesto is perhaps closer to us now
than it was to the previous generation. In the epoch of
the flowering of the Second International, when Marxism
seemed to exert an undivided sway, the ideas of pre-
Marxist socialism could have been considered as having
receded decisively into the past. Things are otherwise
today. The decomposition of the Social Democracy and the
Communist International at every step engenders
monstrous ideological relapses. Senile thought seems to
have become infantile. In search of all-saving formulas
the prophets in the epoch of decline discover anew
doctrines long since buried by scientific socialism.

As touches the question of opposition parties, it is in this
domain that the elapsed decades have introduced the most
deepgoing changes, not only in the sense that the old parties
have long been brushed aside by new ones, but also in the
sense that the very character of parties and their mutual
relations have radically changed in the conditions of the
imperialist epoch. The Manifesto must therefore be amplified
with the most important documents of the first four congresses
of the Communist International, the essential literature of
Bolshevism, and the decisions of the conferences of the Fourth
International.

We have already remarked above that according to Marx no
social order departs from the scene without first exhausting
the potentialities latent in it. However, even an antiquated
social order does not cede its place to a new order without
resistance. A change in social regimes presupposes the
harshest form of the class struggle, i.e., revolution. If the
proletariat, for one reason or another, proves incapable of
overthrowing with an audacious blow the outlived bourgeois



order, then finance capital in the struggle to maintain 1its
unstable rule can do nothing but turn the petty bourgeoisie
ruined and demoralized by it into the pogrom army of fascism.
The bourgeois degeneration of the Social Democracy and the
fascist degeneration of the petty bourgeoisie are interlinked
as cause and effect.

At the present time, the Third International far more wantonly
than the Second performs in all countries the work of
deceiving and demoralizing the toilers. By massacring the
vanguard of the Spanish proletariat, the unbridled hirelings
of Moscow not only pave the way for fascism but execute a
goodly share of its labors. The protracted crisis of the
international revolution, which is turning more and more into
a crisis of human culture, is reducible in its essentials to
the crisis of revolutionary leadership.

As the heir to the great tradition, of which the Manifesto of
the Communist Party forms the most precious link, the Fourth
International is educating new cadres for the solution of old
tasks. Theory is generalized reality. In an honest attitude to
revolutionary theory is expressed the impassioned urge to
reconstruct the social reality. That in the southern part of
the Dark Continent our cothinkers were the first to translate
the Manifesto into the Afrikaans language is another graphic
illustration of the fact that Marxist thought lives today only
under the banner of the Fourth International. To it belongs
the future. When the centennial of the Communist Manifesto is
celebrated, the Fourth International will have become the
decisive revolutionary force on our planet.

Written: October 30, 1937

First Published: In Afrikaans in South Africa for the first
edition of the The Communist Manifesto in that language.

First published in English in The New International [New
York], Vol. IV No. 2, February 1938, pp.5355,63.
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Some problems of the Fourth
International — And the tasks
involved in rebuilding it

[threecolumns]By Balazs Nagy, August 2014

To approach this multi-faceted subject, which ranges over an
extremely wide variety of topics, and to bring out the
essential points, we have to go a long way back and examine
certain decisive problems in the history of the Communist
movement. Without a rigorous and objective reckoning, even an
incomplete one, of the historical activity of the Fourth
International, it is impossible to establish correctly what
the real problems are or define the tasks involved 1in
rebuilding it.

We cannot here get into detailed consideration of the process
by which Communist Parties were set up during and just after
World War I, but we can, and should, be clear that, apart from
the Bolshevik Party, not a single one of these parties
conformed to the image of the kind of real Marxist Communist
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party that the general revolutionary situation required. For
all its break with Menshevism, even the Bolshevik Party had to
undergo a profound crisis on the way to its political and
theoretical rearmament by adopting Lenin’s April Theses 1in
order to arrive in the leadership of the revolution.

In fact, history teaches us that revolutionary parties have to
undergo a more or less lengthy longer or shorter crisis-
studded periods in order to arrive at the Marxist maturity
needed to accomplish historic tasks. The whole Leninist Third
International was an enormous construction-site-cum-school for
understanding and assimilating these tasks by passing on the
experiences of the Bolsheviks. But hardly had this process
started when Zinoviev took it off course and then Stalinism
completely falsified the development, lending it a content,
direction and methods at first wrong and then reactionary. One
could say that this was in a certain sense the revenge of the
opportunist, Menshevik line defeated by the April Theses.

We should note that one consequence of this was that even the
Opposition’s struggle against Stalin evoked only a relatively
lukewarm response on the international scale, and that a large
part of even this got lost in the blind alley of opportunism
or ultra-leftism.

In any case, Eleazer Sointsev’s report in a letter to Trotsky
in the autumn of 1928 depicted a weak, motley and chaotic
opposition in Europe and the USA. This letter reported that
there “indubitably existed the beginnings of the formation
(sadly only the very beginnings) of a left wing in the
Communist International” whose “process (of development) will
be long, difficult and very painful”. He then rounded out this
warning with the following statement: “It is .. premature to
hope to have a united left (in the CI) within the near
future”. He went on to state that the cause of this diversity
was “many groups to which we have given our label have come
into opposition by such varied and with good reason different
paths that you have to expect the most unexpected combinations



and groupings”.

We know that in fact, when he was at first in exile, Trotsky
started his activity by drawing the line rigorously. Over the
course of those first years of line-drawing and new groupings,
the forces of the Marxist Opposition lost many experienced old
cadre (who went over to the right or the left wings of the
workers’ movement) and the new forces were mainly drawn from
inexperienced young people. Together with Zinoviev's
“bolshevisation” of the CI, this whole wide-ranging process of
selection pushed the international Opposition to the periphery
of the working class and its movement and, incidentally, led
to a deterioration in its social composition in favour of the
petty-bourgeois intellectual. The +triumph of Stalinism
accentuated this evolution even more.

Trotsky was fully aware of the great weaknesses of the
international Opposition; its serious inadequacies in Marxist
education and its lack of experience, as well as its
organisational shortcomings. The movement as a whole lacked
practically any really Communist continuity.

Again at the beginning of 1936, Trotsky wrote that: “even
today, the Fourth International already possesses its biggest,
most numerous and best-tempered section in the USSR”, at a
time when it was severely decimated and almost all its members
in prison and the camps.

Thus Trotsky’s entire struggle concentrated on an incessant
activity of transmitting Bolshevism and its teachings in every
possible form to the young, and sometimes not-so-young cadre
and activists of the nascent Fourth International, because he
knew all the flaws and the politically immature character of
the majority of these young people. On 25 March 1935 in
France, he noted in his diary: “I believe the work that I am
doing at this moment .. is the most important in my life, more
important than 1917, more important than during the Civil War,
etc.” And further on he added: “what I am doing now is in the



fullest sense of the word ‘irreplaceable’ .. the collapse of
the two internationals had posed a problem which none of the
chiefs of these internationals has the slightest ability to
deal .. it is a task which no-one apart from myself is able to
fulfil..” Then he estimated how long it would take to fulfil
this historical task: “I need at least another five years of
uninterrupted work to make sure this heritage is transmitted”.

We know that he had barely five years before he was
assassinated, but subsequent developments showed that he had
not been able to pass this Bolshevik heritage on, that the
leaders he was teaching had only understood it very
imperfectly and had not assimilated 1it.

In retrospect, there is no doubt that the big split in the
Fourth International in 1952-1953 marked a much more
significant event than a frank and open break with the
revisionists contained in the orientation and practices of
Pablo and co. In reality it marked a historic turning point, a
point of demarcation after which the Fourth International
definitively entered its phase of rapid fragmentation,
decomposition and disintegration into sects, many of which no
longer even claim its name.

At the root of this dispersion and decline was the inability
of these anti-Pabloite leaders to take their criticism right
through to the end, the incomplete nature of the act. It was
confined — and that was in itself an important positive fact —
to a critique of Pabloite revisionism as it appeared, without
deeply examining the conditions which, in the course of the
Fourth International’s history, had fostered this revisionism
and made it possible to such an extent that the sudden
emergence of Pabloism took everybody by surprise, including



its opponents, whereas the conditions and specific features of
that history had long since accompanied, fermented and
prepared all kinds of deviations, including Pabloism.

However, it was the incomplete, partial character of the
criticism which made it possible for the American SWP -—
followed by several other organisations — to return to the
bosom of international Pabloism, thus blocking any further
process of clarification. We know that this volte-face on the
part of the SWP and others, signifying their refusal to take
this criticism (not to mention any more consistent criticism)
onboard, was in the last analysis the basis and profound
reason for the complete degeneration and almost complete
disappearance of this SWP and others.

On the other hand, the great historical merit of Pabloism’s
two main opponent organisations, which later became the
Organisation Communiste Internationaliste (0CI) in France and
Socialist Labour League (SLL) in the UK, joined together in
the International Committee of the Fourth International,
resides not only the fact that, in breaking with it, they
provided a Marxist analysis of Pabloism, but that they also
undertook in part the job of studying and correcting the
conditions which favoured its development.

That is how they arrived at the determination that one of the
roots of the appearance of Pabloism lay in the fact that the
Trotskyist organisations were not adequately rooted in the
working class. This shortcoming reflected and expressed an
unfavourable, particularly petty-bourgeois, social composition
in Trotskyist organisations, particularly in France. It 1is
certain that taking account of this problem, which Trotsky
denounced several times, and the steps taken to remedy it,
constituted an immense step forward which we should not only
recognise but develop further.

But steps to ensure the working-class composition of
organisations, and their implantation in the class as well as



in the workers’ movement, essential as they are for the
International and its organisations — and we still have a long
way to go in order to achieve it — do not of themselves
guarantee anything, since they are a matter of the
organisation and how it functions, without defining its
content. In such a way that even solving these problems,
indispensable as they are for a Marxist organisation, could -
and indeed can — serve various ends, some of them in
contradiction with the interests of the working class. The
Stalinist organisations made up of workers furnish various
examples of this.

So it 1is necessary to go further and confront the fundamental
political shortcoming which was, in my view, at the root of
all the 1inadequacies in the activity of the Fourth
International and formed the basis for all deviations which
have arisen in the course of its history, including Pabloism
but also many others.

This was the inability to understand what the Fourth
International is, its mission and its task, and, thus, its
nature. Right through the history of the International
Opposition and then the FI, this lack of understanding was
omnipresent and appeared clearly in the difference, not to say
opposition, between Trotsky’s views on this matter and all the
leaderships and cadres of the International.

This fundamental and important difference has run through the
entire history of the Opposition and the FI and surfaced very
frequently. To present Trotsky'’s views, I merely refer to two
of the most significant texts. The first (38 pages) 1is “War
and the International” of October 1934 (note in passing how
characteristic of Trotsky's approach it is that he spoke about
the Fourth International — and not the Opposition — well
before the FI was formally proclaimed.)

Having established that “without a proletarian revolution, a
new world war is inevitable” - a judgement unique in its far-



sightedness at the time — Trotsky specified that “This fact
alone makes the attitude towards the coming war the key
question of proletarian politics.” (my emphasis, BN).

Here he clearly and without the slightest equivocation defines
the task of the Opposition: “The transformation of the
imperialist war into a civil war constitutes the general
strategic task to which the whole work of a proletarian party
during war should be subordinated.” (Emphasis in original).

For Trotsky, the central objective was therefore the
proletarian revolution and its preparation, and, let us note,
quite apart from the limited strength of the ranks of the
Opposition (later the FI). That is why he says, in the same
text, “He who tomorrow will capitulate in the face of fascism
and war, who will fall silent on the task of arming the
workers, is not a revolutionary, but an impotent parasite” -
consequently he here broadly developed what was involved in
this arming! Then he stated: “If the working class turns out
to be unable to prevent a war by means of a revolution — and
that is the only way to prevent a war — working people, along
with the whole people, should participate in the army and 1in
the war.” (Emphasis in original).

And he finishes with these words: “Even if the real
revolutionaries should be in a tiny minority at the start of a
new war, we should not doubt for an instant that this time the
move of the masses to the path of revolution will occur more
rapidly and more decisively and relentlessly than during the
first imperialist war. A new wave of insurrections can and
should win throughout the capitalist world.”

We have to say that the war as a whole and the Yugoslav
Revolution in particular — despite the Stalinist leadership
forced upon it by circumstances — provide a stunning
confirmation of this strategy, backed up by the revolutions
which broke out in Greece and Italy, for example, channelled
and stifled by the Stalinist and others.



Another basic text (of 51 pages) of May 1940 analysed the same
task central task even more concretely. Written for the so-
called “emergency” international conference in New York, even
its title formulates the matter very urgently: “Manifesto on
imperialist war and the world proletarian revolution”. Here
one can read: “Our policy (that of the FI) in war is merely
the pursuit in a more concentrated form of our policy 1in
peace.” And this programme “is formulated in a series of
documents available to all. Two words sum up its substance:
proletarian dictatorship.” (Emphasis in original). In other
words, the aim is proletarian revolution. So it should be
abundantly clear that for Trotsky the immediate aim of the
International was to prepare this revolution.

Now the leaderships both of the FI and its sections saw this
aim as at best a more or less distant perspective, and in no
way as the task of the moment. And this significant deviation
became brutally evident in the course of World War II.

(It was precisely during my investigations on the development
of the world revolution during and just after World War II and
the process by which it was channelled and strangled that this
tragic reckoning appeared to me more clearly. This study
constitutes vol. 2 of my work: Marxist Considerations on the
Crisis).

This historical event faced the Fourth International with a
test which exposed and violently accentuated its principal
weakness. This 1s what impeded the development of the
International Opposition right from the start. All in all,
this general lack of understanding (confusion, wrong and/or
limited wunderstanding of tasks, etc.) of the Fourth
International and building it severely hampered its
development and, in the end, not only threw it back but formed
the basis of profound change in its objective and hence its
nature. It was this relatively slow change — delayed by the
contradiction with the pressure of the working class
transmitted by militants resting on it — which formed the



precise content of its impotence, which went to the very
threshold of extinction.

To bring out this veritable opposition between Trotsky’s view
of the Fourth International’s mission and that of its leaders
and cadres, it suffices to see how the latter — a mere few
decades later — saw the reason why it was proclaimed and was
born. In his pamphlet The Fourth International, published by
Maspero in 1969, Pierre Frank refuted the arguments of those
who opposed its proclamation saying it was “premature” with a
statement that was no less strange. According to him “..he
(i.e. Trotsky) did not see it as a question of numbers of
forces, (etc.), but first and foremost of political
perspective and continuity.” To further back up this
misunderstanding approximating to mystification, he stated
that: “In hindsight .. one can see that if we had gone into war
without the Fourth International having been proclaimed, that
would have allowed all the alien pressures and centrifugal
tendencies .. to act a hundred, a thousand times more
intensely.” And he baldly hurled at us his false conviction:
“By proclaiming the Fourth International Trotsky aimed mainly
at ensuring this continuity in a period full of dangers”.

In this Frank was expressing a view widely-held by leaders and
cadre of the Fourth International who saw in the Fourth
International - and still do — a sort of talisman of
supernatural power which will protect against all the threats
of a dangerous environment.

So how did Frank’s anti-Pabloite adversaries in 1952/1953 see
the Fourth International’s raison d’etre in opposition to his
view of his? The standard-bearer of the anti-Pabloite struggle
in France and for a good part internationally, Pierre Lambert,
published a pamphlet in 1970 under the promising title Some
Lessons of Our History. (It is worth pointing out that,
although he was the unchallenged leader of his group, the
Organisation Communiste Internationaliste [O0CI], he did not
venture to state in public his paternity of the pamphlet).



Nevertheless, on page 29 of this pamphlet we can read the
opinion, to which he often laid claim, i.e. that Trotsky
thought “ .. they had to proclaim the Fourth International with
the aim, precisely, of allowing the vanguard .. to stand up to
the terrible pressure World War II was about to inflict on
them..” He went on: “.. it was precisely because defeats and
setbacks .. were inevitably going to grow with the new
imperialist war .. that the Fourth International had to be
proclaimed.” Let us follow Lambert as he wanders off into
fantasy: “Proclaiming (it) was the only way to allow the
working class to secure the heritage of October and resolve
positively the contradictions ..” and so on, followed by a
long, confused and scarcely understandable list. So he invoked
precisely the same “arguments” as his Pabloite adversary
Pierre Frank and thus confirmed that they were profoundly in
agreement over this point, specifically that the enemies of
Pabloism did not take their criticisms right through to the
end because they were and remained standing on the same
terrain of negating the mission of the Fourth International
which after all, had allowed Pabloism to arise and fostered
its progress.

A rigorous and detailed examination of the intimate
interdependence and close kinship between pabloism and its
adversaries reveal very clearly and obviously their common
refusal to take on an open and direct commitment to the Fourth
International in order actually to prepare the proletarian
revolution. Pabloism has proved itself to be one of the more
finished forms of this refusal, while the Lambertists who
criticised and denounced it represented and still represent
one of its more subtle, concealed variants. It is essential to
take this analysis further and enrich it. But for the moment,
we should continue our examination, which merely sketches out
the main lines of a critique in order to assist the
assimilation of the true lessons of our history with a view to
reaching conclusions able to re-orientate our activity.



X X X

During World War II this terrible contradiction between
Trotsky’s view of the immediate mission and objectives and
that of the leaders of that same international became an
actual antagonism. Moreover, and Trotsky’s assassination
assisted, this disagreement swelled immeasurably and
culminated during the war in the paralysis of the
international for which the sporadic positive actions of this
or that section of its activists compensated hardly or not at
all.

As we have seen Trotsky saw the war as a significant matrix of
the proletarian revolution, a fertile ground for its
preparation, something that nourished everything that he
wrote, whereas the leaders and cadres of the International
only saw in the war an inter-imperialist conflict — which of
course it was! — in which they had nothing to do beyond
speaking for and defending the proletariat just as they did in
peace. From the incontestable truth that the war was between
two imperialisms and was not their war, the overwhelming
majority of leaders drew the false and formal conclusion that
Trotskyists had nothing to do with this war. In general -
apart from the British and the Americans — they rejected
military involvement, identifying it with serving the
interests of Anglo-Saxon imperialism. Above all, from the
outset they all rejected the armed struggle for power which
presented itself then in the specific form of taking up arms
alongside the partisans. By doing so, they placed an enormous
question mark over Marxism, specifically the teachings of
Lenin and Trotsky about the epoch as one of “wars and
revolutions”.

Thus the Fourth International turned itself from being an
instrument of imminent revolution into a sort of sacred icon
heralding a radiant future. The tragic scorn its pontiffs had



for its objective softened the sharp edge of this potent
instrument of struggle to turn it into an amulet. And like
ancient peoples in the distant past, they firmly believed - as
many still do — that it would protect them against whatever
accidents befell them and against all disease and deformation.

One of the powerful sources of this perception was to be
ignorance of Lenin’s teachings on imperialism, a sketchy and
superficial knowledge of the death-agony of capitalism, its
definitively declining nature. They were thus blocked by a
partial and incomplete understanding of this imperialist
decadence as the basis of the immediately revolutionary role
of the International.

In fact, with the exception of the Bolsheviks, the whole
international workers’ movement had been fed reformist
traditions transmitted and reinforced through a thousand
channels. Still in his Diary in Exile, Trotsky noted as early
as March 1935: “After the World War, Blum” (Leon Blum — BN)
“considered, (and still in fact considers) that conditions
were not ripe for socialism. What nalve dreamers were Marx and
Engels, who from the second half of the nineteenth century
expected the social revolution and prepared for it! .. For Blum
there exists .. who knows what absolute ‘ripeness’ of society
for socialism, a maturity determined in itself by objective
symptoms alone .. I have conducted the struggle against the
mechanically fatalist conception since 1905 (cf. “A Balance
and Prospects”).

One can measure the ravages of this objectivist lack of
understanding by the dreadful fact that even after World War
ITI the period of thirty years of fake prosperity of capitalism
was attributed by the whole of the Pabloite Fourth
International to capitalism’s supposed ability to develop the
productive forces. The contamination caused by this
speculative perversion advanced by the Pabloite economist
Ernest Mandel was so great that even at the start of Workers’
International we were obliged to conduct a sharp discussion



against this conception supported by the Argentinian Comrade
Garmendia and the Italian “Gruppo Operiao Rivoluzionario” (a
group which, as far as I know, has disappeared into the
catacombs of the workers’ organisations in Italy). Be that as
it may, the belief in the ability of imperialism to regulate
its contradictions and regenerate is so persistent that today
it forms the basis for the general platform of petit-bourgeois
currents and renegades from Marxism who call for a return to
the Keynesian measures of the so-called “thirty glorious
years”.

The profound influence of this anti-Marxist view does not just
come directly from the old reformism but from the way it has
been adopted and “contributed to” by Stalinism. Stalinism’s
reactionary nationalism, asserting the possibility of
socialism in a single country, assumed that capitalism would
go on developing in the rest of the world. This distortion of
Marxism also rested upon another aspect of the reformist
conception which viewed the world capitalist system not just
in its organic entity but as a sort of adding together of
countries with different systems. This is an overall view
whose source was and is ignorance of the nature, role and
functioning of the world market which long since unified the
world on the basis of capitalism. The Communist Manifesto
already said: “The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of
the world market given a cosmopolitan character to production
and consumption in every country.” And further on: “In place
of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency,
we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-
dependence of nations.” It could not be clearer. However, that
has not prevented the widespread and frequent expression of
reformist views of a fragmented world such as that expressed
above. However, I shall not dwell on this question. Suffice it
to say that in her analysis of imperialism, even Rosa
Luxemburg fell into the error of suggesting that for the
realisation of surplus value there had to be a market external
to capitalism. We know how lively was Lenin’s reaction in his



critical notes to this unexpected back-sliding on Luxemburg’s
part into the platitudes of the Narodniks, for all that she
had rejected them. Suffice it to say that, despite this error
of a reformist kind, Luxemburg did not follow the revisionist
trajectory of this conception, but asserted herself as a true
revolutionary.

We have seen how, in criticising Blum’s blinkered view that
capitalism was somehow not yet ripe (whereas it had already
entered its phase of decline into decay), Trotsky made
reference to his work Results and Prospects published in 1906.
On the morning after the 1905 Russian Revolution and on the
basis of rich experiences, he reached, in this work, the

conclusion that after the great developments of the 19"
century, the dynamics of the class struggle would lead the
proletariat, even in the more backward countries, to take
power before capitalism had completely matured. Consequently
the proletariat would be pushed by its struggle into
accomplishing the bourgeois revolution while continuing its
struggle for socialist objectives. So Trotsky wrote 1in
opposition to the fatalists of so-called objective
development:

“But the whole point lies in the fact that the processes which
are historically pre-requisite for socialism do not develop in
isolation, but limit each other, and, reaching a certain stage

undergo a qualitative change, and in their complex
combination bring about what we understand by the name of
social revolution”. (Permanent Revolution and Results and
Prospects, Leon Trotsky, New Park Publications Ltd., 1962, p.
219.)

I do not see any point recapitulating the whole theory of
permanent revolution here, but must just say that this
remarkable conception enabled Trotsky put the class struggle
with all its inner driving forces, elements and combinations
back in the centre as the main agent and pivot of historical



development. By doing so he relegated all those who
punctiliously weigh the various signs of levels of capitalist
development into the ranks of all the other dogmatists.

Without any fear of exaggeration one can say that these two
works which absolutely complement each other: Lenin’'s
Imperialism and Trotsky’s Permanent Revolution, constitute a
real renewal and fundamental enrichment of Marxism. It is no
accident that all of today’s vulgar reformists and renegades —
even the ones who try to hide behind Marx — carefully avoid
facing up to these two theoretical monuments.

Obviously we should not compare supporters of Trotsky with
vulgar reformist like Blum. Even if their understanding of
Lenin’s analysis of imperialism (in particular its outmoded,
decadent nature, its decay and parasitism) is very summary and
superficial, they wanted to overthrow capitalism and sincerely
believed in the socialist revolution. It’s just that this
belief, even certainty, remained at the level of a scientific
conviction and political hope, but never became the diligent
practice of concretely preparing it. Besides, an old prejudice
approaching superstition laid hold of most Troskyists and held
them in a strange passivity in this domain.

They were, rightly, convinced that it is the working class
which makes the revolution, and so were hostile, also rightly,
to any adventurist idea of “making the revolution” themselves.
But from this correct understanding, they drew the general,
false and anti-dialectical conclusion that all they needed to
do was to wait for the working class to make the revolution.
But in 1902 Lenin devoted a whole book to the struggle against
such a submission to the spontaneity of the proletarian
masses, writing, for example: “.. the spontaneous working-class
movement 1is trade unionism .. and trade unionism means the
ideological enslavement of the workers by the bourgeoisie.”
(Lenin, What is to be Done?, Pekin, 1975, p. 49.)

For all that, the influence of this spirit of spontaneity on



the members of the Opposition was so strong at that time that
Trotsky thought it necessary to return to the question. In
1935 he wrote a significant article, “Luxemburg and the Fourth
International: Cursory Remarks on an Important Subject”
(Writings of Leon Trotsky [1935-36], Pathfinder, New York 1977
p. 29.) It is necessary to quote from this at some length.
First of all, one reads that, “.. the preparatory selection of
the vanguard, in comparison with the mass actions that were to
be expected, fell too short with Rosa; whereas Lenin .. took
the advanced workers and constantly and tirelessly welded them
together into firm nuclei ..” (p.30.)

And it was precisely here — against spontaneity! — that he
first put into words: “Without the slightest exaggeration it
may be said: the whole world situation 1is determined by the
crisis of revolutionary leadership.” (P. 31, emphasis in the
original!)

And then he explained: “great actions require a great
leadership. For current affairs, the workers still give their
votes to the old organisations. Their votes — but by no means
their boundless confidence. On the other hand, after the
miserable collapse of the Third International, it is much
harder to move them to bestow their confidence upon a new
revolutionary organisation. That’s just where the crisis of
the proletarian leadership lies. To sing a monotonous song
about indefinite future mass actions in this situation, in
contrast to the purposeful selection of cadres of a new
international, means to carry on a thoroughly reactionary
work”. (p.31.)

He concluded: “The crisis of proletarian leadership cannot, of
course, be overcome by means of an abstract formula. It is a
question of an extremely prolonged process. Not of a purely
‘historical’ process, that is, of the objective premises of
conscious activity, but of an uninterrupted chain of
ideological, political and organisational measures for the
purpose of fusing together the best, most conscious elements



of the world proletariat beneath a spotless banner, elements
whose number and self-confidence must be constantly
strengthened, whose connections with wider sections of the
proletariat must be developed and deepened.”(p.32). I believe
we should think about every sentence in this text in order to
assimilate the message, which 1is entirely valid for our
activity today.

But despite all these warnings of Trotsky’s and all his
efforts, he could not put right a general tendency towards
spontaneity which strongly marked the activity of the Fourth
International. After his assassination, the international
leaders completely by-passed his recommendations. To be more
exact, they interpreted them in their own way, just as they
understood them in their own schematic, formalist and anti-
dialectical way. Thus, during the war — since Trotsky had
predicted there would be a revolution — they expected it with
the fervour of the Jewish people awaiting the Messiah.

And the revolution did arrive. But the revolutions of
1943-1946 in Europe, lacking an appropriate leadership and
therefore unable to attain the pinnacles of mass mobilisation
and intensity of struggle that were seen in the revolution of
1917, emerged in barely-sketched outline. Then they started to
recede rapidly. And then many deeply-disappointed Trotskyist
revolutionaries expressed their bitterness: “There was no
revolution!” They were so deeply disillusioned that a whole
series of leaders turned their backs and deserted the
organisation, leaving the field to younger people, complaining
that “Trotsky deceived us” and “Marxism cannot explain
anything”! Not one of them realised that the revolution is not
inevitable and does not fall out of the sky. It does not even
arise necessarily and inevitable from the action of the
masses, — 1if conscious revolutionaries do not, like good
midwives, prepare the way for it, facilitate its progress and
organise its tools — but turn their backs on it, abandoning
the armed struggle against fascism and the rickety states in



its pay. There is no rise of the revolution without conscious
revolutionaries!

For there is a relationship, a dialectical inter-dependence
between, on the one hand, the revolutionary action of the
masses, and on the other, the conscious vanguard of the
revolution. Without the latter, the spontaneous movement of a
mass revolution can bring down a hated regime, but without the
corresponding activity of a revolutionary vanguard, its
inevitable ebb will only bring another hated regime to power.
A whole number of revolutions testify to this truth, most
recently the history of the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt.
The incontestable fact that these revolutions have yet to
utter their final word does not change that.

In fact the leading Trotskyists back then did not at all
understand Marx’s “Theses on Feuerbach”, or to be more precise
they understood them the wrong way. Nevertheless, these Theses
condense the whole Marxist philosophy into a few words as
“revolutionary practice”, concluding with the famous
assertion: “Philosophers have only interpreted the world in
various ways; the point is to change it”.

In any case a good number of these Trotskyist leaders of the
first period of the Fourth International (1938-1946),
convinced that there was no revolution, deserted the struggle.
Trotsky’s dramatic prediction anticipating such a serious
result rings prophetically. In the 1940 Manifesto quoted
above, he wrote: “If bourgeois rule emerges unscathed from
this war, all revolutionary parties will degenerate”. Not only
did this extremely grave prognostication become terrible
reality, it also described that reality’s cause and
content.[/threecolumns]



