in forging and preserving the October Revolution
even a doctrinaire Marxist like Trotsky was ultimately compelled to admit, but of two—Stalin as
well? However we assess Stalin's personal capacities—whether as a "grey blur" (Sukhanov) that
insidiously spread until it absorbed the whole
A Bolshevik Reconsidered
political landscape or as a "marvellous Georgian"
but intolerably "rude" party secretary (Lenin),
or as "a mediocrity" (Trotsky) fashioned by the
bureaucratic machine to serve its interests in the
ebb-tide of the revolutionary spirit, or " . . . a
genius, no less so, perhaps, than a Mozart or
Einstein... in his own highly specialised and
destructive field..." (Hingley)—was Stalin Lenin's
genuine political disciple, as he always professed,
By Sidney Hook
or his nemesis who destroyed his legacy and
transformed Lenin's vision into a nightmare?
HE TIDES OF
And regardless of the personal differences
interest in the
between them, the cultural and intellectual
past often depend
disparities, was the terror that Stalin unleashed
on events in the
his own creative improvement on Lenin, or was
present. The conhe applying to a new situation the lessons he
junction of the diplearned from his master?
lomacy of ditente
Any one of the three biographies of Stalin
and the recent fruits
referred to (by Robert Tucker, Adam Ulam, and
of scholarship has
Ronald Hingley) can serve as a point of departure
brought to the fore issues that were the obsessive
in considering these questions. But the biography
concern of Communist political factions a halfof Stalin's most formidable victim (after Trotsky),
century ago. The publication of three massive
Nicolai Ivanovitch Bukharin by Professor Stephbiographies of Stalin within the space of a year
en F. Cohen1 seems to me to provide the freshest
and the first comprehensive political biography
challenge to those who wish to reconsider the
of Bukharin together with the world clamour
tangled issues. And this for several reasons. First,
over the revelations of Solzhenitsyn's The Gulag for those who are not professional students of
Archipelago has made the nature, development, Soviet and Communist affairs it contains more
and justification of the Russian October Revolunew information about Bukharin, his rise and
tion a topical question once more. Almost all
fall, than is available in the other studies in the
considered reviews of these works raise the
context of a fascinating eminently readable
problem of the relation between the thought of
account of the Russian Revolution. Second, it is
Lenin and Stalin, and of both to the thought of
written with a sympathy and compassion for
Karl Marx.
Bukharin as a human being that transcends the
Were the Bolsheviks the true heirs of Marx?
author's political differences with him. The
Was the success of their seizure of power an
human and personal costs of revolutionary
historical fluke or a rational move under the
statecraft are never glossed over. Third, and most
circumstances? Was the fateful development of
important, it takes a clear stand on all the basic
the Soviet Union implicit in a situation resulting
questions posed above.
from the failure of revolutionary movements in
According to Cohen it is Bukharin, and not
Western Europe to materialise, whose expected
Stalin,
who is the true interpreter of Lenin's
outbreak was among the premises of the October
legacy.
Of special significance is the nature of
action? Or was the transformation of a technothat legacy. It is not to be found in the corpus of
logically backward, agricultural country into one
Lenin's prolific writings nor in the great deeds of
of the most highly industrialised the consequence
his life work but in the last few articles he penned
not of the historic or economic logic of the
or dictated as he lay ill and dying. In them and in
situation but chiefly of the genius—evil or not—of
conversations with Bukharin (who was very close
a great leader? Must we acknowledge the presence
to him after he was stricken) Lenin disclosed his
not merely of one event-making personality in
final views of the way to the ultimate socialist
history, Lenin, whose heroic and indispensable role
goal. Appalled by the growing careerism and
bureaucratisation of Soviet society, he reversed
1
Bukharin and the Bolshevik Revolution, 1888-1938.
By STEPHEN F. COHEN. Alfred A. Knopf (New York), the grand strategy that had brought the Communist Party, despite its triumphs, to a despairing
$15; Wildwood House (London), £4'40.
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impasse. He outlined a way of growing into
socialism not by class war, however moderated,
between workers and peasants but by class
cooperation—not by planned rapid industrialisation but by gradual, balanced growth in which
the needs of the consumers, if not central, would
always be regarded as important—not by
abandoning the New Economic Policy, originally
introduced as a breathing spell and which appeared to "infantile Leftists" to be getting out of
hand, but by expanding and transforming it. All
this was to be accomplished in a spirit of civil
peace, without any resort to the "extraordinary
measures", a euphemism for brutal coercion, of
war communism or to any extra-legal measures.
In words more recently current, Lenin had become a partisan of "socialism with a human face."
ABANDONING HIS OWN EARLIER VIEWS about the
economics of the transition period, Bukharin
became a convert of the revised gospel to which
he was emotionally predisposed by his genial,
sunny nature. He preached it strongly first
against Trotsky and then falteringly against
Stalin who slyly used him to destroy Trotsky and
then defamed and murdered him. On this reading
of the development of the Russian Revolution,
both Trotsky and Stalin departed from the position that Lenin embraced with characteristic
fervour before he died, and for which Bukharin
was martyred.
The linchpin, therefore, of Professor Cohen's
fascinating and brilliant interpretation of Bukharin's last stand for his principles and his life
is his contention that Lenin himself had experienced a profound change of heart shortly before
he died. He rethought his "first principles" not
with respect to the socialist ideal of Marx's basic
theories but as they bore on the strategy of
practice in approaching them. Presumably he
was moved to do this by frustration over the
conditions of the country—five years after the
heaven-storming events of October, by fear of
deteriorating developments for the future, and
by deep dissatisfaction with the character of the
Party he had forged. No longer sanguine about
the imminent revolutionary outbursts from the
West, he espoused (for the long haul, not for the
short run) domestic policies more peaceful,
conciliatory and humane than any previously
envisaged. In this he carried with him Bukharin,
the leading theoretician of the Party, until then
noted for his left-leaning tendencies and doctrinal
intransigence.

this is a very appealing
thesis to those who regard Trotsky as a
revolutionary firebrand whose programme would
have imperilled the survival of the Soviet Union,

N

EEDLESS TO SAY

and to those who see in Stalin not the legitimate
executor of the social and political testament of
October but its bloody-handed executioner. It
has also recommended itself to some distinguished
scholars of Russian history who have no political
axe to grind.
Before considering the central issue together
with the related question of the responsibility for
the role of terror in the Soviet Union, something
should be said of the personality of Bukharin as
it emerges from Professor Cohen's masterly study.
Bukharin seems to have been the most likeable
and attractive individual among the Bolshevik
leaders, more interested in finding common
ground in conflicting positions, much more aware
of currents of thought in the non-Marxist world,
friendlier to the multi-hued variety of socialists
with whom he disagreed (he was the only outstanding Communist whom the Menshevik leaders in exile spoke of without bitterness), and in
general much more humane than the dour and
morose Stalin, the envious Zinoviev, the intellectually arrogant Trotsky, and the fanatically
intolerant but personally modest Lenin. Doctrinally and organisationally, Bukharin was no less
a Bolshevik than any of them until Lenin's death.
In the turmoil of events, doctrine is more likely to
have a greater significance than mere nuances of
personality except where we are dealing with a
truly forceful personality who can rise above
customary doctrine in the name of a higher
sanctifying ideology.
Bukharin was not a forceful personality on the
plane of Lenin, Trotsky or Stalin. With respect
to his subsequent differences with Trotsky and
Stalin, a democratic socialist would certainly have
preferred his social and political line to triumph
rather than theirs. But with all their differences, he
still shared more in common with them than any
of their political opponents. He was no democrat.
He was just as much committed to the fateful
dogma that the dictatorship of the proletariat was
substantially the dictatorship of the Communist
Party as the other leading spokesmen for October.
He was an apologist not only for the seizure of
power and the forcible dissolution of the Constituent Assembly but for the excesses of war
communism. "Civil war," he proclaimed, "lays
bare the true physiognomy of society.". . . He
justifies "proletarian coercion in all its forms,
beginning with shooting and ending with labour
conscription", as a method of creating a new
communist man. His views on the role of coercion
in his The Economics of the Transition Period

were approved by Lenin with fervour.
Cohen for all his sympathetic approach offers
no holding brief for Bukharin. He is scrupulously
fair in presenting evidence that can lead to
judgments less generous and tempered than his
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own. He cites some gruesome utterances of
Bukharin endorsing Bolshevik violence, not only
about the necessity of breaking eggs to make an
omelette which anticipated Goering's bon mot in
the 1930s when another type of omelette was
being prepared, but of "cracking skulls." He
referred to intellectually handicapped persons
(i.e., stubbornly resistant to the wisdom of
Bolshevik policy)
as "humpbacks"
and says of them
that they "are only
cured by death."
Cohen hastens to
add, however, that
"personally, Bukharin had little
taste for cracking
skulls," which apparently is true. He
left that to others.
There is some excuse for a surgeon
who can't stand
the sight of blood
lecturing on radical surgery to help
his brethren. With
the use of terror as
a political instrument, the moral
case is different.
It is arguable that
a terrorist who
does not offer an
apologia for terror but acts on
his party's programme as a simple
soldier is less culpable than an eloquent apologist for
terrorism who
hasn't the nerve
or guts to pull the
trigger himself. He
is certainly less
dangerous in a
world in which
ideas and even
loaded words have
consequences.
WHAT CANNOT BE GAINSAID is Bukharin's

personal
popularity among his party comrades and nonparty intellectuals within the Soviet Union. Lenin
was the father-figure of the party and was
glorified before he was deified. No significant
comparison can be made between them. Lenin's
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attitude to Bukharin was avuncular; he overlooked
a certain softness in him. He was not impressed by
Bukharin's erudition. What he regarded as a dialectical weakness in his Marxism was Bukharin's
sensitivity to argument and evidence in controversy with opponents. There is no doubt that Bukharin could live more easily with ambiguity than
any of his fellows. And up to a point he could accept dissent within
the party without
appealing to administrative measures.
The sticking
point for Bukharin
was any serious
threat to party
unity and the danger of a split.
Where he believed
that the unity of
the party was at
stake he countenanced stern disciplinary measures
against dissenters. At the same
time he silently
acquiesced in the
most outrageous
abuses by the party
leadership whenever he feared that
public opposition
would endanger
the unity of the
party and precipitate a split. This
explains why long
before the systematic bloodletting
began he made no
public protest
against the cruel
and unjust treatment of Trotsky
and his followers
at the hands of
Stalin, the degrading details of which
could not have
been unfamiliar to him. He made a fetish of party
unity in a way that neither Lenin nor Trotsky
ever did. Although it was later argued that it was
awareness of Hitler's planned crusade against the
Soviet Union that produced Bukharin's consuming fear of a party split, his behaviour was no
different long before Hitler acceded to power.
The pattern of Bukharin's subsequent behavi-
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our is simply unintelligible without reference to
the controlling influence of his fetishism of Party
Unity. Why, for example, after characterising
Stalin in secret talks with others (whom Stalin
had already victimised) as a "Genghis Khan"
and "a devil", did Bukharin return from the
safety of Western Europe to the Soviet Union?
A fierce attack on him in Pravda had already
signalled his fate. Andre Malraux reports that at
that time Bukharin confided to him his certainty
that "now he [Stalin] is going to kill m e . . . . " His
young wife (in exchange for whose life, it is
alleged, he later confessed) was at that time with
him abroad. Bukharin could hardly have believed
that his other relatives would escape Stalin's
"devilish" vindictiveness once he became an
official victim.
QJINGULARLY UNCONVINCING, therefore, is
O Professor Cohen's explanation, shared by
other eminent scholars, of why Bukharin confessed.
Although he apparently was not tortured, as
were some of the other Moscow defendants, he
acted out his assigned role to save the lives of his
wife and child. Then having agreed to this
bargain, he skilfully makes nonsense of his own
confession and testimony. By the use of Aesopian
language,2 he refutes the criminal charges
against him and indicts Stalin for destroying the
party of Lenin.
The implausibility of this interpretation stares
us in the face. If Bukharin believed only a fraction
to be true of what he said to Kamenenev,
Nicolaevsky, Dan and others, why should he have
trusted Stalin to fulfil his promise? There is no
evidence that the dependents of those who did
not confess suffered a worse fate than those who
did. The same threats were probably made to all.
And if Bukharin really banked on Stalin's or
Vyshinsky's promise, why should he then have
attempted to deceive them by his testimony?
After all, he was dealing with two of the most
pathologically suspicious minds in Russia, with
individuals who were capable of suspecting a
person of being a Trotskyist on the ground that
his denunciations of Trotsky quoted him at too
great a length. Stalin and Vyshinsky may have
been "devils": they were no fools. They knew all
about Aesopian language. People were being
jailed and executed for its use. Their very awareness that they were concocting an elaborate and
fantastic hoax, the fabricated details of which
had in part been exposed from afar by Trotsky,
would have made them extremely distrustful of
2

In the Russian revolutionary tradition, the artful
use of words to deceive the Czarist censorship of
subversive ideas.

Aesopian contraband in pre-arranged texts of
confession. If the lives of his wife and child
meant so much to Bukharin, why would he risk
them by a macabre game that would furnish
Stalin with a pretext to destroy them? As if Stalin
required one!
Nor is it clear that Bukharin was secretly
communicating to the world his innocence and
Stalin's guilt any more than some of the passages
and asides in Karl Radek's confession. Had he
acted like Krestinsky, who recanted his confession
and then recanted his recantation after the Court
in angry confusion adjourned to permit him to be
"re-questioned", much more dramatic and effective doubts would have been generated. In a
culture in which the alleged "objective consequences" of a person's words or ideas or acts, if
considered harmful to the State or Party, regardless of his subjective intentions, were often evidence of a capital crime, Bukharin's confession
served Stalin's purpose more than adequately.
"I plead guilty [Bukharin declared] to the sum total
of crimes committed by this counter-revolutionary
organisation, irrespective of whether or not I knew
of, whether or not I took a direct part in, any
particular act."
Cohen maintains that "the second half of this
statement makes nonsense of the first." I fail to
see this—especially if the emphasis falls on the
word "particular." Even by the canons of Western
jurisprudence, a person who organised and inspired a group of bank robbers could truthfully say
this. One can also participate in a conspiracy
without having knowledge of, or participating
in, any particular actions. The chief principals
may not have been informed of them before their
occurrence.
ONE CAN ONLY GUESS at

why Bukharin said some
things and not others. It is to his great moral
credit that he refused to plead guilty to the
degrading specific charges of treason and
attempted murder. He knew that the eyes of the
world were on him, and so did Stalin. In a sense
had he confessed in a spiritless way to the entire
litany of absurd charges, the trial would have
appeared even more of an extravaganza than it
did. The most rabid of the American apologists
for Stalin and the Moscow Trials, like Malcolm
Cowley, seized on the facts that the defendants
did not confess to everything, and that judgment
might therefore be suspended concerning their
guilt on these points, as evidence of the authenticity of the confessions of guilt on other points.
THEN, DID Bukharin confess? Cohen
W HY,
as well as others dismisses as sheer fantasy
Arthur Koestler's literary reconstruction of
Bukharin's psychology. Despite his hatred of
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Stalin, Bukharin confessed out of a desire to
perform a last act of loyality and piety to the
Party. Although one cannot claim verisimilitude
for the details of Darkness at Noon, Koestler's
imaginative insight into Bukharin's motives
seems to me to penetrate more closely to the
truth than any other hypothesis. And it is Professor Cohen's impressive scholarship that
provides ample evidence for it, although he
himself does not recognise the cumulative weight
of the facts he cites.
Bukharin confessed for the same reason that
he chose to remain publicly silent from the very
day he suspected the existence of Stalin's murderous plans against his opponents within the party;
for the same reason that led him, after his suspicions were confirmed, to charge the Left-Opposition with complicity in Kirov's assassination; for
the same reason that accounts, as we have seen,
for his sacrificial return to doom from the comparative safety of Western Europe—to wit, his fetishism of Party Unity, his fear that the Soviet regime
would be imperilled by public factional strife in
the party hierarchy.
Step by fateful step, Bukharin's fetishism of the
Party and the necessity in his own mind of
preserving the public appearance of unity, led to
his own undoing. In 1926 he pleaded with the
Left-Opposition:
"Hold to your own principles, defend your
opinions, speak at party meetings . . . but do not
dare form a faction. Argue but after decisions
are made, submit! [Why? Because] if we legalise
such a faction inside our party, then we legalise
another party and . . . in reality . . . slip from the
line of the proletarian dictatorship."
Later in the same year, to Stalin's plaudits and
admiring comments, he changes his tune. He no
longer wants the left to hew to their own principles.
He demands repentance:
"Come before the,party with head bowed and say:
Forgive us for we have sinned against the spirit and
letter and very essence of Leninism.. . . Say it, say
it honestly: Trotsky was wrong. . . . "
By November 1928 (despite the evidence that
his position had considerable support within the
Party and even more outside, as apprehension
began to spread among the peasantry), instead
of carrying the fight against Stalin to the Party at
large and to the country, Bukharin resorts "to
the preposterous manoeuvre" (the phrase is
Cohen's) of personally drafting the resolution of
the Central Committee Plenum concerning
"right deviationism"—and this, after Stalin had
stigmatised Bukharin as a "rightist." Why?
By January 1933 Bukharin (who was personally
friendly with Yagoda) had certainly learned of
the excesses of Stalin's enforced collectivisation
programme whose horrors surpassed his wildest
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fears. None the less he repents once more before
the Central Committee. He speaks of his guilt,
not of Stalin's and characterises the stand he took
in 1928-9, which events had clearly vindicated, as
"absolutely incorrect." Why? Not out of personal
fear but once more out of exaggerated concern
for "party unity, party discipline"—a refrain
that reappears again and again in moments of
party crisis. Through thick and thin Bukharin
adheres consistently to this principle of Party
supremacy even after the Party became the pliant
creature of Stalin's will. Although in a position
to deploy a not inconsiderable intellectual
following, strategically placed in communication
and publication centres, Bukharin refuses to do
battle. He speaks up only in camera, and allows
Stalin to keep the struggle confined to the topmost
echelons until (as Smilga phrased it) Bukharin
could be "strangled behind the back of the party."
Cohen cites the evidence that Bukharin was
tempted to speak out, that he was aware of the
agonising predicament of risking a party split or
abetting by his passivity, Stalin's criminal policies.
His courage cannot be impugned; his political
leadership and judgment can. Undoubtedly his
fetishism of Party Unity was strengthened by the
series of crises that consistently seemed to threaten
at key junctures the stability of the regime—
peasant revolts, famine, Western intervention,
Hitler's accession to power, Rationalisation for
showing a united face to the enemy, even when it
seemed to Bukharin that Stalin's policies were
helping the enemy, were easy to find. Cohen at
one point expresses the view that after 1925
Bukharin "succumbed to the potential logic of
single party philosophy." Perhaps, but temperament in his case played a more decisive role than
political logic. In comparable situations neither
Lenin nor Trotsky, who subscribed just as much
to the logic of a single party philosophy, would
have been deterred by it from public opposition
come what may. For with unshakable confidence
they assumed that where they stood, there stood
the true party.

important
I Nthan Bukharin's tragic fate is more
the significance
THE LONG PERSPECTIVE,

of his social and economic programme. It goes
without saying that no matter what programme
was offered to, or adopted by, the Communist
Party after Lenin's death, it would be fathered on
him. All the contestants for the succession
ransacked his writings for quotations to buttress
their positions. Bukharin was not a contestant for
power. He undoubtedly believed that his proposals were perfectly compatible with Lenin's final
views. None the less it seems to me an historic
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injustice to him to attribute, as Cohen and other
scholars do, his conception of "growing into
socialism" to Lenin, to underestimate his own
contribution in going beyond Lenin in outlining a
more moderate and humane view of Soviet
development. Natural piety as well as political
safety would have prevented him from making
any such claim even if he believed this to be true.
Just as in the theological disputes of the Middle
Ages contenders for the mantle of orthodoxy
sought to clinch the invalidity of opposing views
by showing that they led to atheism, so in the
party disputes of the time, it was sufficient for
any position to be plausibly charged with having
anti-Leninist or even non-Leninist implications,
to rule it out of consideration.
The "New Economic Policy," (NEP) was
introduced by Lenin as a strategic retreat. It was
adopted after the bankruptcy of War Communism, the Kronstadt revolt (1921) and a series of
peasant uprisings. The policy was never intended
to be permanent; it was to provide a breathing
spell to an exhausted country. Future developments were not spelled out clearly. The new policy
was designed to give the Party freedom of action
to move towards its original goals at a pace and
in a manner dependent upon the international
situation; possible revolutionary developments
abroad, so long delayed; and domestic recovery.
It was Bukharin's great merit that he proposed
to make of the NEP a fundamental revision of the
Communist road to socialism. It is he not Lenin
who is the father of what has come to be called
the movement towards "socialism with a human
face."
For Bukharin, collaboration—not struggle—
between the proletariat and the peasant was to
be the process of moving forward. In that process
the security and self-enrichment of the peasantry
were to be encouraged and not to be viewed with
suspicion as "a return to capitalism." Despite
occasional lapses, Bukharin did not jettison any
of the old terms and categories of Marxist-Leninism especially after Trotsky, who regarded
Bukharin's ideology as more dangerous and
heretical than Stalin's, opened his offensive.
Otherwise he could hardly count on getting a
hearing.
Like so many other reformers before him in the
history of politics and religion, he poured the
new wine into the old bottles with the old labels.
Of course, the class struggle or class war could
not be suspended any more than the state power,
which grew out of class conflicts, could be
dissolved. But "struggle" and "war" now meant
merely competition. Private trade would gradually be displaced or reduced in the competition
of the market. Capitalist enterprises would be
defeated not by expropriation, unfair taxation,

requisitions, but by state and cooperative enterprises in both city and country. If enterprises in
private hands proved stronger, this would not
constitute a danger of "return to capitalism" since
the reins of political power were exclusively in
the hands of the Communist Party. It would
mean more or better goods for the consumer until
state and cooperative enterprises became more
efficient and caught up.
UKHARTN'S

ELAB-

B ORATE account of

growing into socialism through expansion of the small and
I relatively free market
economy was a far
cry, modest as it was,
from the marketless
i planned economy of
' Lenin's thought. Professor Cohen gives
an excellent account of Bukharin's economic
ideas. He also recognises that these far-reaching
changes in economic policy entailed far-reaching
correlative changes in political theory and practice. After recounting the differences in political
approach called for by the profound shift in
Bukharin's economic position, he summarises:
If the new economics was evolutionary, the new
politics was pedagogical—paternalistic, benevolent,
gentle.
The words are well chosen—"paternalistic",
"benevolent", and "gentle." But is it plausible to
assume that they faithfully reflect what Lenin had
in mind in the light of what we know about him?
Did the new economics and the new politics
proposed by Bukharin really stem (as Cohen and
other scholars believe) from the last five short
pieces Lenin published;—Pages from a Diary; On
Cooperation; Our Revolution; How We Should
Reorganize the Workers' and Peasants' Inspection;
Better Fewer, but Better... ?
these articles many
I times on various occasions
since they were
HAVE PORED OVER

published. The most important of them are On
Cooperation and Better Fewer, but Better. I do not
find Bukharin's programme in them either
implicitly or explicitly.
In all of these essays the relevant passages show
clearly that Lenin regards the NEP as transitional,
a kind of holding action. His whole conception
of cooperatives differs from that of Bukharin. His
cooperatives are outright socialist cooperatives,
since "the land on which they stand and the means
of production belong to the state, i.e., the working
class," Rents for their use depend completely on
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the decision of government agencies as well as
the continuity of their operation, There is no
provision for the genuine competition that
Bukharin stressed. There is really no free market
since the dependence of the cooperatives for all
sorts of raw materials and tools is complete. And
indeed, if the cooperatives were given the relative
autonomy and independence to make decisions
in order to meet the needs of the market, especially the peasant market, how could Soviet industry
plan properly?
All genuine competition involves potential
waste of resources—material and human. Lenin
emphasises the importance of culturally uplifting
the workers, pruning the bureaucracy, economising on costs, retaining the working-class leadership of the peasants and winning their confidence
—for what purpose? First, to "ensure our
resistance" in the forthcoming conflict between
"the counter-revolutionary imperialist West" and
"the revolutionary and nationalist East" (the
reference is to Asia). Second, "to develop largescale machine industry, to develop electrification,
the hydraulic extraction of peat, to finish the
construction Volkhovstroi, etc."
It is not surprising therefore that Trotsky and
Stalin could cite the same writings as Bukharin in
bitterly contesting his proposed road to socialism
by civil peace. Lenin concludes his article on the
reorganisation of Workers' and Peasants' Inspection with a call for vigilance against "the new
bourgeois—the Nepman", lest their activities
"drive a wedge" between the workers and peasants,
split them apart, and threaten the survival of the
Republic. With fears of this sort preying on his
mind, is it likely that Lenin would encourage the
kind of competition between* the private and
public sector that Bukharin envisaged?
it seems to me,
why Lenin would not have approved of Bukharin's
proposals had he known of them. It is a reason
that must have motivated to some extent the
intensity of the opposition of many of Bukharin's
critics. It is reflected in the frequency of the charge
of "Menshevism" against him. The practical upshot of Bukharin's proposals (not of course, the
rhetoric of his goals) would have resulted in a
kind of society in large outlines not too different
from the programmatic perspectives of the
socialist parties that controlled the Constituent
Assembly. In that case how could the agonies of
the October Revolution and the civil war have
been justified? Such a question could not be far
from the consciousness of the Bolshevik leaders
since the • socialist critics of Lenin had warned
against the folly of force-marching a backward
country unripe for any type of socialism into the
classless future. If there was any criticism to

THERE IS ONE COMPELLING REASON,
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which Lenin was especially sensitive, it was
precisely this one, hurled at him in a thousand
variations by Kautsky, Plekhanov, and the other
doyens of Social-Democracy. Like a man nursing
a sore tooth whose tongue keeps touching it,
Lenin reverts to this criticism again and again. In
his Our Revolution, his vexation and uneasiness
are quite apparent. He repeats once more his
defence of the Bolshevik coup d'etat and jeeringly
recalls the objection:
"Russia has not attained the level of development
of productive forces that makes socialism possible.
. . . They keep repeating this incontrovertible proposition over and over again. . . ."
Lenin does not deny the truth of this "incontrovertible" proposition. He merely denies the
political corollaries Marx drew from it.
"If a definite level of culture is required for the
building of socialism, [Lenin asks] why cannot
we begin byfirstachieving the prerequisites for that
definite level of culture in a revolutionary way, and
then with the aid of the workers' and peasants'
government and the Soviet system, proceed to
overtake the other nations?"
Nothing, of course, is in the way—except all the
cardinal principles of Marx's historical materialism which Lenin would no more think of renouncing than the Pope the principles of Christianity.
And beyond these principles, are the commonsense considerations of human cost, and all the
historical evidence that led Marx to proclaim
that "social existence determines consciousness",
not conversely.
How FAR LENIN DEPARTED FROM MARX is evident
in his prediction that socialist revolutions could
succeed even in the "Oriental countries," whose
social, economic and technological conditions
were even more backward and diverse than those
of Russia.
"Where, in what books, have you read that such
variations of the customary, historical order are
impermissible or impossible? Napoleon, one recalls,
wrote: On s'engage etpuit. . . on volt."

Lenin understood Napoleon no better than he
did Marx. Napoleon was referring to the outcome
of the battle once one has engaged. He was
warning not only against excessive caution but
against over-confidence and the easy predictions
of assured victory. He himself never willingly
engaged before he thought he was ready. Lenin
reads him as if he was willing to engage at any
time under any conditions.
Marx was aware that objective conditions
could be ripe for socialism and yet the socialist
re\ olution would not take place or fail if it did.
His point against Blanqui, Bakunin and other
extreme voluntarists was that in the absence of
those objective conditions, the revolution would
fail. Whether Lenin and Stalin between them
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proved that Marx was wrong or whether the
society of which- they are the chief architects,
despite its remarkable achievements, vindicated
Marx's insights depends on what we understand
by socialism. This is a complex theme that need
not be developed here.
It goes without saying that the contumely and
abuse poured upon Bukharin, after Stalin turned
against him, was as grotesque and as unmerited as
that directed against Trotsky earlier. But there
was some justice in the persistent accusation that
his road to socialism was a variant of the SocialDemocratic road, something of which Trotsky in
opposition was rarely accused. One marked
feature of Bukharin's description of the road was
the absence of the element of terror in his
approach to the socialist goal. It would tend to
confirm the suspicion of old Bolsheviks, travelhardened in Lenin's party, that Bukharin meant to
abandon despite his protestations, the dictatorship
of the Party.

T generic views
HERE ARE TWO

about terror and
its function in the
consolidation of
Soviet rule. The
first is that under
Lenin it was primarily defensive, a
consequence
of
civil war, graduually
becoming
peripheral
to
Soviet life until
Stalin abolished
the NEP and began his "revolution from above."
From the moment
that Stalin became the dominant figure until
shortly after his death, terror became central in the
mechanism of Soviet rule. Stalinism is pictured as
a degeneration, a corruption or a betrayal of
Leninism. The second view sees in Stalin the
continuation and intensification of the system of
terror introduced by Lenin and justified by him.
The chief difference between them consists in the
fact that Stalin used the awful engines of repression not only against "the class enemy" but
against Communists, too, and used them so
capriciously and with a ferocity so devoid of any
rhyme or reason as to raise questions about his
sanity.
Obviously both views are oversimplifications.
They may exclude each other but they do not
exhaust other more qualified interpretations of
the role of terror in Bolshevik theory and practice,

and the respective responsibilities of Lenin and
Stalin for the horrifying record which Solzhenitsyn has unrolled before the world in his Gulag
Archipelago.

Certain important distinctions are not always
observed. It is one thing to discuss the logic of
abstract concepts unrelated to specific contexts.
It is quite another to uncover the logic of ideas
in action when they are used as weapons in
historical situations by passionate, and often
ignorant, protagonists.
In pure logic the historic guilt of a class can be
distinguished from the guilt of individual members of the class; in actuality one cannot destroy
a class without crushing individuals who are
morally blameless for their social position. In
pure logic one can sharply distinguish between
evil terroristic means and ideal ends; in the logic
of action the moral quality of the means infects
the moral quality of the ends when it does not
determine them. In pure logic a complete collectivism is not incompatible with unlimited democracy; in actuality, so long as selfishness remains
unenlightened, the allocation of material resources and human labour required for planning
may involve some coercion. In pure logic a oneparty state, like a benign patriarch of a large
family, can be tolerant of differences among
party members and the community at large; the
logic of political experience shows that where
public expression of differences of opinion is not
tolerated outside the party, it is soon suppressed
within the party, lest a split develop.
Bolshevik thinking about terror was a compound of certain traditional elements of Marxism,
a reading of history in terms of the "inexorable
law of the class struggle", a feeling that the white
terror of the past, of bourgeois society, morally
justified the red terror of the present, and the
arrogant and question-begging assertion that any
resistance to the Bolshevik seizure of power, and
to its draconic decrees, was opposition to the will
of the proletariat and the ultimate good of mankind of which the Communist Party was the
guardian and executor.
Engels' view that all morality is class morality—
which contradicts many other things he says that
have genuine moral import—is very difficult to
defend in the light of reflective judgment. Even
more difficult to square with the conclusions of
moral consciousness is the Bolshevik amendment
that the Communist Party is the best judge of the
interests of the working class, and that its survival,
integrity, and victory are the sine qua non of
realising socialism, the objectively good society.
Lenin defines the right as any action that contributes to the victory of the working class, and
since only the Communist Party knows in what
this consists and how to bring it about, anything
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is right that helps the Party to achieve and
retain its power. Taken together with Lenin's
concept of dictatorship as "rule based directly
upon force and unrestricted by any laws" it
opens up awesome possibilities of systematic
oppression.
were the common premises
of all the Bolshevik leaders in their rationalisations of terror—not only of Lenin and Stalin but,
in a more sophisticated form, of Trotsky, and of
Bukharin who indignantly repudiated the charge
that Bolshevik morality was on logical par with
Hottentot morality, since the Bolsheviks were
struggling for a new, higher classless society.
"What helps in the struggle is good; whatever
hinders is bad." But unless the classless society
has a classless moral validity, unless there are
other valid moral ideals beyond the struggle that
may not be violated by the means necessary to
win the struggle, then we have the law of the
jungle. It is a law that can be used to justify
anything. It differs from Smerdyakov's dictum,
"All things are permissible", only in the qualification ; if it leads to victory or avoids defeat.
However, just because we are dealing with a
common premise, it is not sufficient to explain
the differences in the behaviour of those who
subscribed to it, notably Lenin and Stalin. Other
considerations must enter—differences in personality, differences in objective conditions,
differences in the perceived or suspected danger
to the Soviet state. That is why the two easy
interpretations of the relationship between Lenin
and Stalin concerning the use of terror must be
rejected. Lenin could plead the exigencies of
Civil War to extenuate his terrorist acts in a way
that Stalin couldn't. This is in no way an absolution. For most of the victims of Lenin's terror
were not active participants in the Civil War but
members of social groups and classes regarded as
hostile. There were many acts of repression
launched before the Civil War developed on a
large scale. The Bolsheviks speak of the Civil War
as if it were an unprovoked attack against a
legitimate regime. But it was they who precipitated the civil strife by forcibly dissolving the
Constituent Assembly whose convocation they
had demanded previously, and by outlawing a
major political party as "Enemies of the People"
whose members were to be shot (often with their
families) on sight.
IDEAS SUCH AS THESE
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regarded as a political enemy or even as an
obstacle to his goals of the moment. He openly
declared, long before his party seized power, that
in the event of a split—when political friends and
allies become political opponents—"I shall always conduct a war of extermination" against
them, and use measures "not to convince . . .
but to destroy them." At the time he was out to
destroy their characters and reputations but subsequently he did not hesitate to imprison them
and sometimes destroy their persons. Shortly
after taking power, before the civil war began, he
called on every village and town to destroy as they
would "noxious insects" all persons guilty of
"any sort of resistance" to the Bolshevik programme. Workers in the factories were required
to set up terror detachments to go marauding
and hunt down "speculators" and shoot them
"on the spot . . . if caught with the goods."
Workshops that fail to do this "will be deprived
of bread cards and subjected to revolutionary
measures of persuasion and punishment."
Here is a characteristic passage, written on
25 December 1917, before the Constituent
Assembly was forcibly dissolved and the Civil
War began. It is well to remember that "the rich"
is a very elastic category in Lenin's writings and
includes all members of the family; and that by
"rogues" he means "lackeys of the bourgeoisie;
saboteurs who call themselves intellectuals."

Thousands of practical forms and methods of
accounting and controlling the rich, the rogues, and
the idlers should be devised and put to a practical
test by the communes themselves, by small units in
town and country. Variety is a guarantee of virility
here, a pledge of success in achieving the single
common aim—to purge the land of Russia of all
vermin, offleas—therogues, of bugs—the rich, and
so on and so forth. In one place half a score of rich,
a dozen rogues, half a dozen workers who shirk
their work (in the hooligan manner in which many
compositors in Petrograd, particularly in the Party
printing shops, shirk their work) will be put in
prison. In another place they will be put to cleaning
latrines. In a third place they will be provided with
"yellow tickets" after they have served their time,
so that all the people shall have them under
surveillance, as harmful persons, until they reform.
In a fourth place, one out of every ten idlers will
will be shot on the spot. . .."
These sentiments were not merely moralebuilding propaganda. Others acted upon them
in a manner that Lenin may not have approved.
But there is no evidence that he ever rebuked
them. On the other hand, we know that it was
Lenin who formulated the paragraph in the
Criminal Code, forerunner of the infamous
HERE WAS A CRUELTY and ruthlessness
paragraph 58 of Stalin's time, which decreed
about Lenin's behaviour towards anyone he
"execution by shooting" for all activities of the
Mensheviks, Social Revolutionaries, etc., includ8
V. I. Lenin, Selected Works, Vol. 2, Part 1, p. 376 ing simple speech, as well as to persons "capable
(Foreign Language Publishing House, Moscow, 1951). [!] of assisting" organisations hostile to the

T
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Communist Party. After the NEP, he expressed
indignant surprise that anyone should protest at
the execution of those guilty of the heinous
offence of saying that the NEP was a retreat to
capitalism. His surprise seems quite genuine and
is an eloquent indication of how natural ruthless
terror as a social policy appeared to him. It was
under Lenin that Maria Spiridonova, who
turned against the Bolsheviks after Brest-Litovsk,
was confined to a mental hospital.
This profound indifference, if not contempt,
by the revered leader of the party for human
beings who got in the way of his social vision could
not but have influenced the climate of opinion
and helped determine the attitudes and behaviour
of many of its members. It could be matched by
remarks after Kronstadt of Trotsky, whose whole
philosophy of history reflects a callousness to the
victims on what Hegel calls "the slaughterbenches" of progress. In his Autobiography
Trotsky observes "it is certainly victims that
move humanity forward." Presumably the more
victims, the greater the progress.
the pages of
B Cohen's biography as from
one who was much
UKHARIN

EMERGES

more aware of the human costs of "progress", by
natural disposition more genial and kindly than
his colleagues. Despite his doctrinal orthodoxy on
the necessity of terror, he himself probably
would not have initiated or executed the terrorist
measures of Lenin, Trotsky or Stalin. We know
that he refused to defame the Kronstadt sailors
although he apparently approved of their suppression. He was reluctant to endorse Stalin's
administrative measures against the Left-Opposition. But he never had the gumption to take a
principled stand against them or against the unjustified repressions under Lenin. After the attempt on Lenin's life, thousands of people who
had been previously arrested on all sorts of
unrelated charges and who, languishing in prison,
could not have been even remotely involved in the
action of a half-crazed woman, were none the
less shot without trial. No protest was ever made
by Bukharin.
It is this failure to take a principled public
stand against any of the terroristic practices under
Lenin and Stalin that makes his obvious personal
distaste for bloodshed and violence against
dissenters seem to be a sentimental failing, a
weakness in an otherwise tough Bolshevik. Had
the Communist Party followed his moderate
policies, how would Bukharin have behaved if
the pace of advance dragged, if the socialist sector
were getting the worst of it in the competition
with the private sector? He would never have
gone as far as Stalin, but it is not excluded that he
would publicly have gone along with the stern

disciplinary measures sure to be proposed by
others nurtured in the Leninist tradition.
even if we sharply distinguish
between Bukharin and other Bolshevik leaders,
we cannot regard the latter as a homogeneous
group. Stalin was by all odds, from what we know
of both his private and public life, the worst
of all. He added a dimension to terror that went
beyond anything that Lenin ever conceived, a
dimension whose techniques and ramifications
seem unprecedented in the history of man's inhumanity to man. Had Lenin lived and opted for
Trotsky's line (a line that Trotsky to the end
insisted was closer to that of Lenin's than any
other), immense sufferings would undoubtedly
have been imposed on the Russian people as well
as on those of other nations. But it is as certain
as anything can be in human affairs that the
machinery of terror would not have been turned
against the party or the security and military
forces. Lenin was much more intelligent and
much less vindictive than Stalin. He was furious
with, and intolerant of, error. He was content,
however, with the acknowledgment of error. He
was vindictive with a kind of abstract historical
passion against whole classes rather than against
individual persons. Although ruthless and amoral,
his judgments were strictly functional. He could
match anyone in loud outcries about justice and
injustice, if it helped to get or keep power. And
with an eye on cavilling moralists, he could
always rationalise an injustice in the present by
balancing it against an injustice of the past even
if it was necessary to go back to the French
Revolution or the Paris Commune to do so,
although on his class and party view of the
good and the right, he was not entitled to make
such comparisons.

NONE THE LESS,

IN CONTRADISTINCTION to Lenin, the irrationality
of Stalin's terrorism with respect to his own
announced goals is so striking that, like Hitler's,
it must be regarded as psycho-pathological. He
was luckier than Hitler in escaping the consequences of his monumental follies and crimes—
saved by a bounteous harvest at one time, by
Hitler's own insanities at another, and the
Japanese Army's Zen-Buddhist mentality that
foreclosed the two-front war in the offing. What
we know about the mad tyrants of antiquity
depends largely on legend. The facts about
Stalin can hardly be disputed; and those that
have not yet been revealed will probably add to
his guilt rather than mitigate it. If any man
deserves the sobriquet "the lago of history", it is
Stalin.
In saying this it is not necessary to impute to
Stalin complete and sole responsibility for the
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oceans of suffering he unloosed not only against
the Russian people but against every other
national group under his sway. For a man who
sowed so much evil, who (according to Khrushchev) inspired paralysing fear in his closest subordinates whenever they entered his presence, it is
a miracle that he died in his bed. That he was able
to succeed with complete immunity in his strategies
of terror—his death prevented another massive
purge—indicates that a considerable number of
people in the Soviet Union had a vested interest
in the system sufficient to deter them from stopping it. The vastness, pervasiveness, and continuity of the terror meant that for hundreds of
thousands it must have been a way of life even if
they did not directly bloody their hands in its
operation. Perhaps the explanation of the halt in
the process of de-Stalinisation begun by Khrushchev (and the answer to Solzhenitsyn's plaintive
question why so few of the specialists of torture
have been brought to justice) lies in the very number of those personally involved—beyond the call
of duty—in Stalin's infamies. Since none of them
can claim to have been critics of what they
participated in, why should they incur the odium
of publicity as well as the loss of the material
perquisites of their collaboration?
LENIN MUST ANSWER for

Stalin, but

not

for

everything Stalin did. He must answer for
establishing the system that made Stalin possible.
He must answer for forging a party that made
Stalin "actual" as its Secretary and the most
powerful man in it after Lenin himself. Finally, he
must answer for a mode of thought, a social
voluntarism so extreme that it burst all the reasonable bounds of Marxism and led Stalin to
glorify the armed will as the driving force of
social change. There are echoes of the Lenin of
the October days in the famous passage from one
of Stalin's minions, on the eve of the revolution
from above, although Lenin's sturdy common
sense would have hedged it with qualifications:
"Our task is not to study economics but to change
it. We are bound by no laws. There are no fortresses
which the Bolsheviks cannot storm. The question of
tempo is subjected to decision by human beings."
(S. G. SHUMILIN)

HE ENTIRE DISCUSSION of the course of
T
the Russian Revolution and the attribution
of responsibility to Lenin and/or Stalin for its

development, presupposes that it is both intelligible and instructive to ask hypothetical questions contrary to fact. It is astonishing how often
estimable historians who make skilful use of
"if" questions deny that it makes any sense to
raise them. Perhaps I should have posed this
issue at the outset. It is appropriate to consider
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it at the close, as we consider the fall of "the last
Bolshevik", as Stephen Cohen refers to Bukharin,
thus underscoring his continuity with the position
of Lenin. Professor Cohen quite clearly believes
that had Bukharin's policies been adopted by the
Russian Communist Party, the whole course of
Soviet history, economics, politics and culture,
which we associate with the triumph of Stalinism,
would have been quite different. Although the
precise details of the alternative development
cannot be described, the Russian people would
have been spared the worst features of Stalin's
regime. I agree with this, but not with the judgment that Bukharin's policies were Lenin's and
that he (not Stalin or Trotsky) was the true
heir of Lenin's revolutionary legacy. Professor
Leonard Schapiro, whose writings combine in
exemplary fashion scientific objectivity and insight with compassion for the victims of historical cruelty and injustice, concurs with both
judgments of Cohen's. This adds great but not
conclusive weight to Cohen's thesis. Curiously
enough, however, in his very sympathetic comments on Cohen's book, Professor Schapiro
writes (New York Review of Books, 2 February
1974):
The historian cannot say what might have been
since it is impossible to assess all the consequences
that would eventually haveflowedfrom a certain
course of action had it been taken at a certain
moment of time. On the other hand, human reason
instinctively revolts against accepting the argument
that a policy involving the massacre of tens of
millions of innocent people and an internal upheaval of which the traces are fully evident over
forty years later can ever be regarded as either
realistic or necessary.
Surely the second sentence contradicts the first.
To deny that the massacre of millions of innocent
Russians was either realistic or necessary is to
assert that i/some other policy had been adopted
this horrible outcome would not have occurred.
Of course, we need not claim to know with
certainty all the consequences that would have
eventually have flowed from a certain course of
action had it been taken at a certain moment in
time. All we need claim with respect to some
important consequences is that they probably
would not have occurred, and that some other
consequences probably would have occurred if
another policy had been followed. Indeed, an
historian or any person delivering a considered
judgment cannot make a causal attribution to
any event or individual without implying at the
same time what would have resulted if the event
or action had not occurred. For to say that x is
the cause of y is to say that in the absence of x,
y probably would not have occurred in the manner and time that it did. The complexities of an
adequate causal analysis are formidable but they
do not gainsay the truth that all intelligent dis-
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cussion of policy, past or present, assumes that
we can rationally say not only what might have
been, and sometimes even what would have been,
but also what might be and sometimes what will
be. If we can never say this, then we can never
explain anything.
The issue has more than theoretical importance.
For if we cannot intelligibly raise "if" questions
and intelligently answer them, how can we ever
learn from the past? It may be that history is so
discontinuous that we cannot learn anything
about the past except, as Hegel put it, that we
cannot learn from the past. But we can learn
more than that. Among the things we can learn
are the probable costs and consequences of
forcibly attempting to introduce socialism in
underdeveloped countries.
who accepts some form of
determinism, Marx was not wrong in denying
LIKE ANY HISTORIAN

that all things are possible in history. Nor was he
wrong in predicting that socialism as he understood it could not be developed in a country that
lacked the economic and cultural prerequisites
for it. He was wrong in not predicting that the
attempt would be made, and that a new type of
society, neither capitalist nor socialist, would
result from it. Among the many merits of
Professor Cohen's study of Bukharin and the
Russian Revolution is that its scholarly findings
leave in the sensitive reader the same impression
that he will gather, with an immeasurably
stronger force, from reading Solzhenitsyn. It is
that if our choice were restricted—as happily it
is not—between present-day democratic capitalist
welfare states with all their many imperfections
and any society like that of the Soviet Union,
regardless of whether Stalin was one of the
regnant deities within it, the Communist option
would be shudderingly rejected.

Poor
jVIoney deserts
And everything dispossesses us.
Our emotions are taken off
To the used racks
And hang there in brick dust,
Unclaimed.
All our mail comes
Postage due
And the Postman holds it out
Then pulls it back.
For payment
Taking a door, or a brick.
Books we have not paid for
Swallow our words
For blank pages.
I do not know
What I have ever seen
But somewhere
There is a box of slides
Whose price was quite high.
Sitting on a blade of grass
I have taken with me illegally
I watch
While someone disconnects
The blue bulb of the sky.

Susan Schaeffer
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