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SHOULD REVOLUTIONARIES WORK 
IN REACTIONARY TRADE UNIONS? 

The German "Lefts" consider that, as far as they are 
concerned, the reply to this question is an unqualified neg
ative. In their opinion, declamations and angry outcries 
(such as uttered by K. Horner in a particularly "solid" and 
particularly stupid manner) against "reactionary" and 
"counter-revolutionary" trade unions are sufficient "proof" 
that it is unnecessary and even inexcusable for revolu
tionaries and Communists to work in yellow, social-chau
vinist, compromising and counter-revolutionary trade 
unions of the Legien type. 

However firmly the German "Lefts" may be convinced 
of the revolutionism of such tactics, the latter are in fact 
fundamentally wrong, and contain nothing but empty 
phrases. 

To make this clear, I shall begin with our own experi
ence, in keeping with the general plan of the present 
pamphlet, which is aimed at applying to Western 
Europe whatever is universally practicable, significant and 
relevant in the history and the present-day tactics of 
Bolshevism: 

In Russia today, the connection between leaders, party, 
class and masses, as well as the attitude of the dictator
ship of the proletariat and its party to the trade unions, 
are concretely as follows: the dictatorship is exercised by 
Lhe proletariat organised in the Soviets; the proletariat is 
guided by the Communist Party of Bolsheviks, which, ac
cording to the figures of the latest Party Congress (April 
1920), has a membership of 611,000. The membership 
varied greatly both' before and after the October Revolu-
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tion, and used to be much smaller, even in 1918 and 1919.46 
We are apprehensive of an excessive growth of the Party, 
because careerists and charlatans, who deserve only to be 
shot, inevitably do all they can to insinuate themselves 
into the ranks of the ruling party. The last time we opened 
wide the doors of the Party—to workers and peasants 
only—-was when (in the winter of 1919) Yudenich was 
within a few versts of Petrograd, and Denikin was in Orel 
(about 350 versts from Moscow), i.e., when the Soviet 
Republic was in mortal danger, and when adventurers, 
careerists, charlatans and unreliable persons generally 
could not possibly count on making a profitable career 
(and had more reason to expect the gallows and torture) 
by joining the Communists. The Party, which holds an
nual congresses (the most recent on the basis of one dele
gate per 1,000 members), is directed by a Central Commit
tee of nineteen elected at the Congress, while the current 
work in Moscow has to be carried on by still smaller 
bodies, known as the Organising Bureau and the Political 
Bureau, which are elected at plenary meetings of the Cen
tral Committee, five members of the Central Committee to 
each bureau. This, it would appear, is a full-fledged "oli
garchy". No important political or organisational question 
is decided by any state institution in our republic without 
the guidance of the Party's Central Committee. 

In its work, the Party relies directly on the trade unions, 
which, according to the data of the last congress (April 
1920), now have a membership of over four million and 
are formally non-Party. Actually, all the directing bodies 
of the vast majority of the unions, and primarily, of course, 
of the all-Russia general trade union centre or bureau 
(the All-Russia Central Council of Trade Unions), are made 
up of Communists and carry out all the directives of the 
Party. Thus, on the whole, we have a formally non-com
munist, flexible and relatively wide and very powerful pro
letarian apparatus, by means of which the Party is closely 
linked up with the class and the masses, and by means of 
which, under the leadership of the Party, the class dicta
torship is exercised. Without close contacts with the trade 
unions, and without their energetic support and devoted 
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efforts, not in economic, but also in military affairs, 
it would of course'.Iaave. been impossible for us to govern 
the country and to maintain the dictatorship for two and 
a half months, let alone two and a half years. In practice, 
these very close contacts naturally call for highly complex 
and diversified work in the form of propaganda, agitation, 
timely and frequent conferences, not only with the leading 
trade union workers, but with influential trade union 
workers generally; they call for a determined struggle 
against the Mensheviks, who still have a certain though 
very small following to whom they teach all kinds of coun
ter-revolutionary machinations, ranging from an ideologi
cal defence of (bourgeois) democracy and the preaching 
that the trade unions should be "independent" (independ
ent of proletarian state power!) to sabotage of proletarian 
discipline, etc., etc. 

We consider that contacts with the "masses" through 
the trade unions are not enough. In the course of our 
revolution, practical activities have given rise to such insti
tutions as non-Party workers' and peasants' conferences, 
and we strive by every means to support, develop and 
extend this institution in order to be able to observe the 
temper of the masses, come closer to them, meet their re
quirements, promote the best among them to state posts, 
etc. Under a recent decree on the transformation of the 
People's Commissariat of State Control into the Workers ' 
and Peasants' Inspection, non-Party conferences of this 
kind have been empowered to select members of the State 
Control to carry out various kinds of investigations, etc. 

Then, of course, all the work of the Party is carried on 
through the Soviets, which embrace the working masses, 
irrespective of occupation. The district congresses of So
viets are democratic institutions, the like of which even 
the best of the democratic republics of the bourgeois world 
have never known; through these congresses (whose pro
ceedings the Party endeavours to follow with the closest 
attention), as well as by continually appointing class-
conscious workers to various posts in the rural districts, the 
proletariat exercises its role of leader of the peasantry, 
gives effect to the dictatorship of the urban proletariat, 
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wages a systematic struggle against the i"lcH, bourgeois, 
exploiting and profiteering peasantry, etc. 

Such is the general mechanism of the proletarian state 
power viewed "from above", from the standpoint of the 
practical implementation of the dictatorship. We hope that 
the reader will understand why the Russian Bolshevik, 
who has known this mechanism for twenty-five years and 
has seen it develop out of small, illegal and underground 
circles, cannot help regarding all this talk about "from 
above" or "from below", about the dictatorship of leaders 
or the dictatorship of the masses, etc., as ridiculous and 
childish nonsense, something like discussing whether a 
man's left leg or right arm is of greater use to him. 

We cannot but regard as equally ridiculous and child
ish nonsense the pompous, very learned, and frightfully 
revolutionary disquisitions of the German Lefts to the 
effect that Communists cannot and should not work in 
reactionary trade unions, that it is permissible to turn 
down such work, that it is necessary to withdraw from 
the trade unions and create a brand-new and immaculate 
"Workers ' Union" invented by very pleasant (and, prob
ably, for the most part very youthful) Communists, etc., etc. 

Capitalism inevitably leaves socialism the legacy, on the 
one hand, of the old trade and craft distinctions among 
the workers, distinctions evolved in the course of centu
ries; on the other hand, trade unions, which only very 
slowly, ' in the course of years and years, can and will 
develop into broader industrial unions with less of the 
craft union about them (embracing entire industries, and 
not only crafts, trades and occupations), and later proceed, 
through these industrial unions, to eliminate the division 
of labour among people, to educate and school people, give 
them all-round development and an all-round training, so 
that they are able to do everything. Communism is ad
vancing and must advance towards that goal, and will 
reach it, but only after very many years. To attempt in 
practice, today, to anticipate this future result of a fully 
developed, fully stabilised and constituted, fully compre
hensive and mature communism would be like trying to 
teach higher mathematics to a child of four. 
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We can (and must) begin to build socialism, not with 
abstract human material, or with human material special
ly prepared by us, but with the human material be
queathed to us by capitalism. True, that is no easy matter, 
but no other approach to this task is serious enough to war
rant discussion. 

The trade unions were a tremendous step forward for 
the working class in the early days of capitalist develop
ment, inasmuch as they marked a transition from the 
workers' disunity and helplessness to the rudiments of 
class organisation. When the revolutionary party of the 
proletariat, the highest form of proletarian class organisa
tion, began to take shape (and the Party will not merit 
the name until it learns to weld the leaders into one in
divisible whole with the class and the masses) the trade 
unions inevitably began to reveal certain reactionary 
features, a certain craft narrow-mindedness, a certain 
tendency to be non-political, a certain inertness, etc. How
ever, the development of the proletariat did not, and could 
not, proceed anywhere in the world otherwise than through 
the trade unions, through reciprocal action between them 
and the party of the working class. The proletariat's con
quest of political power is a gigantic step forward for the 
proletariat as a class, and the Party must more than ever 
and in a new way, not only in the old, educate and guide 
the trade unions, at the same time bearing in mind that 
they are and will long remain an indispensable "school 
of communism" and a preparatory school that trains prole
tarians to exercise their dictatorship, an indispensable or
ganisation of the workers for the gradual transfer of the 
management of the whole economic life of the country to 
the working class (and not to the separate trades), and later 
to all the working people. 

In the sense mentioned above, a certain "reactionism" in 
the trade unions is inevitable under the dictatorship of the 
proletariat. Not to understand this means a complete failure 
to understand the fundamental conditions of the transition 
from capitalism to socialism. It would be egregious folly to 
fear this "reactionism" or to try to evade or leap over it, 
for it would mean fearing that function of the proletarian 
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vanguard which consists in training, educating, enhghtening 
and drawing into the new life the most backward strata 
and masses of the working class and the peasantry. On 
the other hand, it would be a still graver error to postpone 
the achievement of the dictatorship of the proletariat until 
a time when there will not be a single worker with a nar
row-minded craft outlook, or with craft and craft-union 
prejudices. The art of politics (and the Communist's cor
rect understanding of his tasks) consists in correctly gaug
ing the conditions and the moment when the vanguard 
of the proletariat can successfully assume power, when it 
is able—during and after the seizure of power—to win 
adequate support from sufficiently broad strata of the work
ing class and of the non-proletarian working masses, and 
when it is able thereafter to maintain, consolidate and 
extend its rule by educating, training and attracting ever 
broader masses of the working people. 

Further. In countries more advanced than Russia, a cer
tain reactionism in the trade unions has been and was 
bound to be manifested in a far greater measure than in 
our country. Our Mensheviks found support in the trade 
unions (and to some extent still do so in a small number 
of unions), as a result of the latter's craft narrow-minded
ness, craft selfishness and opportunism. The Mensheviks 
of the West have acquired a much firmer footing in the 
trade unions; there the craft-union, narrow.-minded, selfish, 
case-hardened, covetous, and petty-bourgeois "labour aris
tocracy", imperialist-minded, and imperialist-corrupted, has 
developed into a much stronger section than in our coun
try. That is incontestable. The struggle against the Gom-
perses, and against the Jouhaux, Hendersons, Merrheims, 
Legiens and Co. in Western Europe is much more difficult 
than the struggle against our Mensheviks, who are an 
absolutely homogeneous social and political type. This 
struggle must be waged ruthlessly, and it must unfailingly 
be brought—as we brought it—to a point when all the 
incorrigible leaders of opportunism and social-chauvinism 
are completely discredited and driven out of the trade 
unions. Political power cannot be captured (and the attempt 
to capture it should not be made) until the struggle has 
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reached a certain stage. This "certain stage" will be differ
ent in different countries and in different circumstances; 
it can be correctly gauged only by thoughtful, experienced 
and knowledgeable political leaders of the proletariat in 
each particular country. (In Russia the elections to the 
Constituent Assembly in November 1917, a few days after 
the proletarian revolution of October 25, 1917, were one of 
the criteria of the success of this struggle. In these elec
tions the Mensheviks were utterly defeated; they received 
700,000 votes—1,400,000 if the vote in Transcaucasia is 
added—as against 9,000,000 votes polled by the Bolsheviks. 
See my article, "The Constituent Assembly Elections and 
the Dictatorship of the Proletariat","" in the Communist 
International No. 7-8.) 

We are waging a struggle against the "labour aristocracy" 
in the name of the masses of the workers and in order to 
win them over to our side; we are waging the struggle 
against the opportunist and social-chauvinist leaders in 
order to win the working class over to our side. It would 
be absurd to forget this most elementary and most self-
evident truth. Yet it is this very absurdity that the Ger
man "Left" Communists perpetrate when, because of the 
reactionary and counter-revolutionary character of the trade 
union top leadership, they jump to the conclusion that . . . 
we must withdraw from the trade unions, refuse to work 
in them, and create new and artificial forms of labour 
organisation! This is so unpardonable a blunder that it is 
tantamount to the greatest service Communists could rend
er the bourgeoisie. Like all the opportunist, social-chauvin
ist, and Kautskyite trade union leaders, our Mensheviks 
are nothing but "agents of the bourgeoisie in the working-
class movement" (as we have always said the Mensheviks 
are), or "labour lieutenants of the capitalist class", to use 
the splendid and profoundly true expression of the follow
ers of Daniel De Leon in America. To refuse to work in 
the reactionary trade unions means leaving the insufficiently 
developed or backward masses of workers under the 
influence of the reactionary leaders, the agents of the 

* See Collected Works, Vol. 30, pp . 253-75.—Ed. 
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bourgeoisie, the labour aristocrats, or "workers who have 
become completely bourgeois" (cf. Engels's letter to Marx 
in 1858 about the British workers). 

This ridiculous "theory" that Communists should not 
work in reactionary trade unions reveals with the utmost 
clarity the frivolous attitude of the "Left"- Communists 
towards the question of influencing the "masses", and their 
misuse of clamour about the "masses". If you want to help 
the "masses" and win the sympathy and support of the 
"masses", you should not fear difficulties, or pinpricks, 
chicanery, insults and persecution from the "leaders" (who, 
being opportunists and social-chauvinists, are in most 
cases directly or indirectly connected with the bourgeoisie 
and the police), but must absolutely work wherever the 
masses are to be found. You must be capable of any sacri
fice, of overcoming the greatest obstacles, in order to carry 
on agitation and propaganda systematically, perseveringly, 
persistently and patiently in those institutions, societies and 
associations—even the most reactionary—in which prole
tarian or semi-proletarian masses are to be found. The 
trade unions and the workers' co-operatives (the latter 
sometimes, at least) are the very organisations in which 
the masses are to be found. According to figures quoted 
in the Swedish paper Folkets Dagblad Politiken of March 
10, 1920, the trade union membership in Great Britain in
creased from 5,500,000 at the end of 1917 to 6,600,000 at 
the end of 1918, an increase of 19 per cent. Towards "the 
close of 1919, the membership was estimated at 7,500,000. 
I have not got the corresponding figures for France and 
Germany to hand, but absolutely incontestable and gener
ally known facts testify to a rapid rise in the trade union 
membership in these countries too. 

These facts make crystal clear something that is con
firmed by thousands of other symptoms, namely, that class-
consciousness and the desire for organisation are growing 
among the proletarian masses, among the rank and file, 
among the backward elements. Millions of workers in Great 
Britain, France and Germany are for the first time passing 
from a complete lack of organisation to the elementary, 
lowest, simplest, and (to those still thoroughly imbued with 
2-1063 
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bourgeois-democratic prejudices) most easily comprehen
sible form of organisation, namely, the trade unions; yet 
the revolutionary but imprudent Left Communists stand 
by, crying out "the masses", "the masses!" but refusing to 
work within the trade unions, on the pretest that they are 
"reactionary", and invent a brand-new, immaculate little 
"Workers ' Union", which is guiltless of bourgeois-demo
cratic prejudices and innocent of craft or narrow-minded 
craft-union sins, a union which, they claim, will be(!) a 
broad organisation. "Recognition of the Soviet system and 
the dictatorship" will be the only (!) condition of member
ship. (See the passage quoted above.) 

It would be hard to imagine any greater ineptitude or 
greater harm to the revolution than that caused by the 
"Left" revolutionaries! Why, if we in Russia todajr, after 
two and a half years of unprecedented victories over the 
bourgeoisie of Russia and the Entente, were to make "rec
ognition of the dictatorship" a condition of trade union 
membership, we would be doing a very foolish thing, 
damaging our influence among the masses, and helping the 
Mensheviks. The task devolving on Communists is to con
vince the backward elements, to work among them, and 
not to fence themselves off from them with artificial and 
childishly "Left" slogans. 

There can be no doubt that the Gomperses, the Hender
sons, the Jouhaux and the Legiens are very grateful to 
those "Left" revolutionaries who, like the German oppo
sition "on principle" (heaven preserve us from such "prin
ciples"!), or like some of the revolutionaries in the Ame
rican Industrial Workers of the World147 advocate quitting 
the reactionary trade unions and refusing to work in them. 
These men, the "leaders" of opportunism, will no doubt 
resort to every device of bourgeois diplomacy and to the 
aid of bourgeois governments, the clergy, the police and 
the courts, to keep Communists out of the trade unions, 
oust them by every means, make their work in the trade 
unions as unpleasant as possible, and insult, bait and 
persecute them. We must be able to stand up to all this, 
agree to make any sacrifice, and even—-if need be—to 
resort to various stratagems, artifices and illegal methods, 
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to evasions and subterfuges, as long as we get into the 
trade unions, remain in them, and carry on communist 
work within them at all costs. Under tsarism we had no 
"legal opportunities" whatsoever until 1905. However, 
when Zubatov, agent of the secret police, organised Black-
Hundred workers' assemblies and workingmen's societies 
for the purpose of trapping revolutionaries and combating 
them, we sent members of our Party to these assemblies 
and into these societies (I personally remember one of them, 
Comrade Babushkin, a leading St. Petersburg factory work
er, shot by order of the tsar's generals in 1906). They 
established contacts with the masses, were able to carry on 
their agitation, and succeeded in wresting workers from 
the influence of Zubatov's agents."' Of course, in Western 
Europe, which is imbued with most deep-rooted legalistic, 
constitutionalist and bourgeois-democratic prejudices, this 
is more difficult of achievement. However, it can and must 
be carried out, and systematically at that. 

The Executive Committee of the Third International 
must, in my opinion, positively condemn, and call upon 
the next congress of the Communist International to con
demn both, the policy of refusing to work in reactionary 
trade unions in general (explaining in detail why such 
refusal is unwise, and what extreme harm it does to the 
cause of the proletarian revolution) and, in particular, the 
line of conduct of some members of the Communist Party 
of Holland, who-—-whether directly or indirectly, overtly or 
covertly, wholly or partly, it does not matter-—-have sup
ported this erroneous policy. The Third International must 
break with the tactics' of the Second International; it must 
not evade or play down points at issue, but must pose them 
in a straightforward fashion. The whole truth has been put 
squarely to the "Independents" (the Independent Social-
Democratic Party of Germany)""""; the whole truth must like
wise be put squarely to the "Left" Communists. 

* The Gomperses, Hendersons, Jouhaux and Legiens are nothing 
but Zubatovs, differing from our Zubatov only in their European garb 
and polish, and the civilised, refined and democratically suave manner 
of conducting their despicable policy. 

** See Collected Works, Vol. 30, pp. 337-44— Ed. 
T 
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vn 
SHOULD WE PARTICIPATE IN BOURGEOIS PARLIAMENTS? 

It is with the utmost contempt-—and the utmost levity— 
that the German "Left" Communists reply to this question 
in the negative. Their arguments? In the passage quoted 
above we read: 

" . . .All reversion to parl iamentary forms of struggle, which have 
become historically and politically obsolete, must be emphatically 
rejected " 

This is said with ridiculous pretentiousness, and is 
patently wrong. "Reversion" to parliamentarianism, for
sooth! Perhaps there is already a Soviet republic in Ger
many? It does not look like it! How, then, can one speak 
of "reversion"? Is this not ah empty phrase? 

Parliamentarianism has become "historically obsolete". 
That is true in the propaganda sense. However, everybody 
knows that this is still a far cry from overcoming it in 
practice. Capitalism could have been declared—-and with 
full justice—-to be "historically obsolete" many decades ago, 
but that does not at all remove the need for a very long and 
very persistent struggle on the basis of capitalism. Parlia
mentarianism is "historically obsolete" from the standpoint 
of world history, i.e., the era of bourgeois parliamentarian
ism is over, and the era of the proletarian dictatorship has 
begun. That is incontestable. But world history is counted 
in decades. Ten or twenty years earlier or later makes no 
difference when measured with the yardstick of world his
tory; from the standpoint of world history it is a trifle that 
cannot be considered even approximately. But for that very 
reason, it is a glaring theoretical error to apply the yard
stick of world history to practical politics. 

Is parliamentarianism "politically obsolete"? That is quite 
a different matter. If that were true, the position of the 
"Lefts" would be a strong one. But it has to be proved 
by a most searching analysis, and the "Lefts" do not even 
know how to approach the matter. In the "Theses on Par-
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liamentarianism", published in the Bulletin of the Provi
sional Bureau in Amsterdam of the Communist Interna
tional No. 1, February 1920, and obviously expressing the 
Dutch-Left or Left-Dutch strivings, the analysis, as we 
shall see, is also hopelessly poor. 

In the first place, contrary to the opinion of such out
standing political leaders as Rosa Luxemburg and Karl 
Liebknecht, the German "Lefts", as we know, considered 
parliamentarianism "politically obsolete" even in January 
1919. We know that the "Lefts" were mistaken. This fact 
alone utterly destroys, at a single stroke, the proposition 
that parliamentarianism is "politically obsolete". It is for 
the "Lefts" to prove why their error, indisputable at t h a t 
time, is no longer an error. They do not and cannot pro
duce even a shred of proof. A political party's attitude 
towards its own mistakes is one of the most important and 
surest ways of judging how earnest the party is and how 
it fulfils in' practice its obligations towards its class and 
the working people. Frankly acknowledging a mistake, 
ascertaining the reasons for it, analysing the conditions that 
have led up to it, and thrashing out the means of its recti
fication—that is the hallmark of a serious party; that is 
how It should perform its duties, and how it should edu
cate and train its class, and then the masses. By failing 
to fulfil this duty and give the utmost attention and con
sideration to the study of their patent error, the "Lefts" 
in Germany (and in Holland) have proved that they are 
not a party of a class, but a circle, not a party of the 
masses, but a group of intellectualists and of a few workers 
who ape the worst features of intellectu'alism. 

Second, in the same pamphlet of the Frankfurt group of 
"Lefts", which we have already cited in detail, we read: 

" . . .The millions of workers who still follow the policy of the 
Centre [the Catholic "Centre" Party] are counter-revolutionary. The 
rural proletarians provide the legions of counter-revolutionary troops." 
(Page 3 of the pamphlet.) 

Everything goes to show that this statement is far too 
sweeping and exaggerated. But the basic fact set forth here 
is incontrovertible, and its acknowledgement by the "Lefts'1 
is particularly clear evidence of their mistake. How can 
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one say that "parliamentarianism is politically obsolete", 
when "millions" and "legions" of proletarians are not only 
still in favour of parliamentarianism in general, but are 
downright "counter-revolutionary"!? It is obvious that par
liamentarianism in Germany is not yet politically obsolete. 
It is obvious that the "Lefts" in Germany have mistaken 
their desire, their politico-ideological attitude, for objective 
reality. That is a most dangerous mistake for revolution
aries to make. In Russia—where, over a particularly long 
period and in particularly varied forms, the most brutal 
and savage yoke of tsarism produced revolutionaries of di
verse shades, revolutionaries who displayed amazing devo
tion, enthusiasm, heroism and will-power-—in Russia we 
have observed this mistake of the revolutionaries at very 
close quarters, we have studied it very attentively and have 
a first-hand knowledge of it; that is why we can also see 
it especially clearly in others. Parliamentarianism. is of 
course "politically obsolete" to the Communists in Ger
many; but-—and that is the whole point—we must not 
regard what is obsolete to us as something obsolete to a 
class, to the masses. Here again- we find that the "Lefts" 
do not know how to reason, do not know how to act as the 
party of a class, as the party of the masses. You must not 
sink to the level of the masses, to the level of the backward 
strata of the class. That is incontestable. You must tell 
them the bitter truth. You are in duty bound to call their 
bourgeois-democratic and parliamentary prejudices what 
they are—-prejudices. But at the same time you must 
soberly follow the actual state of the class-consciousness 
and preparedness of the entire class' (not only of its com
munist vanguard), and of all the working people (not only 
of their advanced elements). 

Even if only a fairly large minority of the industrial 
workers, and not "millions" and "legions", follow the lead 
of the Catholic clergy—and a similar minority of rural 
workers follow the landowners and kulaks (Grossbauern) 
—it undoubtedly signifies that parliamentarianism in Ger
many has not yet politically outlived itself, that participa
tion in parliamentary elections and in the struggle on the 
parliamentary rostrum is obligatory on the party of the 
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revolutionary proletariat specifically for the purpose of 
educating the backward strata of its own class, and for the 
purpose of awakening and enlightening the undeveloped, 
downtrodden and ignorant rural masses. Whilst you lack 
the strength to do away with bourgeois parliaments and 
every other type of reactionary institution, you must work 
within them because it is there that you will still find work
ers who are duped by the priests and stultified by the con
ditions of rural life; otherwise you risk turning into nothing 
but windbags. 

Third, the "Left" Communists have a great deal to say 
in praise of us Bolsheviks. One sometimes feels like telling 
them to praise us less and to try to get a better know
ledge of the Bolsheviks' tactics. We took part in the elec
tions to the Constituent Assembly, the Russian bourgeois 
parliament, in September-November 1917. Were our tac
tics correct or not? If not, then this should be clearly stated 
and proved, for it is necessary in evolving the correct tac
tics for international communism. If they were correct, then 
certain conclusions must be drawn. Of course, there can 
he no question of placing conditions in Russia on a par 
with conditions in Western Europe. But as regards the par
ticular question of the meaning of-the concept that "par
liamentarianism has become politically obsolete", due ac
count should be taken of our experience, for unless concrete 
experience is taken into account such concepts very easily 
turn into empty phrases. In September-November 1917, 
did we, the Russian Bolsheviks, not have more right than 
any Western Communists to consider that parliamentarian
ism was politically obsolete in Russia? Of course we did, 
for the point is not whether bourgeois parliaments have 
existed for a long time or a short time, but how far the 
masses of the working people are prepared (ideologically, 
politically and practically) to accept the Soviet system and 
to dissolve the bourgeois-democratic parliament (or allow 
it to be dissolved). It is an absolutely incontestable and 
fully established historical fact that, in September-Novem
ber 1917, the urban working class and the soldiers and 
peasants of Russia' were, because of a number-of special 
conditions, exceptionally well prepared to accept'' the So-
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viet system and to disband the most democratic of bourgeois 
parliaments. Nevertheless, the Bolsheviks did not boycott 
the Constituent Assembly, but took part in the elections 
both before and after the proletariat conquered political 
power. That these elections yielded exceedingly valuable 
(and to the proletariat, highly useful) political results has, 
I. make bold to hope, been proved by me in the above-men
tioned article, which analyses in detail the returns of the 
elections to the Constituent Assembly in Russia* 

The conclusion which follows from this is absolutely 
incontrovertible: it has been proved that, far from causing 
harm to the revolutionary proletariat, participation in a 
bourgeois-democratic parliament, even a few weeks before 
the victory of a Soviet republic and even after such' a vic
tory, actually helps that proletariat to prove to the back
ward masses why such parliaments deserve to be done away 
with; it facilitates their successful dissolution, and helps to 
make bourgeois parliamentarianism "politically obsolete". 
To ignore this experience, while at the same time claiming 
affiliation to the Communist International, which must 
work out its tactics internationally (not as narrow or ex
clusively national tactics, but as . international tactics), 
means committing a gross error and actually abandoning 
internationalism in deed, while recognising it in word. 

Now let us examine the "Dutch-Left" arguments in favour 
of non-participation in parliaments. The following is the 
text of Thesis No. 4, the most important of the above-men
tioned "Dutch" theses: 

"When the capitalist system of production has broken down, and 
society is in a state of revolution, parl iamentary action gradually loses 
importance as compared with the action of the masses themselves. 
When, in these conditions, parl iament becomes the centre and organ 
of the counter-revolution, whilst, on the other hand, the labouring 
class builds up the instruments of its power in the Soviets, i t may 
even prove necessary to abstain from all and any participation in 
parl iamentary action." 

The first sentence is obviously wrong, since action by the 
masses, a big strike, for instance, is more important than 

* See Collected Works, Vol. 30, pp. 253-75.—Ed. 
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parliamentary activity at all times, and not only during a 
revolution or in a revolutionary situation. This obviously 
untenable and historically and politically incorrect argu
ment merely shows very clearly that the authors completely 
ignore both the general European experience (the French 
experience before the revolutions of 1848 and 1870; the 
German experience of 1878-90, etc.) and the Russian expe
rience (see above) of the importance of combining legal 
and illegal struggle. This question is of immense importance 
both in general and in particular, because in all civilised 
and advanced countries the time is rapidly approaching 
wh'en such a combination will more and more become— 
ajad has already partly become—mandatory on the party 
of the revolutionary proletariat, inasmuch as civil war 
between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie is maturing 
and is imminent, and because of savage persecution of the 
Communists by republican governments and bourgeois 
governments generally, which resort to any violation of 
legality (the example of America is edifying enough), etc. 
The Dutch, and the Lefts in general, have utterly failed 
to understand this highly important question. 

The second sentence is, in the first place, historically 
wrong. We Bolsheviks participated in the most counter
revolutionary parliaments, and experience has shown that 
this participation was not only useful but indispensable to 
the party of the revolutionary proletariat, after the first 
bourgeois revolution in Russia (1905), so as to pave the 
way for the second bourgeois revolution (February 1917), 
and then for the socialist revolution (October 1917). In the 
second place, this sentence is amazingly illogical. If a par
liament becomes an organ and a, "centre" (in reality it 
never has been and never can be a "centre", but that is 
by the way) of counter-revolution, while the workers are 
building up the instruments of their power in the form of 
the Soviets, then it follows that the workers must prepare 
—ideologically, politically and technically—for the struggle 
of the Soviets against parliament, for the dispersal of par
liament by the Soviets. But it does not at all follow that this 
dispersal is hindered, or is not facilitated, by the presence 
of a Soviet opposition within tlje counter-revolutionary par-
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liament. In the course of our victorious struggle against 
Denlkin and Kolchak, we never found that the existence of 
a Soviet and proletarian opposition in their camp was im
material to our victories. We know perfectly well that the 
dispersal of the Constituent Assembly on January 5, 1918 
was not hampered but was actually facilitated by the fact 
that, within the counter-revolutionary Constituent Assem
bly which was about to be dispersed, there was a consistent 
Bolshevik, as well as an inconsistent, Left Socialist-Revo
lutionary Soviet opposition. The authors of the theses are 
engaged in muddled thinking; they have forgotten the 
experience of many, if not all, revolutions, which shows 
the great usefulness, during a revolution, of a combination 
of mass action outside a reactionary parliament with an 
opposition sympathetic to (or, better still, directly support
ing) the revolution within it. The Dutch, and the "Lefts" 
in general, argue in this respect like doctrinaires of the 
revolution, who have never taken part in a real revolution, 
have never given thought to the history of revolutions, or 
have naively mistaken subjective "rejection" of a reaction
ary institution for its actual destruction by the combined 
operation of a number of objective factors. The surest way 
of discrediting and damaging a new political (and not only 
political) idea is to reduce it to absurdity on the plea of 
defending it. For any truth, if "overdone" (as Dietzgen 
Senior put it), if exaggerated, or if carried beyond the 
limits of its actual applicability, can be reduced to an 
absurdity, and is even bound to become an absurdity under 
these conditions. That is just the kind of disservice the 
Dutch and German Lefts are rendering to the new truth 
of the Soviet form of government being superior to bour
geois-democratic parliaments. Of course, anyone would be 
in error who voiced the outmoded viewpoint or in general 
considered it impermissible, in all and any circumstances, 
to reject participation in bourgeois parliaments. I cannot 
attempt here to formulate the conditions under which a 
boycott is useful, since the object of this pamphlet is far 
more modest, namely, to study Russian experience in con
nection with certain topical questions of international com
munist tactics. Russian experience has provided us with 



"LEFT-WING" COMMUNISM—AN INFANTILE DISORDER 107 

one successful and correct instance (1905), and another 
that was incorrect (1906), of the use of a boycott by the 
Bolsheviks.48 Analysing the first case, we see that we suc
ceeded in preventing a reactionary government from con
vening a reactionary parliament in a situation in which 
extra-parliamentary revolutionary mass action (strikes in 
particular) was developing at great speed, when not a single 
section of the proletariat and the peasantry could support 
th'e reactionary government in any way, and when the 
revolutionary proletariat was gaining influence over the 
backward masses through the strike struggle and through 
the agrarian movement. It is quite obvious that this expe
rience is not applicable to present-day European conditions. 
It is likewise quite obvious—and the foregoing arguments 
bear this out—that the advocacy, even if with reservations, 
by the Dutch and the other "Lefts" of refusal to participate 
in parliaments is fundamentally wrong and detrimental to 
the cause of the revolutionary proletariat. 

In Western Europe and America, parliament has become 
most odious to the revolutionary vanguard of the working 
class. That cannot be denied. It can readily be understood, 
for it is difficult to imagine anything more infamous, vile 
or treacherous than the behaviour of the vast majority 
of socialist and Social-Democratic parliamentary deputies 
during and after the war. It would, however, be not only 
unreasonable but actually criminal to yield to this mood 
when deciding how this generally recognised evil should 
be fought. In many countries of Western Europe, the revo
lutionary mood, we might say, is at present a "novelty", or 
a "rarity", which has all too long be'en vainly and impa
tiently awaited; perhaps that is why people so easily yield 
to that mood. Certainly, without a revolutionary mood 
among the masses, and without conditions facilitating the 
growth of this mood, revolutionary tactics will never de
velop into action. In Russia, however, lengthy, painful and 
sanguinary experience has taught us the truth that revolu
tionary tactics cannot be built on a revolutionary mood 
alone. Tactics must be based on a sober and strictly objec
tive appraisal of all the class forces in a particular state 
(and of the states that surround it, and of all states the 
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world over) as well as of the experience of revolutionary 
movements. It is very easy to show one's "revolutionary" 
temper merely by hurling abuse at parliamentary opportun
ism, or merely by repudiating participation in parliaments; 
its very ease, however, cannot turn this into a solution of 
a difficult, a very difficult, problem. It is far more difficult 
to create a really revolutionary parliamentary group in a 
European parliament than it was in Russia. That stands 
to reason. But it is only a" particular expression of the gen
eral truth that it was easy for Russia, in the specific and 
historically unique situation of 1917, to start the socialist 
revolution, but it will be more difficult for Russia than 
for the European countries to continue the revolution and 
bring it to its consummation. I had occasion to point this 
out already at the beginning of 1918, and our experience 
of the past two years has entirely confirmed the correct
ness of this view. Certain specific conditions, viz., 1) the 
possibility of linking up the Soviet revolution with the 
ending, as a consequence of this revolution, of the imperial
ist war, which had exhausted the workers and peasants 
to an incredible degree; 2) the possibility of taking tem
porary advantage of the mortal conflict between the world's 
two most powerful groups of imperialist robbers, who were 
unable to unite against their Soviet enemy; 3) the possi
bility of enduring a comparatively lengthy civil war, partly 
owing to the enormous size of the country and to the poor 
means of communication; 4) the existence of such a pro
found bourgeois-democratic revolutionary movement among 
the peasantry that the party of the proletariat was able 
to adopt the revolutionarjr demands 'of the peasant party 
(the Socialist-Revolutionary Party, the majority of whose 
members were definitely hostile to Bolshevism) and realise 
them at once, thanks to the conquest of political power by 
the proletariat49—all these specific conditions do not at 
present exist in Western Europe, and a repetition of such 
or similar conditions will not occur so easily. Incidentally, 
apart from a number of other causes, that is why it is 
more difficult for Western Europe to start a socialist rev
olution than it was for us. To attempt to "circumvent" this 
difficulty by "skipping" the arduous job of utilising reac-



"LEFT-WING" COMMUNISM—AN INFANTILE DISORDER 109 

tionary parliaments for revolutionary purposes is absolutely 
childish. You want to create a new society, yet you fear 
the difficulties involved in forming a good parliamentary 
group made up of convinced, devoted and heroic Com
munists, in a reactionary parliament! Is that not childish? 
If Karl Liebknecht in Germany and Z. Hoglund in Sweden 
were able, even without mass support from below, to set 
examples of the truly revolutionary utilisation of reaction
ary parliaments, why should a rapidly growing revolution
ary mass party, in the midst of the post-war disillusion
ment and embitterment of the masses, be unable to forge 
a communist group in the worst of parliaments? It is 
because, in Western Europe, the backward masses of the 
workers and—to an even greater degree—of the small peas
ants are much more imbued with bourgeois-democratic 
and parliamentary prejudices than they were in Russia; 
because of that, it is only from within such institutions 
as bourgeois parliaments that Communists can (and 
must) wage a long and persistent struggle, undaunted by 
any difficulties, to expose, dispel and overcome these 
prejudices. 

The German "Lefts" complain of bad "leaders" in their 
party, give way to despair, and even arrive at a ridiculous 
"negation" of "leaders". But in conditions in which it is 
often necessary to hide "leaders" underground, the evolu
tion of good "leaders", reliable, tested and authoritative, is 
a very difficult matter; these difficulties cannot be success
fully overcome without combining legal and illegal work, 
and without testing the "leaders", among other ways, in 
parliaments. Criticism—-the most keen, ruthless and uncom
promising criticism-—-should be directed, not against parlia
mentarianism or parliamentary activities, but against those 
leaders who are unable—-and still more against those who 
are unwilling—-to utilise parliamentary elections and the 
parliamentary rostrum in a revolutionary and communist 
manner. Only such criticism—combined, of course, with 
the dismissal of incapable leaders and their replacement 
by capable ones—will constitute useful and fruitful rev
olutionary work that will simultaneously train the "leaders" 
to be worthy of the working class and of all working 
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people, and train the masses to be able properly to under
stand the political situation and the often very complicated 
and intricate tasks that spring from that situation.* 
Writ ten in April-May 1920 Collected Works, 

Vol. 31, pp. 46-65 
Published in pamphlet form 
in June 1920 

* "I have had too little opportunity to acquaint myself -with "Left-
wing" communism in Italy. Comrade Bordiga and his faction of Ab-
stentionist Communists (Comunista astensionista) are certainly wrong 
in advocating non-participation in parliament. But on one point, it 
seems to me, Comrade Bordiga is right—as far as can be judged from 
two issues of his paper, II Soviet (Nos. 3 and 4, January 18 and Feb
ruary 1, 1920), from four issues of Comrade Serrati's excellent peri
odical, Comunismo (Nos. 1-4, October 1-November 30, 1919), and from 
separate issues of Italian bourgeois papers which I have seen. Com
rade Bordiga and his group are right in attacking Turat i and his par
tisans,, who remain in a par ty which has recognised Soviet power and 
the dictatorship of the proletariat, and yet continue their former per
nicious and opportunist policy as members of parl iament. Of course, 
in tolerating this, Comrade Serrati and the entire Italian Socialist 
Par ty are making a mistake which threatens to do as much ha rm 
and give rise to the same dangers as it did in Hungary, where the 
Hungarian Turatis sabotaged both the par ty and the Soviet govern
ment from within. Such a mistaken, inconsistent, or spineless atti tude 
towards the opportunist parl iamentarians gives rise to "Left-wing" 
communism, on the one hand, and to a certain extent justifies its 
existence, on the other. Comrade Serrati is obviously wrong when he 
accuses Deputy Turat i of being "inconsistent" (Comunismo No. 3), 
for i t is the Italian Socialist Par ty itself that is inconsistent in tole
rating such opportunist parl iamentarians as Turat i and Co. 


