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second rank—whose political fortunes were linked with his,
and who owed him unquestioning personal allegiance. A policy
of recruitment inaugurated by the Lenin enrolment of 1924
had built up a rank-and-file membership of reliable workers
known for their ready submission to the party line. In the
less congenial field of party doctrine Stalin took pains to
present himself, not as an innovator, but as the devoted
disciple of Lenin and the custodian of party orthodoxy; the
spurious attempt to attribute the theory of socialism in one
country to Lenin was an example of his eagerness to ground
his authority in that of the master. The parallel was consciously
cultivated by his entourage. Stalin’s words, like those of Lenin,
were constantly quoted in the press and in the speeches
of his followers, and treated as authoritative. His portrait
appeared everywhere in public places, often side by side
with that of Lenin. These practices reached their apogee
in the birthday tributes, which were marked by a hitherto
unprecedented display of personal adulation.

Many traits, however, distinguished the character of Stalin’s
rule from anything that could have been imagined under
Lenin. Stalin had a form of vanity totally alien to Lenin,
which demanded, not indeed the holding or the trappings
of office, but absolute obedience and the recognition of his
infallibility. No overt criticism, no expression of dissent,
appeared any longer in the party press, or even in specialist
journals. Such discussions of current questions as could still
be found were marked by tasteless and uniform tributes to
the leader, and by the celebration of often mythical achieve-
ments. Stalin became a remote, isolated figure, exalted far
above ordinary mortals, and indeed above his closest colleagues.
He seems to have lacked any warmth of feeling for his fellow-
men; he was cruel and vindictive to those who thwarted
his will, or excited his resentment or his antipathy. His commit-
ment to Marxism and socialism was only skin-deep. Socialism
was not something that grew out of the objective economic
situation and out of the revolt of class-conscious workers against
the oppressive domination of capitalism; it was something
to be imposed from above, arbitrarily and by force. Stalin’s
attitude to the masses was contemptuous; he was indifferent
to liberty and to equality; he was scornful of the prospects
of revolution in any country outside the USSR. He was
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the only member of the party central committee who as
early as January 1918 had maintained, in opposition to Lenin,
that “there is no revolutionary movement in the West”.

The commitment to socialism in one country, though the
attitudes which crystallized into the new doctrine were not
exclusively of Stalin’s making, perfectly fitted the man. It
enabled him to match professions of socialism with Russian
nationalism, the only political creed which moved him at
all deeply. In Stalin’s treatment of national minorities or
of the smaller nations, nationalism easily degenerated into
chauvinism. Notes of the old Russian anti-Semitism, sternly
denounced by Lenin and the early Bolsheviks, were heard;
and official condemnations of it, though persistent, began
to sound less decisive. In art and literature, the eager experi-
mentalism of the first years of the revolution was abandoned
in favour of a return to traditional Russian models, enforced
by an increasingly strict censorship. Marxist schools of history
and law passed under a cloud; to seek continuity with the
Russian past was no longer a cause for reproach. Socialism
in one country pointed back to an old Russian national
exclusiveness, rejected by Marx as well as by Lenin. It was
not altogether incongruous to place Stalin’s régime in the
context of Russian history.

This constriction of the revolution within a narrow nationalist
strait-jacket had its reverse side. It would be unfair to depict
Stalin as a man moved exclusively by the lust for personal
power. He dedicated his indefatigable energy to the transforma-
tion of primitive peasant Russia into a modern industrial
Power, capable of facing the major capitalist Powers on equal
terms. The need to ‘“‘catch up with” or “overtake” the
capitalist countries was an obsessive theme, and inspired most
of the rare purple passages in Stalin’s drab prose. It provided
the peroration of his anniversary article of November 1929
on “The Year of the Great Break-Through”:

We are going full steam along the road of industrialization
to socialism, leaving behind our age-long “Russian” back-
wardness.

We are becoming a country of metal, a country of the
automobile, a country of the tractor.

And when we have seated the USSR in an automobile,
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and the peasant on a tractor, then let the honourable
capitalists, who plume themselves on their “civilization”,
try to catch us up. We shall see which countries can
then be counted as backward and which as advanced.

And later, rather more soberly, he conjured up a picture
of Russia through the ages, “beaten for her backwardness”
by a succession of foreign invaders, from ‘Mongol khans”
to “Anglo-French capitalists”” and “Japanese barons’, and
concluded:

We have lagged 50 or 100 years behind the advanced
countries. We must close this gap in ten years. Either
we shall do it, or they will crush us.

This extraordinary combination of a commitment to the
industrialization and modernization of the economy, which
appealed to convinced Marxists as a vital step on the road
to socialism, and a commitment to a revival of the power
and prestige of the Russian nation, which appealed to the
army, to the bureaucratic and technological élites, to all
survivors of the old régime who had entered the service
of the new, gave Stalin his unbreakable hold over the party,
the government and the administration. To attribute this
simply to Stalin’s political astuteness, or to the efficiency
of the machine, or to the severity of measures taken to
suppress dissent, would be a mistake. It was not only defectors
from the opposition in 1928 and 1929 who felt that Stalin’s
unflinching determination in the pursuit of long-desired ends
outweighed the harsh methods used to enforce his policies.
Some people argued that without these methods the ends
could not be attained, others that they could not be attained
without Stalin’s forceful leadership, and that it was therefore
necessary to tolerate his unwelcome idiosyncracies. The fact
that this was a revolution from above, and that it placed
the heaviest burdens on the very classes which were its declared
beneficiaries, did not seriously disturb the picture. Enthusiasm
for the great leap forward engulfed many party members
and others engaged, in one capacity or another, in forwarding
the grand design, and left them indifferent to other considera-
tions. It was a society well accustomed to associate govern-
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ment with oppression, and to treat it as an inescapable evil.

Stalin on his fiftieth birthday stood at the summit of his
ambition. Enough had indeed occurred to lend weight to
Lenin’s apprehensions of his rough and arbitrary use of power.
He had already displayed an extraordinary ruthlessness in
enforcing his will and in crushing all opposition to it. But
the full revelation of the quality of his dictatorship still lay
ahead. The horrors of the process of collectivization, of the
concentration camps, of the great show trials, and of the
indiscriminate killing, with or without trial, not only of those
who had opposed him in the past, but of many who had
assisted his rise to power, accompanied by the imposition
of a rigid and uniform orthodoxy on the press, on art and
literature, on history and on science, and by the suppression
of every critical opinion, left a blot which could not be
erased by victory in the war or by the sequel. The fluctuations
in Stalin’s reputation since his death in the eyes of his compa-
triots seem to reflect confused and conflicting emotions of
admiration and shame. This ambivalence may persist for a
long time. The precedent of Peter the Great has often been
invoked, and is astonishingly apposite. Peter too was a man
of formidable energy and extreme ferocity. He revived and
outdid the worst brutalities of earlier Tsars; and his record
excited revulsion in later generations of historians. Yet his
achievement in borrowing from the west, in forcing on primitive
Russia the material foundations of modern civilization, and
in giving Russia a place among the European Powers, obliged
them to concede, however reluctantly, his title to greatness.
Stalin was the most ruthless despot Russia had known since
Peter, and also a great westernizer.



18 The USSR and the
World (1927-1929)

For nearly two years after the break with Britain in May
1927, and the collapse of the Chinese revolutionary movement
and of the Soviet involvement in China, Soviet foreign relations
were in the doldrums. Successive approaches from Moscow
were ignominiously rebuffed by the British Government. Nego-
tiations with France on debts and credits broke down; and
the French Government, though it did not sever diplomatic
relations, found a pretext for demanding the recall of Rakovsky,
the Soviet Ambassador. Relations with Germany had been
temporarily disturbed by her signature of the Locarno treaty
and entry into the League of Nations; angry interludes from
time to time marked their uneven flow. But, resting on the
firm foundation of the secret military agreements, of Germany’s
desire to avoid an exclusively western orientation, and of
common hostility to Poland, they remained closer and more
fruitful than Soviet relations with any other country. Relations
with Poland had further deteriorated since Pilsudski’s coup
of May 1926, being embittered by fear that Pilsudski would
serve as a willing instrument of the anti-Soviet designs of
the western Powers, and later by a persistent, though unsuccess-
ful, Polish attempt to organize the other western neighbours
of the USSR—Finland, the Baltic States and Rumania—in
a pact or alliance under Polish leadership. Relations with
Japan were rendered uneasy by ambiguous Japanese policies
in China, and by Japan’s jealous control over Manchuria,
exercised through her protégé, the Chinese warlord Chang
Tso-lin.

Paradoxically, the one important initiative undertaken at
this time by Soviet diplomacy was participation in international
activities at Geneva. Hitherto Soviet cooperation with the
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League of Nations had been confined to a tenuous link with
its health organization. The League had always been
denounced in Moscow as an integral part of the oppressive
Versailles peace settlement of 1919, and a hypocritical cloak
for Allied military preparations. This ban still remained. But,
now that Germany had entered the League, absence from
the scene of action increased the sense of isolation. In May
1927 a large Soviet delegation arrived for the first time in
Geneva to attend the World Economic Conference. Soviet
delegates made their mark both in plenary sessions and in
the commissions set up by the conference, castigating capitalist
procedures and defending the monopoly of foreign trade, but
calling for ““peaceful co-existence of the two economic systems”’.
The absence of concrete results did not remove the impression
on both sides that contacts had been established which were
susceptible of further development.

More sensational was the appearance in Geneva, six months
later, of a Soviet delegation headed by Litvinov, the deputy
Commissar for Foreign Affairs, at the session of the Preparatory
Commission for Disarmament. Litvinov stole the limelight
by putting forward a proposal for the total abolition of all
military, naval and air armaments. It was a sensational and
embarrassing gesture. The commission hastily adjourned the
discussion till its next session in March 1928. On this occasion
the indefatigable Litvinov submitted a revised plan for total
disarmament by stages. When this, too, was shelved, he substi-
tuted an alternative draft for a limitation of armaments,
which, though less Utopian than its two predecessors, went
far beyond anything contemplated by the western Powers.
It was greeted with some sympathy only by Germany, whose
armaments had been rigidly restricted by the Versailles treaty,
and Turkey, a new member of the commission. These proceed-
ings continued to embarrass a majority of the delegates, who
found no other resource but a further adjournment, and
won for Litvinov and the USSR much favourable publicity
in radical circles in the western countries interested in disarma-
ment, which were already impatient at the slow progress
made by the commission.

A further significant step in Soviet relations with the west
was taken in the summer of 1928. Kellogg, the American
Secretary of State, proposed the signature of an international
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pact to renounce war ‘“as an instrument of national policy”.
The USSR was not among the fifteen countries originally
invited to participate. But, when on the day of the signature,
August 27, 1928, an invitation was sent to the USSR, as
well as to all other non-signatory countries, to accede to
the pact, it was promptly and warmly accepted. Moreover,
when ratification of the pact by the western Powers was
delayed, the Soviet Government proposed to its immediate
neighbours to conclude a pact to bring the provisions of
the Kellogg pact immediately into force between themselves.
This subsidiary pact was signed in Moscow on February
9, 1929, amid a blaze of publicity, by the USSR, Poland,
Latvia, Estonia and Rumania; Lithuania, Turkey and Persia
acceded later.

In these manoeuvres the hand of Litvinov was clearly visible.
Litvinov had now virtually supplanted Chicherin as People’s
Commissar for Foreign Affairs, though he did not formally
succeed to the title till 1930. Chicherin, the eccentric scion
of an ancient family who had joined the party, won Lenin’s
confidence. But strong mutual antipathies divided him from
Stalin, who preferred Litvinov’s cruder, brusquer style. In 1928,
Chicherin, now a sick man, withdrew from active life. The
significance of the change was that while Chicherin mistrusted
the western countries, especially Britain, from which he had
been ignominiously deported in 1918, and felt at home only
in Germany, Litvinov had spent many years in Britain, spoke
fluent English and had an English wife. For some years
Litvinov worked not unsuccessfully, within the limits of Soviet
policy, for a rapprochement between the USSR and the western
world.

Ever since the general strike of 1926, the speeches of promi-
nent British politicians had helped to build up the image
of Britain prevalent in Moscow as the most implacable enemy
of the USSR. The attitude of the Conservative government
during this period was inspired by deep mistrust of the USSR
and desire to have as few dealings as possible with Moscow.
But by the end of 1928 the policy of the cold shoulder
had yielded no results, and a milder climate set in. At a
time when the Americans and the Germans were beginning
to outstrip the British in modern industrial technology, the
loss of British markets in the USSR was alarming; and this



176 The Russian Revolution

was attributed to the rupture of relations between the two
countries. At the end of March 1929 a party of British
businessmen, eighty strong, set out on a visit to the USSR,
was enthusiastically received, and collected some orders. A
general election in Britain was now imminent. Both the Labour
and Liberal Parties inscribed a resumption of relations with
the USSR in their platforms. The Labour Party emerged
as the strongest of the three parties, and formed a government
which carried out its pledge. Full relations were once more
established, after some delay, towards the end of the year.
But the reconciliation was no more than skin-deep, and did
not break the underlying tension between the USSR and
the western world.

Relations with the United States were ambivalent, and
had a special character of their own. The Soviet leaders
recognized that Britain was being rapidly eclipsed by the
United States as the major capitalist Power; some expected
this to result in acute animosity between the two English-speak-
ing countries. But, in spite of the uniform hostility towards
the USSR displayed by the American Government, by the
American Federation of Labour, and by the American press,
the reaction in Moscow was surprisingly mild, and was tinged
with admiration and envy of the accomplishments of American
industry. The United States was the most advanced country
in the world in industrial technology, in mass production
and in standardization; organization in large units of produc-
tion brought it nearer than any other country to Soviet
conditions and requirements. Reliance on American machinery
and equipment was an important factor in Soviet industrializa-
tion policy; from 1927 onwards the United States began
to challenge Germany as the principal supplier of industrial
products to the USSR.

Still more significant was the extensive employment of Ameri-
can engineers. The staffing of Soviet factories and mines with
qualified engineers and technicians had from the first presented
a problem. Many who had worked in this capacity before
the revolution had disappeared: the loyalty of others was
suspect. There were few facilities for training a new generation
to take their place. Many German engineers worked in Soviet
industry in the early years. But, with the introduction of
the first five-year plan and the rapid expansion of Soviet
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industry, the demand for expertise at the highest levels grew;
and it was for the most part American engineers who filled
the gap. Dneprostroi was only the first of several major con-
struction projects planned and directed by American chief
engineers who brought their staffs with them. The Soviet
authorities protected them against outbursts of jealousy on
the part of their Russian colleagues, and put more trust
both in the efficiency and in the loyalty of American, than
of old-style Russian, engineers. By 1929 several hundred highly
qualified American engineers were working in the USSR.
The number was said to be ‘““utterly insufficient”, and was
soon to be further increased. While the hostility of official
circles in the United States to Moscow remained obdurate,
a break-through had been effected on the industrial and
commercial front.

The activities of Comintern, being governed in all major
questions by the same party leaders who directed Soviet policy
as a whole, reflected the uneasiness and ambiguity of Soviet
foreign relations in this period. In 1927 the “united front”,
meaning the cooperation of communists with other Left parties
or groups in capitalist countries for defined objectives, still
figured prominently in the directives of Comintern. But in
that year the two most widely publicized experiments in
united front tactics, the alliance of the Chinese Communist
Party with Kuomintang and the Anglo-Russian trade union
committee, both came to grief in conditions of some ignominy
(see pp. 93, 102—103 above). The partners with whom co-
operation had been sought in these enterprises were denounced
as traitors; and the united front in the sense hitherto given to the
term was tacitly abandoned. The rift occurred at the moment
of a sharp turn for the worse in Soviet relations with the
western Powers, when fear of war obsessed the Soviet leaders;
and a turn to the Left in Comintern seemed a natural result
of the breakdown of conciliatory tactics in Soviet diplomacy,
as well as in the relations of communist parties to other
Left parties in capitalist countries. That Stalin, having defeated
the united opposition, was now moving to the Left in domestic
policy, and preparing to confront Bukharin and the Right
deviation, was a coincidence which fitted into the same picture.
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From 1928 onwards the new line dominated the proceedings
of Comintern. Recognition that the capitalist countries had
achieved a phase of “stabilization”, however ‘“temporary”,
“relative” and “unstable”, was rarer and more grudging.
Class antagonisms were becoming more acute; ‘“class against
class” was a slogan of the new period. The united front
was interpreted as a “united front from below”, meaning
cooperation with the rank and file of socialist and social-demo-
cratic parties to overthrow their corrupt and traitorous leaders.
The sixth congress of Comintern meeting in July 1928—its
first for four years, and its longest ever—recorded three periods
in its history. The first covered the acute revolutionary ferment
of 1917-1921, the second the recovery of capitalism from
1921 to 1927. The third period inaugurated by the congress was
one in which the ever-growing contradictions of capitalism
heralded its imminent decay, and opened fresh prospects of
revolution. The worst enemies of communism were now the
temporizing social-democrats. The German delegate bluntly
called them ‘“social-Fascists”’. The resolution of the congress
admitted that they had some points of contact with the
ideology of Fascism; and the new programme of Comintern
adopted by the congress bracketed social-democracy and Fas-
cism as twin agents of the bourgeoisie. While the congress
was in session, Litvinov was cautiously steering the Soviet
Government towards accession to the Kellogg pact, which
was announced before the congress ended. No delegate of
the Russian party at the congress mentioned the pact. But
it was attacked by several delegates of other parties, and
in the communist press of western countries, as a hypocritical
mask for imperialist aggression; and a resolution of the congress,
without mentioning the pact, contained an ironical reference
to “abolition of war” (in inverted commas) as an example
of the ‘‘official pacifism by which capitalist governments
mask their manoeuvres”. Any apparent discrepancy between
governmental and Comintern policy was probably explained
by uncertainties, or unresolved differences of opinion, among
Soviet leaders. But in the event the two lines were pursued
side by side, and Narkomindel and Comintern went their
respective ways without any sense of incompatibility between
them.

Bukharin’s downfall was an incidental factor in the proclama-
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tion of the “third period” in 1928. His quarrel with Stalin
turned primarily on economic affairs. But his tenure of office
in Comintern had been associated with the conciliatory policies
of the united front; and after his disgrace the line swung
all the more violently in the opposite direction. An ‘““objectively
revolutionary situation’’ was diagnosed in the principal capita-
list countries, even before the onset of the world economic
crisis lent some slight plausibility to the claim. Revolutionary
class war was the primary duty of all communist parties.
The term “social-Fascist”, invented in Germany, was now
applied to all “reformist” parties of the Left; to seek or
tolerate any compromise with them was to be guilty of “oppor-
tunism’’ and a “Right deviation”. These injunctions embar-
rassed the communist parties of western Europe. In Britain
and France they did not prevent some covert communist
support for Labour and Socialist candidates in elections. It
was in Geérmany that they were applied with the greatest
rigour and with the most disastrous results. The support given
by German social-democrats to the Locarno treaty and to
the western orientation in German policy earned them the
implacable hostility of the Soviet Government and of Comin-
tern. The rift between the German Communist and Social-
Democratic Parties persisted, and later proved too deep to be
healed even by the imminent danger of Hitler’s take-over.

The breach with other Left parties dealt a fatal blow
at the practice of organizing international “fronts”, in which
non-communists of the Left were invited to cooperate with
communists in support of causes of common concern (see p. go
above). Miinzenberg, the assiduous and versatile German
communist who promoted and directed these joint undertakings,
found it necessary, at the sixth congress of Comintern, to plead
that such activities had ‘‘nothing in common with an
‘opportunist policy’ or a ‘Right’ deviation”. But they were
difficult to reconcile with the uninhibited abuse of social-
democrats which was now the rule in communist parties.
Nothing short of rigid adherence to the Comintern line was
acceptable. Even the once spectacularly successful League against
Imperialism wilted in the new climate; and it proved impossible
to revive the spontaneous enthusiasm generated at its founding
congress in 1927. When a second—and last—congress of the
League met two years later in Frankfurt, it was entirely
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dominated by a Soviet delegation, and the non-communist
sympathizers failed to appear, or drifted away. The international
society of Friends of the Soviet Union, founded at the tenth
anniversary celebrations of the revolution in Moscow in
November 1927, was equally short-lived, surviving longer in
Britain than elsewhere. The last of these ostensibly non-party
demonstrations under Comintern auspices was an Anti-Facist
Congress held in Berlin in March 1929.

A corollary of the new hard line in Comintern was the
enforcement of stricter discipline on communist parties. Ever
since 1924, when the Bolshevization of foreign parties was
proclaimed as a goal, Comintern had sought from time to
time to influence the selection of leaders of these parties.
After 1928 such intervention became direct and constant.
In the autumn of that year, the central committee of the
German party, following a financial scandal, decided to remove
its leader, Thilmann, who had owed his rise largely to support
from Moscow. The Comintern authorities vetoed the decision
and secured its reversal. Early in 1929, Comintern settled
a long-standing split in the Polish party by installing in
the leadership the group most obedient to its behests; and
the existing leaders of the American party were abruptly
expelled after a personal intervention by Stalin. Similar changes
were rather more cautiously effected in the French and British
parties. A feature of most of these changes was a new emphasis
in the choice of leaders of unimpeachably working-class ori-
gin—Thilmann in Germany, Thorez in France, Pollitt in
Britain—which seemed to accord with the Left inclination
now prevailing in Comintern, and was a reaction against
the trouble caused in the past by dissident intellectuals. Workers
generally proved in this respect more malleable. While the
new leaders were regularly hailed as Leftists, and those whom
they replaced denounced as Rightists, the essential touchstone
of the new appointments was prompt and unfailing submission
to directives from Moscow.

This, however, created another dilemma. The decisions of
Comintern were effectively the decisions of the Russian party.
They could be, and were, imposed on the foreign parties,
but at the cost of alienating a larger and larger number
of workers in the countries concerned, who failed to respond
to what seemed the wilful and sometimes plainly inappropriate
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dictates of a remote and alien power. At the end of the
nineteen-twenties the communist movement in western coun-
tries was declining in numbers and influence, and attracting
fewer sympathizers. The British and American parties had
no mass following. In Germany, France and Czechoslovakia
mass communist parties had split the workers’ movement,
but never succeeded in dominating it. Everywhere the streng-
thening of the links that bound the party leaders to Moscow
weakened their hold on the rank and file of the workers.
It was only when policies in Moscow were radically altered
in the middle nineteen-thirties that these losses were retrieved.

The most important event in Soviet foreign relations in
the latter half of 1929 occurred in the Far East. For two
years after the debacle of 1927 the Soviet Government was
excluded from any participation in Chinese affairs; and the
Chinese Communist Party was reduced to scattered under-
ground groups in a few principal cities. In December 1927
the rump of the party, prompted from Moscow, desperately
attempted a military coup in Canton. It was a dismal failure,
and led to a further massacre of communists and their sup-
porters. About this time the communist peasant leader, Mao
Tse-tung, and a communist general, Chu Teh, collected a
small force of fugitives and landless peasants, a few thousand
strong, in a remote and inaccessible mountain area of south-
western China; and a year later they began to establish
their authority over the neighbouring countryside, setting up
peasant Soviets. Mao professed formal loyalty to the party
and to Comintern. But he went his own way, and had
few communications with the party leaders, who mistrusted
a movement which pinned its hopes of revolution on peasants
in the country and not on workers in the town. Meanwhile
Chiang Kai-shek, who had abated nothing of his hostility
to Chinese communists and to the USSR, extended the author-
ity of the nationalist government in Nanking over the greater
part of China. Chang Tso-lin, the warlord of Manchuria,
was killed in the summer of 1928; and at the end of that
year Chiang made an agreement with Chang’s son and succes-
sor for the reunification of China under the Kuomintang
flag, while preserving the autonomy of the northern provinces.

The northern provinces abutting on Soviet territory had
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long been a source of anxiety in Moscow. Here the Chinese
Eastern Railway (CER), built and owned by the pre-revolu-
tionary Russian Government .on Chinese territory, had long
constituted a bone of contention between the two countries
(see p. 99 above). Diplomatic agreements for Chinese repre-
sentation on its board did not prevent a succession of crises
over the control of the railway. But relative calm had pre-
vailed for three years when, in the spring of 1929, the
Chinese “authorities launched a number of minor attacks on
the line. On May 27 they raided the Soviet consulate in
Harbin, the headquarters of the CER, arresting officials and
seizing papers—a small-scale replica of the raid on the Soviet
Embassy in Peking two years earlier. Pronouncements from
Nanking left little doubt that the attacks had been inspired
by Chiang Kai-shek, and were a first step towards the taking
over of the railway. Finally on July 1o the Chinese authorities
seized railway installations, closed the Soviet trade delegation
and other Soviet establishments in Manchuria, arrested the
Soviet general manager of the railway, and expelled him,
together with 60 other Soviet officials, from Chinese territory.
The Soviet Government, having protested in vain against
these high-handed measures, withdrew its staff from the CER,
suspended railway communications with China, and demanded
the recall of all Chinese officials from the USSR.

Chiang Kai-shek had assumed that, as happened in 1927,
the Soviet Government would protest loudly, but would and
could do nothing. This was a grave miscalculation. Soviet
interests in central China had never been substantial, and
nothing could be done to defend them; the defeat of 1927
was humiliating, but not materially disastrous. But to forfeit
Russia’s historical position in Manchuria, and to abandon
the railway which had been built with Russian capital by
Russian engineers, and which was the direct link with Vladivos-
tok, the one Soviet Pacific port, would have been a staggering
blow. Moreover, the Red Army had now been built up
into an effective fighting force. It was not equipped for a
major war. But, once Japan had signified her neutrality in
the present quarrel, it was more than a match for the ill-found,
ill-disciplined Chinese levies which had fought one another
on Chinese soil. Chiang appears also to have assumed that
the western Powers would be as favourable in 1929 to his
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moves against the USSR as they had been two years earlier.
This was another miscalculation. Fears of communism had
abated, and the British Labour government was just about
to resume relations with the USSR. Chiang’s aggressiveness
looked like another case of something with which the western
Powers were all too familiar—the violation by Chinese warlords
of foreign treaty rights; and for the first time western sym-
pathies veered to the Soviet side.

The Soviet Government steadily refused to negotiate on
any basis other than the total withdrawal of the measures
taken on July 10 and the restoration of Soviet rights over
the CER. In August, Blyukher was appointed commander
of a reinforced eastern army. Sporadic raids across the frontier
marked growing Soviet impatience; and in November, when
these pin-pricks failed to impress the Chinese authorities, the
Red Army launched an extensive incursion into Chinese terri-
tory, dispersing local Chinese forces and capturing two small
towns. This time the warning was heeded, and negotiations
began in earnest. On December 22, a protocol was signed
reinstating the Soviet general manager of the CER and other
Soviet officials, restoring the status quo ante, and reserving
disputed questions for a future conference. The Red Army
had shown up the impotence of the Chinese warlords. The
USSR had emerged as a military and diplomatic force in
the Far East, and had forged links of common concern with
the western Powers. It was a turning-point in Soviet external
relations.

The dispersed, persecuted and dispirited Chinese Communist
Party played no part in these events. Instructed by Comintern,
its central committee put out the slogan ‘“Defence of the
Soviet Union”, and stepped up its denunciations of the Nan-
king government. What, however, was seen in Moscow as
a flagrant threat to Soviet security appeared to some patriotic
Chinese as a move to liberate Chinese territory from foreign,
i.e. Soviet, control. Ch’en Tu-hsiu, who had been deposed
from the party leadership after the disasters of 1927, was
now expelled from the party for voicing these embarrassments,
and subsequently proclaimed himself a follower of Trotsky.
Here as elsewhere, Comintern could impose discipline, but
could not breathe life into the enfeebled party ranks, whose
impotence in the urban centres could no longer be disguised.
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Only Mao Tse-tung’s peasant levies and the local Soviets
sponsored by them could boast of some successful revolutionary
activity. But these exploits were confined to a remote corner
of China, and their leaders paid at best hypocritical lip-service
to the rulings of the party and of Comintern. Much as
the Chinese communist movement owed to Russian inspiration
and example, it survived, and would ultimately triumph,
in forms unplanned and mistrusted by Moscow.



19 The Revolution in
Perspective

WHEN Lenin in the April theses proclaimed that the revolution
of February 1917 was not simply a bourgeois revolution,
but marked a transition, led by workers and poor peasants,
to the desired socialist revolution of the future, he made
a sensitive response to the tumultuous conditions prevailing
on his return to Petrograd. The Russian bourgeoisie, weak
and backward in comparison with its western counterparts,
possessed neither the economic strength nor the political matur-
ity, neither the independence nor the inner coherence, necessary
to wield power. On the other hand, the conception of an
alliance between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie to complete
the bourgeois revolution was pure myth. The proletariat,
once it became an effective force, could not instal in power
a bourgeois régime, whose function would be to exploit its
labour. The bourgeoisie could not brook the alliance of a
proletariat, whose eventual function would be to destroy it.
When Lenin attempted to escape from this impasse by placing
on the proletariat, supported by the poor peasants, the onus
both of completing the bourgeois revolution and of starting
the socialist revolution, he no doubt believed, not that he
was abandoning the Marxist scheme of two separate and
successive revolutions, but that he was adapting it to special
conditions. But this solution, which became the programme
of the October revolution, had its Achilles’ heel. Marx had
envisaged a socialist revolution developing on a foundation
of capitalism and bourgeois democracy established by a pre-
vious bourgeois revolution. In Russia this foundation was
rudimentary or non-existent. Lenin looked forward to the
building of socialism in an economically and politically back-
ward country. The dilemma could be avoided only so long
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as it was assumed that the revolution was about to become
international, that the European proletariat would also rise
in revolt against its capitalist masters, and provide the condi-
tions for an advance into socialism which Russia in isolation
lacked. Socialism installed by revolution in a country where
the proletariat itself was economically backward and numeri-
cally weak was not, and could not be, the socialism predicated
by Marx and Lenin as the outcome of a revolution of the
united proletariat of economically advanced countries.

From the first, therefore, the Russian revolution had a
hybrid and ambiguous character. Marx noted that the embryo
of bourgeois society had been formed within the matrix of
the feudal order, and was already mature when bourgeois
revolution installed it in the seats of power. It was assumed
that something analogous would happen to socialist society
before the victory of the socialist revolution. In one—but
only one—respect this expectation was vindicated. Industriali-
zation and technological modernization, which ranked high
among the achievements of capitalist society, were also impor-
tant pre-requisites of socialism. Long before 1914 the capitalist
economies of the western world had begun to transcend the
limits of small-scale production by individual entrepreneurs,
and to substitute production by large-scale units which domi-
nated the economic scene, and became involved willy-nilly
in the exercise of political power. Capitalism itself was
already blurring the line which separated economics from
politics, paving the way for some form of centralized control
and laying the foundations on which a socialist society could
be built.

These processes reached a climax in the first world war.
Study of the German war economy inspired Lenin’s remark
in the summer of 1917 that ‘““state monopoly capitalism is
the fullest material preparation for socialism”; and a few weeks
later he added, a little whimsically, that ‘the material, econo-
mic half” of socialism had been realized in Germany “in
the form of state monopoly capitalism”. The contradictions
of capitalism had already produced, within the capitalist order,
the embryo of the planned economy of the USSR. This
fact has led some critics to describe what was achieved under
Soviet planning as “state capitalism”. Such a view seems
untenable. Capitalism without entrepreneurs, without unemploy-
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ment and without a free market, where no class appropriates
the surplus value produced by the worker, and profits play
a purely ancillary role, where prices and wages are not subject
to the law of supply and demand, is no longer capitalism
in any meaningful sense. Soviet planned economy was recog-
nized everywhere as a challenge to capitalism. It was ‘“the
material, economic half”’ of socialism, and was a major out-
come of the revolution.

If, however, it would be foolish to deny the title “socialist”
to this achievement, it would be equally misguided to pretend
that it constituted a realization of Marx’s “free association
of producers”, or of the dictatorship of the proletariat, or
of Lenin’s transitional ‘“democratic dictatorship of workers
and peasants”. Nor did it satisfy Marx’s requirement that
“the emancipation of the workers must be the task of the
workers themselves”. The Soviet industrial and agrarian revo-
lutions plainly fell into a category of “revolution from above”,
imposed by the joint authority of party and state. The limi-
tations of “socialism in one country” were plainly revealed.
The vision of a trained and educated proletariat growing
up within bourgeois society, like the bourgeoisie within feudal
society, had not been realized—and, least of all; in backward
Russia, where the working class was small, down-trodden,
and unorganized, and had assimilated none even of the condi-
tional freedoms of bourgeois democracy. The tiny core of
class-conscious workers played a major part in the victory
of the revolution. But the task of ordering and administering
the broad territories incorporated in the Soviet republic called
for a more complex and more sophisticated form of organiza-
tion. The party of Stalin, a disciplined corps led by a small
and devoted band of revolutionary intellectuals, stepped into
the vacant place, and directed the policy of the régime by
methods which, after Lenin’s death, became more and more
openly dictatorial, and less and less dependent on its proletarian
base. Devices, first sparingly used amid the passions and
atrocities of the civil war, were gradually elaborated into
a vast system of purges and concentration camps. If the
goals could be described as socialist, the means used to attain
them were often the very negation of socialism.

This does not mean that no advance at all had been
made towards the most exalted ideal of socialism—the libe-
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ration of the workers from the oppressions of the past, and
the recognition of their equal réle in a new kind of society.
But progress was halting, and was broken by a series of
set-backs and calamities, avoidable and unavoidable. After
the ravages and shortages of the civil war, a brief respite
ensued in which the standard of living of both workers and
peasants slowly rose somewhat above the miserable levels
of Tsarist Russia. During the decade which began in 1928,
these standards once more contracted under the intense pres-
sures of industrialization; and the peasant passed through
the horrors of forced collectivization. Scarcely had recovery
once more set in when the country was exposed to the cataclysm
of a world war, in which the USSR was the target of Germany’s
most sustained and most devastating offensive on the continent
of Europe. These terrifying experiences left their mark, material
and moral, on Soviet life and on the minds of the Soviet
leaders and the Soviet people. Not all the sufferings of the
first half century of the revolution can be attributed to internal
causes or to the iron hand of Stalin’s dictatorship.

Yet, by the nineteen-fifties and nineteen-sixties, the fruits
of industrialization, mechanization and long-term planning
began to mature. Much remained primitive and backward
by any western measurement. But standards of living substan~
tially improved. Social services, including health services and
primary, secondary and higher education, became more effec-
tive, and spread from the cities over most parts of the country.
Stalin’s most notorious instruments of oppression were disman-
tled. The pattern of life of ordinary people changed for the
better. When the fiftieth anniversary of the revolution was
celebrated in 1967, account could be taken of the magnitude
of the advance. During the half century, the population of
the USSR had increased from 145 millions to more than
250 millions; the proportion of town-dwellers had risen from
less than 20 to more than 50 per cent. This was an immense
increase in the urban population, most of the newcomers
being children of peasants, and grandchildren or great-grand-
children of serfs. The Soviet worker, and even the Soviet
peasant, of 1967 was a very different person from his father
or grandfather in 1917. He could hardly fail to be conscious
of what the revolution had done for him; and this out-weighed
the absence of freedoms which he had never enjoyed or
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dreamed of. The harshness and cruelty of the régime were
real. But so also were its achievements.

Abroad, the immediate effect of the Russian revolution had
been a sharp polarization of western attitudes between Right
and Left. The revolution was a bugbear to conservatives,
and a beacon of hope to radicals. Belief in this fundamental
dichotomy inspired the foundation of Comintern. But, in the
international revolution conceived by Marx and Lenin as
a mass movement of the united European proletariat, no
Marxist would have claimed a predominant réle for the weak
Russian contingent. When the European revolution failed to
materialize, and when socialism in one country became the
official ideology of the Russian party, the increasingly assertive
demand to treat the USSR as the exemplar of socialist achieve-
ment, and Comintern as the repository of socialist orthodoxy,
led to a new polarization between east and west within the
Left. Communists and western social-democrats or socialists
confronted one another, first as mistrustful allies, then as
open enemies—a state of affairs misleadingly attributed in
Moscow to the treachery of renegade leaders. It was a symptom
of the rift that no common language could be found. Interna-
tional revolution as conceived in Moscow from 1924 onwards
was a movement directed ‘“‘from above” by an institution
claiming to act in the name of the only proletariat which
had made a victorious revolution in its own country; and
the corollary of this re-orientation was the assumption, not
only that the Russian leaders possessed a monopoly of know-
ledge and experience about the way in which a revolution
could be made, but that the first and over-riding interest
of international revolution was the defence of the one country
where revolution had been effectively achieved. Both these
assumptions, and the policies and procedures dictated by them,
proved totally unacceptable to a majority of the workers
of western Europe, who believed themselves far more advanced,
economically, culturally and politically, than their backward
Russian counterparts, and could not close their eyes to the
negative aspects of Soviet society. Persistence in these policies
merely brought discredit, in the eyes of western workers,
on the authorities in Moscow, on the national communist
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parties subservient to them, and eventually on the revolution
itself.

Relations with the backward non-capitalist countries turned
out quite differently. Lenin was the first to discover a link
between the revolutionary movement for the liberation of
the workers from capitalist domination in the advanced coun-
tries and the liberation of backward and subject nations from
the rule of the imperialists. The identification of capitalism
with imperialism was the fruitful theme of Soviet propaganda
and policy almost everywhere in Asia, and enjoyed its most
dramatic success in stimulating the Chinese national revolution
in the middle nineteen-twenties. As the USSR consolidated
its position, its prestige as the patron and leader of ““colonial”
peoples increased rapidly. It had achieved, through the process
of revolution and industrialization, a spectacular accretion
of economic independence and political power—an achieve-
ment worthy of envy and emulation. Outside Europe, even
the exaggerated claims of Comintern made sense. The defence
of the USSR, far from seeming an embarrassing excresence
on the programme of revolution, meant the defence of the
most powerful ally of the backward countries in their struggle
against the advanced imperialist countries.

Nor did the methods which aroused revulsion in countries
where the bourgeois revolution was a matter of history, and
where strong workers’ movements had grown up within the
elastic framework of liberal democracy, prove seriously repug-
nant in countries where the bourgeois revolution was still
on the agenda, where bourgeois democracy was an unsubstan-
tial vision, and where no sizable proletariat yet existed. Where
hungry and illiterate masses had not yet reached the stage
of revolutionary consciousness, revolution from above was better
than no revolution at all. While in the advanced capitalist
world the ferment generated by the Russian revolution
remained primarily destructive, and provided no constructive
model for revolutionary action, in the backward non-capitalist
countries it proved more pervasive and more productive. The
prestige of a revolutionary régime which, largely through
its own unaided efforts, had raised itself to the status of
a major industrial Power, made it the natural leader of
a revolt of the backward countries against the world-wide
domination of western capitalism, which before 1914 had
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been virtually uncontested; and in this context the blots which
tarnished its credentials in western eyes seemed irrelevant.
Through the revolt of the backward non-capitalist world,
the revolution presented a renewed challenge to the capitalist
Powers, the potency of which is not yet exhausted. The
Russian revolution of 1917 fell far short of the aims which
it set for itself, and of the hopes which it generated. Its
record was flawed and ambiguous. But it has been the source
of more profound and more lasting repercussions throughout
the world than any other historical event of modern times.
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