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Introduction ~ 1917

The Russian Revolution of 1917, like the 1789 French one before it, brought a wave of
hope to the mass of the world's population; it was believed that at last the world was begin-
ning to see a social system that was not based on exploitation and oppression.

That hope for a time was very real. There were of course people who benefited from class
rule who opposed it. There were of course victims who believed the lies of their oppressors,
and so never supported it. There were those who, as Erich Fromm showed, fear Freedom,
feel better with their servitude, than with the prospect of a just society. There were pessimists
who predicted that everything would go wrong. But, amongst those who heard anything of
what happened, these were the exceptions.

The bulk of the world's population may not have allowed itself to hope too much; after all
freedom has powerful enemies, and these were by no means disarmed. But, Nevertheless:
deep down, it hoped; then, as time went on, it became more and more obvious that what had
been built was not a society of equals but a new exploitative system, with a new ruling class
filling its own bellies on what it denied the masses.

The old ruling class would of course like us to believe that this was the inevitable; that the
hope of a classless society flies in the face of science, of an understanding of human nature;
(or alternatively that it is presumptuous and irreligious).

The new ruling class, on the other hand, (until the recent collapse of stalinism in Russia,)
was busily denying that it existed, and trying to persuade everyone that despite the enormous
powers and privileges of the Nomenklatura, that stalinist societies were nevertheless class-
less; and that society in the Soviet Union conformed to the aims and objectives of the pio-
neers of the socialist movement.

We need therefore to consider whether it would have been possible for the revolution to
have gone further than it did. It was in the Thirties a well-known truism amongst leftist oppo-
nents of stalinism, that confining the revolution to one country meant killing it. However this
was frequently a self-serving argument put forward by Trotskyists and other Left Leninists,
who ignored the extent to which, during Lenin's life-time the bolsheviks failed to aid social-
ist revolutionary upsurges in the West; and, perhaps more to the point, ignored the extent to
which the revolution had already degenerated during the years 1918-23.

However, be that as it may, and we will certainly be coming back to that point, later, in the
main body of this work; we need to look first to what preceded the revolutions, especially
since, in the case of the Russian one it was accompanied by all sorts of theories, claimed to
be scientific and to deal with economic and historical determinism; which it was argued
allowed socialists to predict the future, and to choose the precisely correct policies to help
the movement along.

For therein lies one obvious evil: if revolution is seen not as the voluntary act of the

oppressed masses, but as the almost inevitable consequences of inanimate economic forces;
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then the masses are apt to be seen as bodies to be manipulated, and if that is all they are, it
is certain that they cannot control society, in which case the classless society cannot be built.

But we go too far ahead: let us look back at the circumstances that these "scientific’

socialist" theories are supposed to explain; let us see just what was common to those three

named revolutions, (indeed - though we have enough to study at the moment without look- -

ing further afield, - those who wish to take the case deeper may perhaps care to look also
at the 16th Century Dutch one, or to the various earlier shifts in class power within the
Lombard City states.

It is notable that before both of these revolutions, as with the English one in the 17th
Century, the countries had been ruled by absolute monarchs, that not so long before a pro-
longed dynastic dispute had been ended by the accession to power of a new ruling family,
which had greatly modernised the institutions of monarchical power. Moreover it had

brought in a thorough-going modernization of the finance and economic processes of society,’

purged much of the older nobility, reducing the powers of the remainder, but nevertheless,
while making many economic and social changes, preserving the structure of an economic
class order which was by that time disappearing in neighbouring countries.

This meant that though in each case the economy was relatively advanced, the social rela-
tionships were backward. A considerable number of leading figures in the economy, (factory
managers in Russia, Mercantilists in France, [Mercantilism is an imperial economic system
where everything throughout an empire is planned, whole islands being ordered to specialise
in single cash props, and sometimes to change cash-crops on the orders of the planners in the
imperial country,] pre-mercantilist merchants in England,) felt excluded from the political
process, and were bitter. But because of the autocratic nature of society those who in the nor-

mal event would have led their class to political power were either bribed or kept their heads
down.

Other less important figures in the economy however were more discontent, and they sided

with the mass of the population in wanting to change society, and in turning to violent and
conspiratorial means in so doing.

But because the classes were not fully formed, lacked consciousness, because those who
in the normal course of events would have been the new ruling class had been divided
between those who slavishly upheld the autocracy and those who secretively sided with the
underclasses, they were not conscious of being a single class. The revolution therefore went
further, than pure economic and historical determinism might suggest. It looked as if not
merely the old class order, but also any new one, would be swept away.

Naturally this concentrated the minds of the new elites who deciding that they had been
better off under the old autocracy than they would be under a classless society fought hard
to restore something of the old system. However the old order was crippled, it could only be
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restored if it was prepared to change in a way that was outside the comprehension of the then
heirs of the Monarchy. So there was a longish phase of time in a period which certainly didn't
conform would the old Monarchical order, didn't conform either to that society then dominant
in neighbouring countries, which had been expected to emerge after a revolution, (capitalism
in 1917, Mercantilism in 1789, pre-Mercantilist Merchant society in the 17th Century,) in
which there was a constant battle for power.

Thus the French Revolution did not immediately make an industrial capitalist revolution for
the simple reason that there were very few industrial capitalists around at the time. Even in
England, the 18th Century Industrial Revolution was in its infancy, and the entrepreneurial
capitalist class was not sufficiently developed that it could possibly have taken power as a
class until after the Napoleonic Wars. The French Capitalist class rose both into being and to
power as a result of the revolution and the wars that followed; (when the Monarchy was
restored, it happened on the basis that it had to accept the new reality and make an alliance
with the capitalists).

o

The revolution could have spread, given the conditions under which the emergent British
working class laboured, it is amazing that the revolution did not spread to Britain. Though
much has been written since E.P. Thompson's "The Making of the English Working Class,"
and though its author was far from being an anarchist, that book remains an essential source
to understand why it was (a) reasonable to believe that revolution would reach Britain, and
(b) how it was that it did not.

In the same way the Russian Revolution did not lead directly to a new ruling class, the eco-
nomic basis for such a new class had not been then, in 1917, been laid. The leading revolu-
tionaries, guided as they were by Marxist theories, intended to make a capitalist revolution
which they supposed would prepare the way for socialism. It didn't. Just as with the French
Revolution, it failed to spread, and so failing, it had to survive against frequent attempts by
Western powers to overthrow it. That may not be the only reason the revolution was cor-
rupted - indeed, anarchists are certain it is not - but it was certainly a reason. It led instead to
a stalemate between classes, out of which and after considerable economic development has-
tened by ideological wars, a new class society arose.

Naturally if the mass of the people make the heroic sacrifices necessary for a revolution, they
do so because they want to be relieved of very evil conditions; they expect to see concrete
gains. They may be prepared to wait for the full benefits their leaders have promised, but they
are not prepared to see the old privileged classes given back their powers, while they them-
selves are ground back to the previous penury.

So any revolution which fails to ameliorate the conditions of the masses, which either
restores the powers of the old order, or builds a new class-divided society is going to have
its rules resisted by the people who made the revolution.
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It follows that any revolutionary elite, (however admirable its motives,) which thinks it
knows what is good for the masses better than the masses do themselves, will be resisted,
and restricted by people who yesteryear made a revolution. The elite survives only if it is pre-
pared to suppress all dissent, and, if necessary, does this bloodily.

Years later, mainly when arguing with his own more zealous disciples, Trotsky used to
deny furiously the allegation that the seeds of Stalinism were planted in the life of Lenin. He
used to say - reasonably enough - that "a river of blood separates the party of Lenin from the
party of Stalin," no-one can deny that that is true. What Trotsky, (and those who quote him,)
forget (and which this pamphlet tries to show) is that there was an earlier "river of blood"
separating the Soviets of 1917 from those of 1923.

We will see (Appendix Two) that though he frequently revised the form of his analysis on
this, that Trotsky, until he died, insisted that there was no basis for a new class society in
Russia; until 1929 he fought against earlier opposition currents and his own more enthusias-
tic followers, when they talked of Stalin's acquisition of power as being the Russian
Thermidor. (Thermidor was when Robespierre was overthrown in the French Convention,
and the revolution was consequently halted, the way being paved for the rise of the new class
society.)

He in the works that he wrote after Hitler came to power, and before "The Revolution
Betrayed" accepted that he'd been wrong at this point, but said that until then he had seen
Thermidor as the restoration of a previously existing class society. He rightly pointed out that
it was not, but it only ushered in the stalemate out of which a new class division arose. We
will also show - on the basis of his political testament "The USSR in War," that unlike those
who call themselves his followers, it is unlikely that Trotsky would have allowed himself to
be stuck with this position had he lived to the end of the war. That he would have accepted
that a new class society had arisen in the Soviet Union as in the satellites.

e ¥
We perhaps need - at this stage - to say something in explanation of why the nature of the
Russian Revolution matters to anarchists, what exactly was our role and interest in the mat-
ter. We must point out that you don't need to be an anarchist, (certainly not an anarcho-syn-
dicalist,) to say that society can only be changed for the better by the direct intervention of the
workers themselves. (Marx after all said as much, - "the liberation of the working class is the
task of the workers themselves," - whether he meant it or not is debatable).

We do not claim that syndicalists/anarchists are alone in holding the belief that; - whether
it be industrial action for partial demands, Newbury-type action on the environment, the
NVDA of the peace movement, street demos against the Prevention of Terrorism or the
Criminal Justice Acts, or against the cruel despatch of animals, in the short term; something
like the Indian independence movement under Gandhi, or the overthrow of Apartheid
regime, of the East European dictatorships in the mid-term; or something on the lines of the

social general strike in the final term; - it is always direct action and eventually mass involve-

ment, that matters. ;
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What distinguishes a syndicalist from others is the consistency with which we think this
applies. There can never be a time when an anarchist (true to his/her beliefs) will advocate
that the workers surrender their newly gained power to a self-selected Central Committee
which will then run the revolution on behalf of the workers, (as the Bolshevists did in
1918;) never be a time when syndicalists will say that group X because of their revolu-
tionary-past understands the workers' interests better than the workers themselves, (as
Lenin said when he imposed one-man-management on Russian industries against the
wishes of the Soviets;) never be a time when anarcho-syndicalists say (as did Trotsky in
"Terror") that but for the dictatorship of a revolutionary party over the workers' councils,
workers' council power would be an impossibility.

By definition if you believe in direct action, you will want to work with others who so
do; (there may of course be occasions when this or that action is thought to be counter-pro-
ductive, and so the direct actionist will want to disown what she/he feels to be false direct
action; - that sort of division is found amongst anarcho-syndicalists just as it is found else-
where). So by definition direct actionist movements are always wider than any one label
would imply, they are all essentially united fronts, and the syndicalist seeks only to be the
most determined advocate of direct action.

This is why historically all examples of mass syndicalist movements (the IWW, the early
French CGT, the Spanish CNT, the British syndicalist upsurge of 1909-1913 - the shop
stewards' movements etc., - the Swedish SAC,) have had members who did not regard
themselves as anarchist or syndicalist; and why there have been over the years, a variety
of socialist parties or the organizations which have had syndicalist members. There has
never been a case where a socialist movement has inspired the workers to act, in vast num-
bers, in a revolutionary way, where there has not been significant anarchist involvement in
that action; there has never been a case when a revolution has halted and turned back on
itself but the impact of a minority usurping the revolution, and imposing its will, without
that usurpation being restricted by anarcho-syndicalists.














































