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“Our contention is that the fundamental structural 
features which are shared by all countries of the 
second world, as well as many of the dissimilarities 
between them, become intelligible if - and indeed 
only if — one accepts the thesis that in all those 
countries there prevails one and the same mode of 
production. This mode of production - which was 
not anticipated, let alone described and analysed 
by classical Marxism — we call 'state collectivism'.”
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Introduction

The century of the unexpected. That is what — thus far — the 
twentieth century has been for communist revolutionaries. 
Classical Marxism — the movement if not the founders — led 
us to believe that the socialist revolution would happen first in 
those countries where workers were the majority of the popu
lation, and that, after the working class had taken power, 
progress thereon to socialism/communism would be straight
forward. Classical marxism, as a movement, tended to believe 
that the liberation from class society of the colonial peoples 
would be an automatic by-product of the workers’ revolutions 
in the so-called ‘civilised’, capitalist countries.

Every one of these expectations has proved false. The 
working class has not, yet, successfully seized power in any of 
the capitalist heartlands. The first workers’ revolution took 
place in ‘backward’ Russia — but the heroism of 1917 was 
followed by the horrors of Stalinism. In country after country 
of the colonial world (China, Cuba, Vietnam, etc.) workers 
and peasants have fought, successfully, so evict the imperialist 
predators. Yet, whilst the masses have not ‘waited’ for the 
workers of the metropolitan lands, the various regimes 
resulting from this vast revolutionary upsurge plainly have 
many failings when measured by the standards of classical 
marxism and socialist internationalism and democracy. The 
invasion of Vietnam by China in early 1979 is the clearest 
testimony of the relevance of the problems raised in this 
discussion.

This century of the unexpected has of course been 
intensely debated by many on the revolutionary left. On a 
world scale, Trotskyists, Maoists, Stalinists, ‘Euro-communists’, 
and many individual dissidents from orthodox views have 
offered their insights and perceptions. But with the passage of 
tiAie, a growing proportion of what has appeared — especially 
in Britain — has been sterile and unproductive. The Trotskyist 
comrades, for example, largely content themselves with re
iterating what the master said. And while, undoubtedly, 
Trotsky’s analyses of the Soviet Union, in the 1930s, 
contained much of enduring value, they also contained much 
that was wrong. To take but two examples, the Soviet regime 
has shown little sign, in nearly half a century, of fulfilling 
Trotsky’s prognoses about its imminent downfall. And further
more — again contrary to Trotskyism’s expectations — similar 
regimes have established themselves as rulers of one third of 

the world’s inhabitants, in a process that still leaves Trotskyists 
bewildered.

It is against a background of often sterile rehashing of now- 
outdated analyses that Big Flame is pleased to publish this 
pamphlet by comrades Machover and Fantham. The views in it 
are the views of the authors rather than the official views of 
Big Flame. Big Flame will be discussing these questions along, 
we hope, with other sections of the left. But we firmly believe 
that it is an original and well worthwhile contribution to the 
debate. The scope of the issues at stake is immense, involving 
as they do such questions as:

— do the countries of the ‘Socialist Bloc’, and China, have 
the same mode of production (and if so, what)?

— what are the tasks of proletarian revolutionaries within 
the countries concerned?

— what ought to be the attitudes of revolutionaries in the 
‘West’ to dissent (of various kinds) in the USSR, Eastern 
Europe etc?

— what are the prospects for, and the roles of solidarity 
movements with, past and present struggles in colonial 
countries such as Vietnam, Angola, Zimbabwe?

— why are the foreign policies of the Soviet and Chinese 
regimes as they are?

— why is the economy of, say, the USSR currently plagued 
by apparently insoluble problems?

The very nature of socialism and communism themselves, 
and the whole problem of how Soviet,' Chinese and other 
societies compare with the goals we are working for, are raised 
both directly and indirectly by the issues comrades Machover 
and Fantham discuss. For a great merit of their contribution is 
that they seek to root their analysis in classical marxism at its 
best, in the concepts of mode of production and of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat as the active self-rule of the 
producers. Big Flame hopes that the controversial nature of 
the comrades’ main thesis — that a new mode of production, 
unforeseen in classical marxist analysis, has been created in the 
Soviet Union, China and elsewhere — combined with the 
grounding of their argument in the best heritage of revolution
ary theory, will help stimulate much needed debate on the 
questions involved. For our part we will be pleased to receive 
such contributions for our journal Revolutionary Socialism , 
or to see them published elsewhere.

Big Flame International Committee
1979
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Preface

Big Flame welcomes the chance to publish this pamphlet by 
comrades Machover and Fantham, on what is the most 
enduring problem for revolutionary marxists — the nature of 
societies that have made a revolution against capitalism and 
imperialism. The pamphlet does not put forward Big Flame's 
formal position on this question which was agreed at our 1976 
Conference. This argued that the Soviet Union and similar 
societies in Eastern Europe were not capitalist, socialist or any 
form of workers' state, but rather class societies of a new type. 
This could be characterised as 'state collectivism', which is the 
thesis in this pamphlet, though it was not formally called this. 
A methodology for judging a transition to socialism was 
advanced. This emphasised the key role of the transformation 
of social relations (eg between mental and manual labour, men 

and women), that must accompany changes in the ownership 
of property and the dictatorship of the proletariat. This 
allowed for such developments in countries without fully- 
fledged capitalist economies and working classes. The Century 
of the Unexpected goes further than this by arguing that 
'state collectivism' is a new mode of production which is very 
likely to occur in societies that overthrow capitalism but lack 
the economic base and working class composition that some 
see as a necessary precondition for a transition to socialism.
This question is now being debated in Big Flame. We have a 
history of making our debates open and this pamphlet is part 
of that process.

The Century of the Unexpected.................................
........................a new analysis of the 'Second World'

Introduction
A very large part of humanity at present lives in what may 
be termed ‘the second world’ — a group of countries which 
includes the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, Outer Mongolia, 
China, North Korea, Indochina and Cuba. (Arguably it also 
includes Angola and Mozambique, as well as South Yemen, 
but at the time of writing — summer 1978 — the new order 
in these countries has not crystallised sufficiently for 
drawing firm conclusions about them.)

Despite important differences all those countries display 
certain fundamental socio-economic and political similar
ities which can only be denied by flying in the face of facts 
and performing bizarre theoretical contortions. And yet, 
there are also many dissimilarities which set China apart 
from the Soviet Union, Cuba from East Germany, and 
Vietnam from Czechoslovakia.

Our contention is that the fundamental structural 
features which are shared by all countries of the second 
world, as well as many of the dissimilarities between them, 
become intelligible if — and indeed only if — one accepts 
the thesis that in all those countries there prevails one and 
the same mode of production. This mode of production - 
which was not anticipated, let alone described and 
analysed, by classical Marxism - we call ‘state collectivism’.

It is of course very difficult to define the concept mode 
of production with sufficient generality and precision. 
Perhaps such a definition is not really necessary; after all, 
marxists have been discussing the capitalist, feudal-manorial 
and other modes of production without defining the term 

in general. Nevertheless, in order to forestall the allegation 
that our use of the term is casual, let us offer the following 
approximation: a mode of production is the historically 
determined irreducible totality of relations and arrange
ments through which a society reproduces both its material 
life and these very relations and arrangements themselves.1

It is in this sense that we argue that the structural 
similarities between the various societies of the second 
world arise out of the state collectivist mode of production 
which prevails in all of them. Moreover, like other modes of 
production, state collectivism is not a static entity but 
evolves in time through internal and external contradictions. 
One would therefore expect to find that societies which are 
going through different historical phases of state collecti
vism will differ from each other in various respects. In our 
view it is this difference of phase — and not merely the 
obvious fact that each human society has its own unique 
historial peculiarities — which accounts to a great extent for 
the dissimilarities between various state collectivist 
countries of the second world.

Our aim is not to indulge in an exercise of classifying 
different countries. Little can be gained by merely 
attaching a new label to this or that society. In developing 
our thesis on state collectivism, we shall propose a con
ceptual framework within which, we believe, one can gain a 
better understanding of capitalism, socialism, and the 
problem of revolution in the third world2 and make certain 
broad predictions and draw important political conclusions.

X
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Trotsky's false dichotomy
In his later years, Trotsky repeatedly presented the 
following historical alternative: either Stalin’s Russia is a 
transient phenomenon, a temporary deformation of a 
workers’ state and a mere deviation from the path to 
socialism; or else it must represent a new social formation 
which will replace capitalism throughout the world. Now, 
forty years later, we can see clearly that neither of the two 
parts of Trotsky’s dichotomy is correct. On the one hand, 
Stalin’s Russia proved much more sturdy than Trotsky had 
imagined. Far from collapsing under the German invasion 
(as Trotsky had predicted) it survived and helped to spawn 
similar regimes in large parts of the globe. Only the blindest

dogmatist can now regard that regime as a transient abbera- 
tion or a passing episode. But on the other hand this new 
regime has not spread throughout the whole world; it 
remained confined to a very well defined type of country. 
While country after country in the underdeveloped part of 
the world come under state collectivism, the developed 
capitalist world has remained virtually immune to it. (The 
two partial exceptions, East Germany and Czechoslovakia, 
can easily be explained by very special circumstances). 
Historical evidence suggests that Stalin’s Russia did in fact 
represent a new form of society, but one which was to 
spread only in the underdeveloped part of the world.
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Three theses on socialism and the transition to 
socialism
Why has the revolutionary left been so slow to accept this 
clear historical evidence and incorporate it into a coherent 
theoretical framework? To gain some understanding of this, 
let us consider the following three theses, each of which is 
accepted (explicitly or implicitly) by various parts of the 
left. For reasons of brevity and simplicity, we shall 
formulate these three theses in a somewhat crude and 
‘popular’ form; but they could easily be transcribed into 
more sophisticated and ‘scientific’ terms.
Thesis 1. The societies of the second world represent a 
definite historical progress as a world phenomenon, 
especially in comparison with the previous social forms that 
Prevailed there. (This thesis is applied by different factions 
of the left either to the whole of'the second world or to 
certain parts of it. When it is applied to the Soviet Union, 
the previous regime with which the present is favourably 
compared is that of pre-1917 Russia rather than that of the 
early post-revolutionary period.)
Thesis 2. In our epoch, socialism is the only road for 
progress in any part of the world. A progressive society can 
therefore only be one which is already socialist, or in 
transition from capitalism to socialism.
Thesis 3. The transition to socialism can only be made 
under certain conditions (proletarian democracy, the direct 
political rule of the working class) and requires the prior 
existence of certain historical pre-conditions (a highly pro
ductive industrial base, the socialisation of the labour 
process, the existence of a large modern working class 
consisting of men and women who make their living by 
putting into motion instruments of labour which are only 
usable in common, etc. 3)

Each of these theses has its own obvious attractions, and 
each can be ‘corroborated’ by quotations from classical 
marxist sources (in the case of Thesis 3 — and possibly also 
Thesis 2 - from Marx himself). Unfortunately, however, 
they cannot consistently be maintained simultaneously, 
because none of the countries in question satisfies the 
conditions and pre-conditions of Thesis 3. On the other 
hand, if any one of the three theses is dropped, the 
remaining two can be maintained without logical inconsis
tency. One could get a fairly good classification of the 
various trends of the revolutionary left according to which 
of the above theses a given trend upholds. (In the case of 
Thesis 1, there is a further classification, depending on 
which part of the second world the thesis is applied to.)

For example, most orthodox Trotskyists tend to adhere 
to all three theses, and attempt to evade the inexorable 
logical contradiction inherent in this by resorting to 
complicated theoretical acrobatics, some of which are as 
fascinating as they are futile. The Socialist Workers’ Party 
in Britain rejects Thesis 1, but upholds the other two. It 
maintains that what we call state collectivism is in fact just 
another kind of capitalism (state capitalism), which is 
hardly more progressive than the conventional kind. In this 
position there is no logical inconsistency, but as we shall 
argue later it is untenable for other reasons. As a third 
example, consider the Maoist position. This consists in 
maintaining Thesis 1 with respect to China (and in most 
cases also Russia under Stalin) as well as Thesis 2, but 
rejecting Thesis 3. Again, this may be logically consistent, 
but implies a high degree of volutarism which we find 
unacceptable and is certainly a drastic departure from 
Marxism.

(State collectivism's place in human history 
in marxist historical analysis
Our own position involves a partial rejection of Thesis 2 
(while the remaining two theses are retained). Like all 
revolutionary socialists, we continue to maintain that for 
the developed industrial countries, as well as for the world 
taken as a whole, socialism represents the only way 
forwards. But — as Trotsky was one of the first to point out 
- the development of capitalism has been stunted in a large 
part of the world. This is no mere accident, but a necessary 
result of the laws of development of capitalism as a world 
system. As a consequence, many of the historical tasks that 
capitalism had fulfilled in the countries of its classical 
development, remained unfulfilled in the underdeveloped 
countries. Given a world socialist revolution, this situation 
could be remedied by global planning and international 
co-operation. But, in the absence of such a revolution, 
many underdeveloped countries have found an alternative 
path — that of state collectivism. This is not an alternative 
to socialism on a world scale, nor is it some half-way house 
between capitalism and socialism. Rather, it is an alterna
tive to the road of full capitalist development, which was 
blocked for those countries.

We are thus faced with a bifurcation in human history. 
A series of societies in the underdeveloped world have 
branched off into a non-capitalist path, a path which runs 
not between capitalism and socialism, put parallel to 
capitalism, a path along which those societies can industrial
ise and to some extent catch up with the more advanced 
part of the world. This path of state collectivism is neither 
more nor less a ‘transition to socialism’ than capitalism 
itself is. (In a long-term historical sense, capitalism may of 
course be regarded as a transition to socialism, since it

creates the necessary pre-conditions for the emergence of 
socialist society!) To the extent that state collectivism 
enables those societies to climb out of the pit of under
development in which world capitalism had trapped them, 
to the extent that it offers them a way to industrialise, raise 
the productivity of labour and along with it also the 
standard of living, culture, education and medicine — to 
this extent it is initially truly progressive. But in the course 
of its development it — like other modes of production, and 
indeed like capitalism - becomes a shackle on society.

One of the reasons why marxists have been rather slow 
to accept this idea is that the very concept of bifurcation of 
modes of production has only recently begun to be taken 
seriously and applied in the materialist study of history. 
Not very long ago, marxists in general (and not just Soviet 
‘marxists’ tended to believe in the existence of a single, 
linear succession of modes of production, through which all 
human societies must pass in the same order, though at 
different times. At most, a society may ‘leap’ over one or 
more ‘stages’. But in recent years this simplistic scheme has 
been replaced by a far richer one, in which modes of 
production diverge from each other along alternative paths, 
sometimes only to re-converge. (This of course does not 
mean that modes of production can occur in arbitrary order 
or without any order; just as in the case of biological 
evolution, the junctures at which bifurcation or ‘branching 
off’ occurs, and the succession of stages along each branch, 
are subject to an inherent causality.)

At first, bifurcation was only recognised (by Trotsky 
and others) within the capitalist mode of production, which
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relegates a large part of the world to underdevelopment and 
subjugation. It was realised that there is no such thing as a 
unique path of capitalist development along which all 
countries must travel in the same direction if at a different 
pace. But even Trotsky failed to take the leap of recognising 
that the bifurcation within capitalism may lead to a bifurca
tion of different modes of production away from capitalism.

Another reason for failing to see state collectivism for 
what it is lies in historical ‘peculiarity’ that in Russia - the 
first, and for along time effectively the only, country in 
which this mode of production developed — it was 
preceded by a proletarian revolution and an initial move

towards socialism. It was therefore natural to suppose that 
what we now call state collectivism is necessarily and by its 
very essence a ‘deformation’ or ‘aberration’ in the transition 
from capitalism to socialism. The problem of analysing the 
new social order that arose in the Soviet Union was 
obscured by the specific problem of the degeneration of 
the proletarian Russian revolution. This confusion was 
made into a rigid schema which was later dogmatically 
imposed on other countries, where state collectivism came 
into being without the ‘false start’ of a genuine workers’ 
socialist revolution but rather through a populist or peasant 
revolution which merely masqueraded as ‘socialist’.

Marxist analysis of the class nature of the 
Soviet Union
Of course, it is utterly impossible to understand state 
collectivism without analysing its manifestation in the 
Soviet Union, where it first came into being and has 
reached its ripest and most putrescent phase. Indeed, much 
of the following discussion will revolve around the Soviet 
Union, and in this connection we shall have to plunge into 
the long-standing debate about the class nature of the 
Soviet Union. However, it should by now be clear that our 
intention is not to remain trapped within the terms of the 
debate as it has been conducted over several decades but to 
go beyond them. For this reason, and also for reasons of 
space, we do not intend to explain in detail the various 
positions that have been taken in this debate. Rather we 
will have to assume that the reader is broadly familiar with 
these positions. However a brief review of them is included 
here since it is largely through criticisng them and dis
playing their contradictions that we have developed our 
position. Since the thesis that there is some kind of 
socialism in the USSR is so manifestly absurd, it falls com
pletely outside this discussion. In fact we dismiss it with 
contempt and confine the main bulk of our criticism to the 
two positions most common amongst the revolutionary left 
in Britain and elsewhere.

The first of these positions (held in Britain by the 
Socialist Workers Part and in other forms by various Maoist 
tendencies) is that the Soviet Union is state capitalist. The 
second position is that of orthodox Trotskyism (represented 
in Britain by the International Marxist Group and many 
smaller groups) according to which the Soviet Union is a 
degenerated workers’ state. This position, which goes back 

to Trotsky himself, is defended by his followers and 
epigones, and as is usual in such cases the epigones are 
much more rigid and dogmatic than the master himself. We 
assume that the reader is broadly familiar with the 
continuing but stagnant debate between them. In our view 
each side in that debate has produced persuasive arguments 
demolishing the other side’s position. But on the other 
hand the arguments which each side produced to 
defend its own positions are inadequate. Despite the mutual 
demolition the same two positions are continually repeated 
and pitched against each other, often in set-piece ritualised 
debates. The inability of the British left to develop beyond 
that debate is parhaps partly due to the fact that few have 
tried to develop a third position which would not suffer 
from the obvious weaknesses of the state capitalist and 
degenerated workers state theses. Most people have tacitly 
or naively assumed that the rejection of one position entails 
the acceptance of the other. They have not seen the 
possibility of rejecting both. Nevertheless various 
beginnings have been made, especially outside Britain, to 
develop a third position which would not suffer from the 
inconsistencies of the aforementioned theses of a degen
erated workers’ state and state capitalism. We shall mention 
briefly what we consider to be the most important 
contributions towards this third position.
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Attempts at a 'third' position
Writing in the 1940s, Max Schachtman in The Bureaucratic 
Revolution^ developed a theory in which the Soviet Union 
was conceived as a new class society, which he labelled 
‘bureaucratic collectivism’. Later we will make some 
detailed comments about Schachtman’s theory. For the 
present it is sufficient to say that although Schachtman’s 
analysis raises the possibility of a new mode of production, 
he produces hardly any systematic argument for it. His 
writings amount to a moralistic critique of Stalinism 
combined with a number of insights which show that 
neither capitalism nor socialism exists in the USSR. It 
should also be stressed that the political conclusions 
reached by Schachtman are reactionary.

Kuron and Modzelewski are two Polish socialists who in 
their Open Letter to the Party5 analyse Polish society. 
They show that in terms of its basic structures and dynamic 
it differs from both capitalism and socialism. They regard 
the central political bureaucracy as the ruling class in that 
society. Like all ruling classes this class too has its own 
‘class goals of production’. In the case of the bureacracy 
that goal is ‘production for the sake of production’6. 
Whereas under capitalism the main goal of production is the 
accumulation of surplus value, the valorisation of capital, 
the ruling political bureaucracy aims at the physical 
expansion of the material apparatus of production. Though 
their analysis is confined to Poland, Kuron and 
Modzelewski’s work anticipates later analyses which 
pinpoint similar contradictions within the Soviet Union and 
other societies. Much of what they say about Poland can 
also be said about the rest of Eastern Europe as well as 
about the Soviet Union.

Carlo’s The Socio-Economic Nature of the Soviet Union7 
is possibly the first attempt to pose explicitly the state 
collectivist theory for the Soviet Union and tentatively also 
for other societies.

Critique3, the socialist journal built around the work of 
its editor Hillel Ticktin, can also be broadly placed within 

’this third position tendency. The work of Ticktin, Cox, 
G. Smith and others provides us with a wealth of material 
on the workings and contradictions of the Soviet economy 
and society. They argue against both the state capitalist and 
degenerated workers’ state theses, but shy away from

firmly concluding that the Soviet Union represents a new 
mode of production. They tell us however that the Soviet 
Union is an entirely new social formation which cannot be 
understood through the application of traditional formulas. 
They tend to see the Soviet Union as a special case — which 
of course it is, but not so special that one cannot draw from 
it certain lessons which in turn can allow an understanding 
of societies that have obvious similarities. In addition the 
Critique writers mentioned above make no attempt to 
analyse the importance of their conclusions about the 
Soviet Union in respect to the prospects and problems for 
revolution in the third world.

Umberto Melotti’s Marx and the Third World9 
elaborates a position regarding the class nature of ‘second 
world’ societies which in many ways resembles the one we 
develop. He characterises most second world societies and 
some underdeveloped capitalist societies as ‘bureaucratic 
collectivist’. Such societies develop the productive forces 
as capitalism has historically done and these societies are 
neither pre- nor post- capitalist but run parallel to 
capitalism. The resemblance between our position and 
Melotti’s is however purely formal, since for Melotti the 
key pre-conditon for the development of bureaucratic 
collectivism is not capitalist underdevelopment, but the pre
existence of an Asiatic mode of production. Melotti 
therefore sees bureaucratic collectivism as existing in 
societies which have previously been dominated by the 
asiatic mode of production. For him bureaucratic collec
tivism exists not only in the Soviet Union, China, etc but 
also in societies such as Iran and Egypt, which have been 
dominated by the asiatic mode. In addition Melotti does 
not consider the possibility that state or bureaucratic 
collectivism may develop in societies which have not 
experienced the Asiatic mode of production but which are 
underdeveloped eg Angola, Mozambique etc. We on the 
other hand, emphasising capitalist underdevelopment as a 
critical factor, see this as possible and indeed quite likely. 
Iran and Egypt are no more than dependent capitalist 
societies. Indeed, even under Nasser, Egypt was not a 
bureaucratic collectivist society, rather one dominated by 
state capitalism.

Main arguments against the degenerated workers' 
state theory10
i) Logically speaking the degenerated workers’ state 
formula constitutes a total confusion of categories. It is a 
political definition for it refers only to the state and not to 
the relations of production or any other socio-economic 
category. In Marxist terminology, as well as in all scientific 
discourse, the term ‘state’ is used to denote the institutional 
system of power (the legislative, executive and 
administrative institutions, and the legal and repressive 
apparatus.) The formula ‘workers’ state’ was initially used 
by Lenin and other Bolsheviks precisely in this sense. In the 
early 1 920s they used this formula to describe the situation 
where the relations of production and the socio-economic 
reality in Russia were still largely capitalist or even pre
capitalist. The state however was in the hands of the 
working class. Politically speaking the Soviet Union was a 
workers’ state. Certain types of bureaucratic deformation 
were visible at the time. However, this was purely at the 
political level, hence the formula ‘a workers’ state with 
bureaucratic deformations’. Lenin and the Bolsheviks did 
not use this formula to explain what was happening at the 
economic and social level. But now, quite contrary to the
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meaning of the terms of the formula, it is being used in an 
almost opposite sense to Lenin’s original conception.

The orthodox Trotskyists argue that the Soviet Union is 
some kind of workers’ state not because of the nature of 
political power there, but because the economy is centrally 
planned rather than being a market economy, and because 
the principal means of production are nationalised rather 
than privately owned. The orthodox Trotskyists go on to 
say that it is these economic attributes which give the 
USSR the character of being in transition to socialism. 
They do not argue that the state is in the hands of the 
working class for it plainly isn’t. Instead they offer us the 
following sophism. Since the economy is nationalised and 
planned and since this is in the interests of the working 
class, and since the state defends and protects nationalised 
property and central planning, it follows that the state is 
a workers’ state. In other words, according to this 
conception, the state is a workers’ state not because the 
workers actually control it, but because the state protects 
the assumed interests of the working class.

According to Lenin and the Bolsheviks’ conception of 
the ‘workers’ state’ what changes would be needed to turn 
the Soviet Union into a socialist society? It is quite clear 
that in Lenin’s conception there would be a need to 
develop socialist relations of production. (This in turn would 
require the spread of the revolution to the advanced 
capitalist countries.) However they maintained that no 
such far reaching transformation was necessary in the 
structure of the state because the state was already in the 
hands of the working class. All that was required was the 
purging of bureaucratic deformations. Nowadays the 
orthodox Trotskyists use precisely the same formula to 
argue the very opposite. They say that in order for the 
Soviet Union to turn towards socialism the relations of 
production may need to be modified but not transformed 
in any revolutionary way. They argue that it is only the 
state apparatus that needs to be smashed by a political 
revolution. Thus by their own reasoning we have the 
absurdity of a ‘workers’ state’ which has to be smashed in 
order to clear the way for socialism. We are confronted here 
with a logical contradiction. On the one hand the progressive 
aspect of the Soviet Union is summed up by referring to the 
state as somehow belonging to the workers. On the other 
hand what is recommended as the necessary means of 
turning towards socialism is the overthrow of that state

ii) Actually the orthodox Trotskyists adhere to the formula 
of the workers’ state mainly for reasons of orthodoxy. 
They dogmatically cling to the old formula but have turned 
its meaning into its opposite. If we look beyond the mere 
formula we see that what they really argue is not that the 
state is literally a workers’ state (quite the opposite) but 
that certain economic relations over which the Soviet state 
presides are of a socialist or proto-socialist nature. 
Specifically such features are nationalised property, a 
planned economy, and the absence of generalised 
commodity production.

But this is really begging the question of what is in the 
interests of the working class. A planned economy and 
nationalised property in themselves are neither in the 
interests of the working class nor against those interests. 
It all depends on who makes the plans, whose interests they 
represent and therefore who, in the final analysis, controls 
the state. In order to argue that the existence of 
nationalised property, state planning etc. are in the interests 
of the working class, it is first necessary to show that the 
working class has some control over the state. Since it is 
plain that in the Soviet Union, the working class has 
absolutely no control over the state, it is correct to argue 
that the nationalised economy controlled by the state and 
the planning implemented by the state are not in the 

interests of the working class but are used against it by 
those who control the state.

Trotskyists incorrectly assume that the existence of 
planning and nationalised property must be in the interests 
of the working class, regardless of who makes the plans and 
who controls nationalised property and that therefore a 
state which presides over planning and nationalised property 
is in some sense a workers’ state. We contend that the only 
solid guarantee that a planned economy and nationalisation 
are used in the interests of the working class, is that the 
working class holds political power in the literal and direct 
sense of the word. In the Soviet Union this is clearly not 
the case. (It is therefore clear that both nationalised property 
and the plan cannot be claimed to be in the interests of the 
working class except by those who simply assume this to be 
so.) The essence of socialism and the transition to socialism 
lies not in the existence of nationalised property and 
planned production in the abstract but in the control of 
production and the plan by the working class. Whilst 
generalised nationalised property and the elimination of 
generalised commodity production are not in the interests 
of capitalists it cannot be argued that they are 
automatically used in the interests of the working class. 
They can instead be used by social forces which are neither 
bourgeois nor proletarian.
iii) The question of whether the working class in the Soviet 
Union or similar societies is exploited is here of central 
importance. If we come to the conclusion that the working 
class is exploited then in no way can it be argued that the 
relations of production existing in the Soviet Union are in 
the interests of the working class. If the workers in the 
Soviet Union are exploited then clearly in order to achieve 
socialism in the Soviet Union one would need a revolution 
which would put an end to exploitation. This revolution 
would have to be much more than the overthrow of the 
state apparatus. That is to say it would have to be more 
than a political revolution.

Exploitation is a socio-economic relation, not a political 
category. To eliminate exploitation means to modify the 
relations of production in a very fundamental way, in other 
words to transform productive relations beyond the scope 
of a merely political revolution. A political revolution 
overthrows the political power and although it is bound to 
have some effect on socio-economic relations it does not 
transform them in a total and fundamental way.

Exploitation does not have to take the form of the 
extraction of surplus value as in a capitalist society where 
the law of value predominates and where all products take 
the form of exchange values. In general exploitation means 
that part of the social product, called the surplus product, 
is alienated from the direct producers who have no control 
over the surplus they produce. They do not determine the 
uses to which it is put nor do they determine its quantity, 
except in a negative sense, by their resistance to work and 
exploitation. The surplus product is alienated from them 
through various forms of social coercion.

In the Soviet Union exploitation in this sense certainly 
exists. To deny this is to fly in the face of all known facts 
about that society. Of course, even under communism, as 
Marx points out in the Critique of the Gotha Programme 
the direct producers do not get back the full amount of 
what they produce. Part of the surplus product is set aside 
for social needsand for expanding the productive apparatus. 
But in this case it is the workers themselves who collectively 
decide upon the quantity and uses of this surplus. It is 
therefore not alienated from them and they are therefore 
not exploited.

Soviet workers clearly do not have any say in the uses 
to which their surplus product is put, nor do they have any 
positive control over the means of production, the product
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or the process of production itself. Like other exploited 
classes they exercise a measure of negative control, by 
various means of resistance. The workers certainly feel that 
they are exploited and any analysis taking the correct 
starting point - the relations of production — is bound to 
conclude that they are indeed exploited. In this case we 
must conclude that in order to achieve socialism in these 
countries it will be necessary to transform fundamentally 
the relations of production. A political revolution is 
insufficient. The indispensable and important step which a 
socialist revolution will have to take is to smash the existing 
state. This will be necessary as a prerequisite for 
revolutionising social relations.
iv)In arguing that the Soviet Union is a workers’ state, 
Trotskyists distinguish between a ‘healthy’ base and a 
‘diseased’ superstructure. We believe that this distinction 
is untenable in this context. Because a transition to 
socialism presupposes working class power in the most 
literal and direct sense, socio-economic relations can 
develop towards socialism only under the direct political 
rule of the working class. Orthodox Trotskyists sometimes 
make an analogy between bureaucratic rule in the USSR 
and in Eastern Europe and the Bonapartist regime of mid- 
19th century France. This analogy is fallacious since the 
Bonapartist type of state is a peculiarity of capitalist 
relations of production which can predominate at the base 
even when the superstructure is not typically bourgeois. 
Capitalist production can go on, albeit less smoothly, even 
without the bourgeoisie being in direct political power. But 
for socialist relations to exist and develop, working class 
power is indispensable. Without control over the political 
institutions at all levels the direct producers cannot ensure 
that nationalised property and the general plan of 
production are not used against them.

v) Though capitalist relations of production may have been 
abolished, this does not necessarily mean that these 
countries are socialist, or even in transition to socialism or 
that there is anything particularly socialist about them. 
To re-emphasise: socialist relations of production do not 
just depend on the abolition of the market, but can only be 
developed under proletarian power at all levels of society. 
This involves control over the means of production and 
distribution, and over all areas of life.

A merely political revolution is insufficient for the 
development of socialist relations of production in the 
Soviet Union. Socialist relations of production involve 
working class power not only at the level of the state but 
throughout society as a whole. Such relations take the form 
of working class self-management of all areas of social life 
and in particular at the point of production. In the Soviet 
Union this would involve a profound revolutionary change 
in the relations of production compared to those that 
currently exist. To subsume this transformation under the 
title ‘political revolution’ is either a mischievous abuse of 
terminology, or at worst betrays a complete 
miscomprehension of what socialist relations of production 
involve.
vi) The political disadvantages of labelling these countries 
workers’ states or socialist are obvious. It puts many people 
off the idea of socialism or working class power. Workers in 
the capitalist countries know that the working class in 
Eastern Europe and the USSR is brutally exploited and 
subject to extreme political repression. To label these 
countries ‘socialist’ and their political repressive apparatus 
as ‘workers’ states’ is to give socialism and workers’ power a 
bad name. In fact from a purely propagandistic point of 
view the Trotskyist label is not much better than the 
Stalinist one.
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Delegates to the Third All Russian Congress of Soviets in Petrograd in January, 1918. 
One of the reasons why Lenin so easily dispersed the Constituent Assembly was because 
tite Soviets, to a yery large extent, represented popular will.

The main arguments against the state capitalist 
theory

If the ‘workers’ state’ theorists betray a lack of 
understanding of the nature of socialism and the transition 
to socialism, then ‘state capitalist’ theorists misunderstand 
the essence of capitalism. State capitalist theses are of two 
variations.
i) The British SWP’s version (Tony Cliff). Cliff argues that 
state capitalism in the USSR was a result of the rise to 
power of a bureaucratic class and the political defeat of the 
working class. The Soviet economy is characterised by the 
operation of the law of value within it as a response to 
pressures from outside. These pressures stem mainly from 
the arms race:

... if one examines the relations within the Russian 
economy abstracting them from their relations with 
the world economy, one is bound to conclude that 
the source of the law of value as the motor and 
regulator of production is not to be found within it.11

In Cliff’s view, then, the structure of the Soviet 
economy is determined through competition and 
interaction with the West. However, in our opinion, it is 
clearly incorrect to analyse the mode of production within 
a society mainly from the point of view of its relations with 
the world market. External relations doubtless influence 
the operation of the mode of production but the nature of 
the society is determined by its internal relations. There 
have been many societies much more integrated into the 
world market than the Soviet Union, which have 
nevertheless not been capitalist. This can be said not only 
about the many pre-capitalist societies subjugated by 
imperialism, but also about slave societies in southern USA, 
Latin America and the Caribbean until the late 19th 

century. In these cases there were social formations 
dominated by the slave mode of production which were 
nevertheless completely integrated into rising world 
capitalism. Thus it is perfectly possible for the Soviet Union 
to interact with the world capitalist market and even to 
some extent to be integrated into it without its internal 
socio-economic relations being capitalist. We will show 
below that, in our view, this is in fact the case. The bulk of 
goods produced in the Soviet Union do not function as 
commodities. Labour power is not a commodity. Neither 
material production nor labour power are subject to the law 
of value.
ii) The view chiefly argued by Charles Bettleheim (and 
which is held by various European groups which have been 
influenced by Maoism).^2 Bettleheim and others have 
contended that the internal relations of the Soviet Union 
are governed by the operation of the law of value. They 
make this claim because they conceive of exchange value 
simply as a computational category by which labour time 
is calculated. In their view, the law of value as we understand 
it — that is based upon generalised commodity exchange — 
is not a defining characteristic of capitalism but is only one 
particular form of the law of value. In their view ‘capitalist 
reality’ in the Soviet Union takes different forms. We on 
the other hand agree with Marx who in Capital and the 
Grundrisse understood the law of value not as a mere 
computational category but as a defining characteristic of 
capitalism as a market economy. Labour time can be 
calculated in all modes of production but this has nothing 
to do with the operation of the law of value.

'Tableau Economique' of the Soviet Union
A defining feature of commodity exchange, especially 

in its most developed capitalist phase, is that it take place 
between formally free, consenting and equal agents. In the 
USSR money exchange does take place but the existence of 
money does not necessarily imply generalised commodity 
exchange. Moreover a transaction in which money changes 
hands does not by this mere fact become a commodity 
exchange. Thus for example, confiscation and compulsory 
purchase do not represent commodity exchange even if 
money is paid in return. Taxation similarly is not 
commodity exchange.

It is useful to look more precisely at the forms of 
exchange that do take place in the Soviet Union so that we 
can establish on a far firmer base that capitalism does not 
exist there. These exchanges are represented in the 
following ‘Tableau Economique’ (see below).

In this scheme the arrows represent the direction in 
which physical products move. In some but not in all cases, 
money moves in the opposite direction. Let us discuss them 
one by one.
The transactions
1. Industrial producer goods - This transaction takes place 
entirely within the domain of the bureaucracy. These goods 
do not leave the hands of the bureaucracy but are transferred 
between different plants dominated and controlled by the 
bureaucracy. In these transactions money does not change 
hands at all and prices appear as a purely notional book
keeping device. It does not even formally constitute 
commodity exchange. This kind of transaction is highly 
important since it constitutes 60-80% of the GNP.

2. Imports and exports — These are to a large extent real

commodity exchanges between the Soviet state and foreign 
capital or other collectivist states. However as we argued 
above this does not mean that internal relations of 
production are capitalist. Foreign capitalist enterprises 
increasingly trade with the Soviet Union and have even 
begun production operations inside the country. But the 
terms on which they do so are largely determined by the 
Soviet state. Foreign capitalists do not have direct access to 
the Soviet consumer but must do it through the mediation 
of the Soviet state. Their contact with the consumer, even 
their ability to determine their own prices is narrowly 
circumscribed.
3. Sale of good from private plots by peasants — The sale 
of privately produced agricultural goods in the free market 
can indeed be regarded as commodity exchange, as can sales 
on the black market.
4. State purchase of grain and some other products from 
peasants is not a commodity exchange. This purchase is 
compulsory and takes place at prices determined 
unilaterally by the state. The most essential element of 
commodity production is lacking here since commodity 
transaction implies a freedom to bargain and exchange. The 
grain is not so much bought as confiscated and what the 
peasants receive for it is not a commodity price but 
compensation.
5. Similarly the sale by the state of consumer goods and 
agricultural produce to workers is not a commodity 
exchange. The state determines the price of these goods 
independently of any ‘market’ considerations. Nor is the 
ability of consumers to obtain goods a reflection of their 
purchasing power in money terms but (as we shall see 
below) more a function of the time they can spend standing
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in queues or chasing after goods, or of their access to 
special shops generally reserved for the privileged elite.
6. Labour power is certainly not a commodity. In this 
area there is no question of purchase and sale on a free 
market. In fact compulsory purchase takes place. The state 
has a constitutional obligation to provide the worker with 
a job. The worker, on the other hand, is legally compelled 
to sell his or her labour power.
7. Sale of machinery to peasants involves no commodity 
exchange since there is no free exchange and prices are 
unilaterally determined etc.

From this fairly brief survey it is quite apparent that in 
the USSR capitalism exists, if at all, only as a residual

element and as a subordinate mode of production at the 
margins of society. Only transactions 2 and 3 are true 
commodity exchanges and they are very far from being 
dominant ones. Their proportion of the GNP is rather small. 
The Soviet Union is in no way a capitalist society, neither 
does it appear to be in transition to socialism. Social 
relations in the Soviet Union appear to have crystallised 
into something quite separate from capitalism or socialism.

At this point also it is worth noting that the above 
‘Tableau Economique’ applies with very few modifications 
not only in the Soviet Union but also in Eastern Europe 
and in other countries which we see as state collectivist. 
This is a manifestation of the basic structural similarities 
between these societies.

»
Soviet Union

1. Producer goods
2. Imports/exports
3. Sale of goods from private plots by peasants
4. State purchase of agricultural goods, e.g. grain.
5. State sale of consumer goods
6. Workers’ labour power ‘sold’ to the state
7. Means of agricultural production — tractors etc.

The concept of state collectivism — Schachtman's 
thesis

The idea that the Soviet Union constitutes something 
completely new, not anticipated by classical Marxism, was 
perhaps first voiced by Max Schachtman in his book The 
Bureaucratic Revolution. Writing in the 1940’s, Schachtman 
judged Stalinist Russia and ‘all countries of the same 
structure to represent a new social order’, one in which 
social relations are maintained ‘that are more alien to 
socialism than they are to capitalism’.13 Schachtman calls 
this new social order ‘bureaucratic collectivism’. He viewed 
it as an unqualified regression in history, as the worst 
tyranny and barbarism. Despite the moralism, and moreover 
the lack of theorisation of Schachtman’s analysis, his 
insights are significant. His formulation represents the first 
attempt, other than Trotsky’s to come to terms with 
developments in the Soviet Union following Stalin’s 
consolidation of power.

Nevertheless we must be very explicit in criticising 
Schachtman’s formulation and separate our own analysis 
from his. For those who like to argue against the idea of the 
existence of a new mode of production, Schachtman’s 
analysis provides an admirable straw man. In our view the 
wooliness, impressionism and moralism of his conception 
is in part due to the confusion of two questions.

Between 1918 and 1936 the Russian Revolution 
degenerated and a new mode of production was established. 
Our analysis must carefully distinguish between these 
related but distinct processes. In order to understand the 
new mode of production it is important not to limit the 
analysis to the Soviet case, since, in the Soviet Union, the 
establishment of the new mode of production occurred 
under very exceptional circumstances. Because there had 

10

been a proletarian socialist revolution in 1917 and indeed a 
proletarian state existed for some time, the bureaucracy 
had to be particularly brutal in establishing the new society 
under its own rule. In the Soviet Union, state collectivism 
emerged in a counter-revolution against a successful 
proletarian revolution. This counter-revolution assumed a 
form typical of the bureaucracy — a series of bloody 
purges. Schachtman sees these two processes — degeneraton 
of the proletarian revolution and the establishment of a 
new mode of production — as inseparable. This 
conceptualisation, in our view, is totally inadequate and has 
two significant consequences.
1) The question of Stalinism is confused with that of the 
new mode of production (we use the term Stalinism here 
in a historically specific and strict sense — the regime that 
existed in the USSR under the leadership of Joseph Stalin). 
Because in the Soviet Union the rise of the new mode of 
production was accompanied by the crushing of the 
proletarian revolution, Schachtman sees the new mode of 
production as emerging only as a Stalinist phenomenon. 
Stalinism is the inevitable and brutal accompaniment of 
Schachtman’s ‘bureaucratic collectivism’.
2) The effect of Schachtman’s emphasis on Stalinism as the 
supposedly necessary form of bureaucratic collectivism is 
to make any study of the bureaucratic mode itself highly 
problematical. Rather than seeing Stalinism as just one 
variant of bureaucratic collectivism, it becomes the 
distinguishing mark of this form of society. The 
bureaucratic collectivist society then is not defined through 
intrinsic analysis of its mode of production but by its 
similarity to the Soviet Union. This is why Schachtman is 
unable to understand either the historical place of the new 
mode of production or, for that matter, Stalinism. The real 
and urgent problem of the historical and material conditions

under which the new mode of production might and does 
emerge is lost amidst a polemic around the demon Stalin.

Having said this, we must re-emphasise that the specific 
conditions in which the new mode of production came into 
existence in the USSR have obscured to a large extent the 
possibility of less barbarous forms of state collectivism 
emerging. The peculiarities of history brought it about that 
state collectivism entered the scene as a counter-revolution 
that destroyed the proletarian state; not, as we now believe 
to be the more likely pattern, as an alternative to capitalism 
for underdeveloped societies. Here we must be more specific 
since what concerns us is the place state collectivism 
occupies with respect to other modes of production. State 
collectivism (like other modes of production, including 
capitalism) has its own historical role. This is to develop the 
forces of production and to lay down an industrial 
infrastructure in those countries where capitalism is no 
longer able to fulfil this mission in an epoch in which 
capitalism is declining and the world socialist revolution 
has not occurred. To call this mode of production post
capitalist is misleading. Although it has arisen 
chronologically after capitalism and the historical pre
conditions for its emergence were created by capitalism, its 
historical mission is to fulfil some of the tasks carried out 
by capitalism in the advanced capitalist countries. In a 
sense therefore this mode of production is parallel to 
capitalism. So that we have what can be termed a true 
bifurcation or ‘branch-off’ of history. (In any assessment of 
the Stalinist era one cannot ignore the fact that between 
Tsarist Russia and the Stalinist USSR there was fora short 
period a proletarian revolutionary Societ Union. In other 
countries where it emerged state collectivism did so as a 
form definitely more progressive than the society it 
directly replaced.) 

The unilinear sequence of modes of production
Many Marxists tacitly accept the idea that apart from 

pre-capitalist modes of production there is only one mode 
of production other than capitalism and this is socialism. 
In the cruder conceptions the historical sequence of modes 
of production has been seen as: primitive communism — 
patriarchy — slavery — feudalism — capitalism — socialism 
- all arranged as a unilinear progression, as a single line or 
sequence. This conception obviously affected the way in 
which the new society in the Soviet Union was seen. At 
least in some senses it was clearly post-capitalist since a) 

capitalism had existed up until 1917, and b) the new 
productive arrangements of the Soviet Union facilitated the 
construction of the industrial base of the new society in a 
way in which a pre-capitalist society could not have done. 
The Soviet Union was seen as either a particular form of 
capitalism (in the state capitalist conception) or as a 
particular form of socialism or transition to socialism (in 
the degenerated workers’ state conception). Both locate 
the Soviet Union along a one-dimensional line from 
capitalism to socialism. Both these alternatives leave 
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unquestioned the historical sequence of modes of 
production we outlined above. We believe there is 
substantial evidence which allows us to question the 
unilinear conception of modes of production. Human 
history does not necessarily fit this conceptual straight
jacket, which at best allows us to understand only limited 
parts of the world. A closer look reveals modes that cannot 
be inserted into a unilinear scheme.

1) The Asiatic mode of production — a pre-capitalist mode 
of production that is characterised by a centralised state 
and by state ownership of land. This does not, on close 
inspection, appear to be a variant of any of the above- 
mentioned modes. A good example of this mode is to be 
found in the social formation of China, throughout most of 
its history. Though the Asiatic mode existed at the same 
time as feudalism and slavery were dominant modes of 
production elsewhere in the world, it was structurally 
different from these. Soviet historiographers, intent on 
maintaining the orthodoxy of the unilinear scheme, have 
seen it as a mixture of patriarchy and feudalism. Soviet 
historians opposed the idea not only because of their 
dogmatic stance, but also because there was in the 1930s a 
very lively dabate over whether or not the Stalinist regime 
was in fact an instance of the Asiatic Mode of Production, 
i.e. Wittfogel’s theory hit too close to home. In our view 
this is a case of bending facts to fit into a convenient 
theoretical scheme.
2) Similarly the nomadic pastoral mode of production does 
not easily fit into a unilinear scheme. Although some 
historians have seen it as a patriarchal society it is on the 
available evidence a much later society. Perry Anderson 
comments:

For nomadic pastoralism represents a distinct mode 
of production with its own dynamic, Emits and 
contradictions, that should not be confused with 
those of either tribal or feudal agriculture. This 
nomadism did not simply constitute a primordial 
form of economy, earlier and cruder than that of 

l sedentary and peasant agriculture. Typologically, 
it was probably a later evolution. In those semi-arid 
and arid regions where it classically developed . . . 
it was a path of development that branched off 
from primitive agrarian cultivation, achieved 
impressive initial gains but eventually proved a 
cul-de-sac, while peasant agriculture revealed its 
far greater potentials for cumulative social and 
technical advance.14
Anderson’s analysis correctly suggests that modes of 

production do not follow each other in a unique sequence, 
but different forms can branch off and bifurcate. And 
apart from the two instances we have mentioned above 
there are a number of other modes of production which 
have encompassed large parts of the human race and which 
cannot be classified in terms of the scheme: primitive 
communism — patriarchy — slavery — feudalism — 
capitalism — socialism.

We do not then subscribe to a unilinear conception of 
history. There are modes which do not fit this conception 
and which we believe to be ‘branches off’ or bifurcations. 
And if this is the case for past history there is no reason 
why contemporary bifurcations should not also exist. 
Analysis of the Soviet Union should be formulated with 
this possibility in mind. We should admit the possibility of 
seeing state collectivism not as a mode of production 
somewhere between capitalism and socialism but as located 
on a different branch altogether.

The ‘normal’ historical path for industrialised societies is 
a transition from feudalism — through petty commodity 
production — to capitalism, and then, after capitalism has 
played its historical role by fully developing the productive 

forces (including the working class) to socialism. The 
historical conditions that determine the ‘unusual’ path of 
state collectivist societies centre on capitalist 
underdevelopment. Because of the impact of imperialism 
on underdeveloped societies their path towards full 
development of capitalism is blocked. When full capitalist 
development is blocked there remain three possibilities 
open to third world countries.
1) They can remain within the world capitalist market as 
subordinate to the main capitalist powers. In this case there 
is no possibility for a full development of the productive 
forces as there was in the first capitalist countries. There is 
an immense variance in the way such countries are 
subordinate to the main capitalist countries. Certain of 
them are able to develop their productive forces to a 
degree either through political oppression or a sacrifice of 
national sovereignty, or both e.g. Brazil. Others are 
completely stagnant, their economies completely geared 
towards the metropolis e.g. much of central Africa. 
Whatever the degree of industrialisation the historical 
achievements of capitalism are only partially fulfilled.
2) A second theoretical possibility in these countries is 
socialism, as part of a worldwide turn to socialism. At the 
present low level of development of the productive forces 
of much of the third world the fulfilment of the objectives 
necessary for socialism, i.e. the generation of abundance, is 
rendered difficult if not impossible. Socialist revolutions 
elsewhere, particularly in the advanced capitalist countries, 
would make this task immeasurably easier. Thus socialism 
in the third world is more likely if we see it alongside other 
revolutions, as part of world socialism. However, the 
concrete course of history has not so far allowed the third 
world countries this luxury. Thus whereas on the one hand 
we feel that socialism is unlikely without the full 
development of the productive forces,15 including the 
working class, on the other we must appreciate the 
immense problems of countries that have experienced 
revolutions but are largely isolated.
3) The dilemma forces us to examine a third possibility. 
A possibility of a new mode of production which, as we 
have seen, has already some plausibility in the case of the 
Soviet Union. This third possibility,, the establishment of a 
state collectivist mode of production, can now be examined.

Successful national liberation movements and third 
world revolutions have in many cases involved countries 
cutting themselves off from the world capitalist market and 
beginning construction on new lines. These ‘new lines’, 
though accompanied by socialist rhetoric, are in our view 
not genuinely socialist in content, since the basic pre
conditions necessary for socialism exist only partially. Thus 
though these societies have some features that resemble 
socialism — egalitarianism, communalism, participation - 
they are not truly socialist. We feel that the term state 
collectivism is appropriate — because it emphasises the fact 
that in these systems the principle means of control is not 
through private property but through formally collective 
property controlled from above through the state and by 
the ruling bureaucracy. Perhaps the term ‘bureaucratic state 
collectivism’ would be more appropriate but for reasons of 
brevity we call it ‘state collectivism’. In any case no great 
importance should be attached to the term itself.

In looking at state collectivist societies we should look 
at them not by making comparison between them and some 
idelalised model of socialism, but in the light of the specific 
circumstances in which they have arisen. These societies 
should be confronted in their own terms, in the light 
of the tasks and problems they have faced. The question of 
how and to what extent they fulfil the historical tasks we 
usually associate with capitalism such as industrialisation 
and the socialisation of labour. It should not be confused 
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with the different and separate problems concerned with 
the degeneration of the Russian Revolution.

Schematically, all state collectivist societies will 
experience historically progressive phases when the new 
relations of production facilitate greater development of 
the productive forces and in other ways advance the 
societies in question (level of culture, health care, education 
etc.) more than was possible in their previous 
underdeveloped state. Later state collectivist regimes enter 
periods of crisis when existing production relations become 
a fetter on development of the productive forces. Develop
ment can still occur but each step forward becomes more

and ' more difficult. The system becomes increasingly 
vulnerable to opposition forces within it. But collapse is not 
inevitable. The crisis cannot be seen in a mechanistic way. 
It expresses itself in an intensification of the class struggle 
and, just as in the capitalist world, the crisis can only be 
overcome by a successful socialist revolution. Eventually 
we envisage socialism on a world scale will end the 
historical bifurcation we have alluded to above. Under 
socialism the three parts of the world (developed world, 
collectivist world, underdeveloped world) will converge 
into one universal society.

The general applicability of the state collectivist 
model

To what extent can we say state collectivism exists 
outside the Soveit Union? We believe that East European 
societies such as Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, 
Rumania and Albania are all state collectivist while some 
colonial or semi-colonial countries that have experienced 
revolution in the last thirty years are either firmly 
established along state collectivist paths or are showing 
signs of becoming so, e.g. Mozambique, Angola. As far as 
the first series of countries is concerned — that is the East 
European bloc — few people would deny the basic 
structural similarities between them and the Soviet Union. 
That is not to say that these countries are all alike but we 
do not feel that the differences between them are such as 
to make them fundamentally different forms of society.

The question of countries like China, North Korea, 
Vietnam, Cuba, Mozambique and Angola is considerably 
more problematic. It is certainly not universally admitted 
that these societies have the same mode of production as 
the Soviet Union and we must be very careful as to our 
own classification. For one thing, there is a marked lack of 
evidence, particularly as regards Vietnam and North Korea 
which remain opaque to analysis from the West. 
Furthermore some of these societies have not stabilised 
sufficiently to allow conclusions to be drawn as to their 
nature. In the case of China the problems are of a very 
different order. Information on China is available in 
abundance but very little of it avoids being either uncritical 
or blindly hostile. The history of the New Left and of 
Marxist analysis outside the CPs is too recent to overcome 
the influence of dogmatic Maoism which tends towards 
Sinophilia or equally dogmatic Maophobia. Given these 
drawbacks, it is still possible to say something on this 
question.

Prior to 1960 even Maoists did not claim that China had 
a mode of production essentially different from that of the 
Soviet Union. And it was only after the Sino-Soviet split 
that the Chinese leadership argued that the two systems 
were different. (Before November 1976 when the Gang of 
Four were ousted the Chinese leadership claimed to be 
building socialism. This claim was coupled with the assertion 
that Stalin too had been building socialism. In the Soviet 
Union the process had stopped after Stalin’s death and 
denunciation.) The arguments centred, as Rossanna 
Rosanda points out,16 not initially on different foreign 
policies, but on Chinese economic policy following the 
Great Leap Forward of 1958-1962, which the Chinese 
claimed launched China on a completely different 
trajectory from that of the Soviet Union. Furthermore 
the Chinese argued that Khrushchev’s denunciation of 
Stalin at the XXth Congress of the CPSU in 1956 and 
subsequent adjustments in Soviet planning were ‘revisionist’ 
and had launched the Soviet party onto the capitalist road. 
When the ‘radical’ faction of the Chinese leadership was in

the ascendancy there were some progressive trends in the 
Chinese model: the balanced emphasis on agriculture, 
light industry and heavy industry (‘walking on two legs’); 
the trend towards mass participation at the base; the 
attempt not to alienate the peasantry; the creative attempts 
to resolve problems of technology. These trends clearly 
show a difference between the Chinese or the Maoist 
conception and the Soviet conception of ‘socialist 
construction’. The trends of the Maoist model were fully 
unleashed with the mass upsurge associated with the 
Cultural Revolution of 1966-1969.17

However, all this should not cloud our minds to one 
feature in particular of post-revolutionary China. Namely 
the constancy, despite vigorous mass campaigns against it, 
of bureaucratic power. We believe the domination of the 
bureaucracy to be consonant with social relations of 
production that are clearly not those of a proletarian 
state. Thus while we can argue that the force of the masses 
has undoubtedly been felt in China and that the effects of 
this have clearly been noticeable in everyday life, we cannot 
say that China is socialist or in transition to socialism. We 
would tentatively suggest that the mode of production in 
China is state collectivism, though unlike in the Soviet 
Union it is possibly still in its progressive phase.

What criteria do we use when we claim that socialism is 
not being built in China? Firstly, is it possible to talk about 
building socialism without the existence of a proletarian 
dictatorship (the working class in its entirety, organised as 
the ruling class)? Secondly, does such a dictatorship exist 
in China?

1) Socialism has as one of its preconditions the 
dictatorship of the proletariat. This is made absolutely clear 
both by Marx and by Lenin. Lenin in particular, in State 
and Revolution, repeatedly stresses the centrality of the 
concept for Marx’s theory of revolution:

The essence of Marx’s theory of the state has been 
mastered only by those who realise that the 
dictatorship of a single class is necessary not only 
for every class society in general, not only for the 
proletariat which has overthrown the bourgeoisie, 
but also for the entire historical period which 
separates capitalism from ‘classless society’, from 
communism. . . the transition from capitalism to 
communism is certainly bound to yield a tremendous 
abundance and variety of political forms, but the 
essence will inevitably be the same: the dictatorship 
of the proletariat.18
In this formulation Lenin was adamant, as were Marx 

and Engels before him. And as the example of the Paris 
Commune showed, the smashed bourgeois state machine 
would be followed not by the abolition of democracy but 
by the development of a fuller democracy. Towards this 
end the proletarian state would involve the abolition of a 
standing army and all officials would be elected and subject 
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to immediate recall. Lenin writes:
As a matter of fact this ‘only’ signifies a gigantic 
replacement of certain institutions by other 
institutions of a fundamentally different type. This 
is exactly a case of quantity being transformed into 
quality: democracy, introduced as fully and 
consistently as is at all conceivable, is transformed 
from bourgeois into proletarian democracy; from the 
state into something which is no longer the state 
proper.19
These guarantees of proletarian power, such as 

immediate recallability of officials, must, it is clear, be 
grounded in independent working class institutions, outside 
the direct control of the proletarian party. The dictatorship 
of the proletariat is certainly something different from the 
rule of the party, let alone a party apparatus, but is in 
Marx’s sense, the rule of the whole working class organised 
as the ruling class, sometimes in alliance with other toiling 
classes, and is in this sense the dictatorship of the majority. 
The dictatorship of the proletariat is inconsistent with the 
sovereignty of a single party; rather it is the sovereignty of 
the working class.
2) Is there a dictatorship of the proletariat in China? It is 
perhaps one of the most striking aspects of the system 
established by liberation in 1949, that there has been no 
establishment of independent revolutionary and democratic 
councils through which workers and peasants could actually 
wield power on a state level. Though the party has 
established various mass organisations these have not been 
given sovereign powers. As Maitan puts it:

The decisive factor, as even observers sympathetic 
to Maoism readily admit, is the immense power of 
decision vested in the top party and state organs. 
Such organs, which in China overlap even more than 
in other collectivist regimes, are responsible for all 
those major economic and political decisions which in 
the last analysis condition what goes on at a local 
level and in the different sectors of industry.20
The Cultural Revolution did not fundamentally change 

this situation. Following mass upheavals throughout 1966 
and 1967, initially sparked off by one section of the 
bureaucracy, but which gradually developed their own 
momentum, there were shifts in the balance of class power 
in Chinese society. The ‘seizures of power’ which occurred 
throughout 1967-8 had immensely important effects. New 
organs of local grass roots democracy were set up — the 
Revolutionary Committees — consisting in roughly equal 
proportions of representatives of army, party and masses. 
However these ‘seizures of power’ had nothing in common 
with the seizure of power as it was formulated by Marx and 
Lenin, for this reason: they took power within the 
framework of the existing state machine, which itself was 
never threatened. The rebels were initially encouraged and 

permitted to rebel against the opponents of Mao, never 
against Mao himself. The headquarters of Chairman Mao 
remained immune from challenge. Though for a time after 
the Cultural Revolution the mass organisations that sprung 
up had some independent power this steadily diminished as 
the movement subsided. This is reflected by the gradual 
development of dominance within the revolutionary 
committees of party cadres and army representatives, at 
the expense of the direct representatives of the masses. 
And since the death of Mao most of the gains of the 
Cultural Revolution for the masses have been lost.21

Despite the lack of proletarian power at the state level 
there was apparently a sizeable amount of democracy at 
the grass roots level. Decisions about organisation in the 
locality and factory seemed to be taken with the 
participation of the masses. The reasons for such a high 
level of democracy, or what we would prefer to call 
participation, at this level, related to the identification of 
the masses with a system which was able to guarantee a 
higher standard of living than in the past and was clearly 
eradicating the ills of the old China. However grass roots 
democracy was limited even in the heyday of the Cultural 
Revolution. It was confined much more to production team 
or brigade level, while already at commune level, where no 
substantial changes were made after the administrative 
reorganisation, actual power remained in the hands of party 
leaders and party officials.22 The most important point 
though is that mass participation at a local level does not 
equal mass democracy. Such participation that exists takes 
place in structures which are controlled by, and on terms 
that are set by, the ruling bureaucracy. Mass democracy 
would involve the control of the masses over these 
structures and terms. In China such control has never been 
in the hands of the working class and peasantry.

The apparent existence of grass roots democracy and 
local involvement shows that China was very different from 
the Soviet Union. But there have never been grounds for 
workers’ and peasants’ dictatorship existed in China. To 
have made this conclusion would have been to 
misunderstand the Marxist conception of power. Power at 
the base must, if it is to be really dominant, be 
accompanied by power in the state apparatus. We can 
firmly conclude that China is not in transition to socialism 
nor is it any form of socialist society. All the available 
evidence would suggest that the Chinese social formation is 
dominated by a state collectivist mode of production. In 
particular the Tableau Economique, outlined above for the 
Soviet Union, seems to describe the economic structure of 
China. However this conclusion is not put forward 
definitively since the empirical evidence is not conclusive.
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The historically progressive stages of the system
Many socialists who are well disposed towards China 
would admit the validity of some of the points made above. 
However they may argue that the lack of democracy at the 
state level is the sole factor separating China from socialism. 
Why, given the central importance of proletarian 
democracy in all the Marxist classics, do these people 
minimise the significance of its absence?

a) Firstly because from all the evidence we have there 
seems to be a significant degree of identification with the 
system by the mass of the people.

b) Secondly, because immense progress has been made, 
with considerably fewer human costs than in Stalinist 
Russia, to resolve acute problems of underdevelopment. 
Both points are also true of Cuba.

With the conceptual framework provided by the theory 
of the new mode of production we feel these facts can be 
explained without drawing the conclusion that these 
countries are on the road to socialism. We would suggest 
that in China and in Cuba the state collectivist mode of 
production is in its progressive phase. It has been able to 
resolve many basic material problems and has to a 
considerable extent allowed the development of an 
industrial infrastructure. Production has been reorganised 
and productivity of labour has been increased in both 
China and Cuba. Much more development has been 
facilitated however through severance from the world 
capitalist market and more rational use of resources. All 
these advances are considerable and have resulted in a much 
wider identification with the system from the proletariat 
and peasantry than would have been possible under 
capitalism.

Unfortunately not all the problems of underdevelopment 
have been solved. This is partially due to the fact that 
industrialisation has simply been extensive rather than 
intensive. In China, agricultural production has had 
difficulty in keeping pace with population growth. 
Industrial production remains a small, if rapidly growing, 
sector. It would be wishful thinking to believe that these 
failures, despite all the strengths of the system, do not have 
serious consequences. The results of the 1978 1 1th Chinese 
Party Congress indicate that the new leadership is 
concerned about this situation. In this context we may well 
see a return to industrialisation more on Soviet lines with 
renewed emphasis on heavy industry and a more radical 
collectivisation and mechanisation process in agriculture. 
Though at present we have too little information to mount 
a detailed forecase of possible events in China.

It is clearly difficult to guess how the struggle will 
develop in China. Leaving aside for the present the question 
as to whether the present turn of events marks an end of 
the progressive phase we can say the following. There have 
been experiences of other state collectivist societies going 
through what can be understood as progressive phases 
before entering degenerative phases. Without necessarily 
drawing precise analogies it is useful to look at one such 
experience.

It is a common illusion that the regimes in Eastern 
Europe were installed and maintained by the force of 
Soviet bayonets alone. In fact in the first years after the 
second world war these regimes maintained a high degree 
of popular support and stability. This was primarily because 
to a large extent they fulfilled the needs of the masses. 
Kuron and Modzelewski point out how in Poland the new 

system solved socio-economic problems which had to be 
coped with. This was the key to the Polish regime’s initial 
mass support:

. . . objectively conditioned by the level of economic 
development and the socio-economic structure both 
of Tsarist Russia and Poland between the wars, as 
well as the vast majority of countries in our camp, 
given the fact of their relative international isolation, 
when their capitalist systems were abolished all these 
countries were backward with reserves of unused 
labour, unemployment in the cities, and even more 
important, overpopulation in the countryside. Their 
economies were dominated one way or another, by 
the capital of industrially developed, imperialist 
states. Under such conditions only industrialisation 
can bring real improvement pf material, social and 
cultural conditions for the mass of the people in the 
cities and the countryside.23

and:
. . . production relations based on bureaucratic 
property insured rapid economic growth, and thanks 
to this the remaining classes and social strata within 
the bureaucratic system had real possibilities of 
improving their lot. Industrialisation opened the road 
to an improved standard of living and to a higher 
material, social and cultural status. . . . Mass social 
advancement, an end to overpopulation in the 
countryside and to unemployment were accompanied 
by an increase in the cultural level of the population 
in general, by the development of health services, 
social benefits, education etc. Thanks to this and 
despite coercion and terror, the bureaucracy found 
enthusiastic support from groups in all social strata. 
Its power found social support; its ideologists and 
propagandists could effectively impose its hegemony 
on society at large, since the achievements of 
industrialisation also meant the realisation of a I 
general social interest. The class rule of the 
bureaucracy was based, therefore, on a solid 
foundation and was, therefore, a lasting rule, so long 
as production relationships - especially the class goal 
of production — corresponded to the requirements of 
economic development, in other words, until the 
foundations of modern industry were built.24
But the fulfilment of extensive industrialisation tasks 

has in Eastern Europe marked the end of the progressive 
phase of the state collectivist system. While it is possible in 
a bureaucratic way to implement extensive industrialisation 
‘by command’, this mechanism has certain drawbacks; it 
is extremely inefficient in running an industrial society. 
Once a certain level of industrial sophistication has been 
reached, there are only two mechanisms flexible enough for 
running the system; either a capitalist market or a workers’ 
democracy in which the mass of the direct producers are 
intimately involved in all aspects of the plan. The system’s 
rigidity manifested itself in Poland in the inability of the 
bureaucracy to fulfil consumer needs, dysfunctions in the 
plan and eventual mass opposition.

An understanding of Poland from 1945 to 1960 shows 
that the system went througha a progressive phase when it 
fulfilled its historical tasks. Important features of capitalist 
underdevelopment were overcome, in particular the rapid 
development of extensive industrialisation. Subsequently 
the system entered a period of crisis. In other state 
collectivist societies the contradictions may take different 
forms and proceed at a very different pace. Nonetheless 
contradictions will inevitably emerge.
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The period of crisis
Kuron and Modzelewski have argued that in Poland 
production is carried out ‘for the sake of further 
production’, and we believe that this is also the case in the 
Soviet Union and other state collectivist countries. That is 
to say the main goal of production is to increase the 
apparatus of production. However whereas in capitalism the 
growth of the productive hardware is mediated through the 
market, here production takes the form of ever increasing 
physical quantities of means of production. Accumulation 
is linked only in a partial way to the needs of the working 
class. This is not due to ‘wrong ideas’ or because some 
malevolent bureaucrat wants things to be like this. It is 
because of underlying class antagonisms and of the nature 
of the ‘planning’ that results from this.

The bureaucracy identifies with production for the sake 
of production and with the physical expansion of the 
productive apparatus for several interlinked reasons:

i) In the first place industrialisation itself is justification 
for the existence of the system and the directing role of the 
bureaucracy within it. The bureaucracy becomes 
completely identified with the goal of industrialisation.

ii) Once it achieves power the bureaucracy strives to 
perpetuate that power. Of all the produce of the society 
the only part that is actually appropriated by the 
bureaucratic class — apart from its own luxury and other 
consumption — is the accumulation fund which goes to 
expand the state sector of production. The bigger the 
accumulation fund is, the more successful and powerful the 
bureaucracy is and sees itself to be.

iii) Eevery ruling class and especially a ruling class 
identified with the state as is the bureaucracy, is concerned 
to strengthen and glorify the state, both with respect to 
their own society and with respect to the outside world. 
More concretely, the Soviet Union in particular has 
historically been under strong pressure from the capitalist 
world. Therefore these countries have always been 
concerned to build up their military might, which also 
involves expanding the productive hardware. (The whole 
set of factors concerning military competition and the arms 
race and the effects of this upon the Soviet economy were 
first brought to people’s attention by Cliff. Indeed the 
observation is a very rational and useful insight. However 
we feel it is blown out of all perspective when it forms one 
of the bases for the state capitalist thesis.)

As a matter of historical fact the Soveit Union’s five-year 
plans over-emphasise the production of producer goods. In 
practice the distortion between producer goods and 
consumption goods is exaggerated further. The plan is never 
fulfilled, in fact the imbalance becomes worse. As Kuron 
and Modzelewski succinctly put it:

In fact what we have here is not a contradiction 
between the objectives of the plan and the anti
stimuli resulting from faulty directives, but a 
contradiction between the class goal of the ruling 
bureaucracy (production for production) and the 
interests of the basic groups who achieve the 
production (maximum consumption). In other 
words, it is a contradiction between the class goal of 
production and it results from existing conditions, 
not from mismanagement.25

The plan does not work because of deeper contradictions 
which it reflects. Always there is a tautness about plans in 
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe which precludes the 
actual achievement of the plan’s targets. The planning 
which occurs isn’t really planning at all. As G. Smith wrote 
in Critique: ‘Effective planning requires accurate knowledge 
of existing resources and productive potential and on the 
basis of this, the establishment of consistent and realisible 
objectives.’76

In the Soviet Union, as in any state collectivist system, 
basic information of this type is not available or is available 
in such a form as to be useless. The basic reason for this 
lack of information is the absence of participation and 
involvement in the system by the working class. In other 
words for the intensive stage to be successful under a 
planned economy it is necessary that those who plan and 
those who are planned for should be one and the same 
social group. As Ticktin points out: ‘To have a planned 
economy there must be a conscious control of the society 
and economy by the democratic representatives of the 
majority.’27

In a socialist society such problems as this would be 
resolved through mass democracy and working class control. 
In the more progressive phases of state collectivism the 
problems are of a different order, since extensive 
industrialisation is possible in the framework of 
bureaucratic production relations. Also mass identification 
with the system and participation within, at least at the 
grass roots, allow some measure of effective planning. In 
the Soviet Union, by virtue of its own dominance, the 
central political bureaucracy does not allow working class 
control. In the Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe the 
working class do not identify with the system and their 
participation within it is minimal. The planning mechanism 
therefore doesn’t work with any degree of efficiency. The 
state is forced to resort to tampering with the plan’s 
workings on an ad hoc basis, constantly intervening in the 
working of the plan. This is a system which Ticktin calls 
‘bureaucratic administration’ rather than true planning, 

‘bureaucratic administration’ rather than true planning.
Hillel Ticktin has analysed the main features of this 

system in the Soviet Union. He has shown in detail how the 
bureaucracy are pushed into an ever tighter and more 
explosive contradiction by the irrationality of the system 
with which their inerests lies. Not only is there a 
contradiction between the planners and the masses, but also 
within the plan between the sections of the political 
bureaucracy who administer the central plan and the 
enterprise managers at the local level. The enterprise 
managers at the local level take the attitude of trying to 
turn central instructions to their own benefit and in so 
doing distort the logic of the plan. Ticktin puts it as follows: 
‘There is a conflict between those who administer the 
economy centrally and those who deal with their 
instructions at a local level.’28

The main manifestation and effect of this system is the 
huge waste of production, or production of waste. This has 
been documented both by Ticktin for the Soviet case and 
by Kuron and Modzelewski in their analysis of Poland. 
Ticktin argues: ‘The central economic feature of the USSR 
today is its enormous wastefulness and probably a tendency 
to increase waste.’29

This waste can be seen in many areas. The quality of 
production in the Soviet Union is very low, relating both 
to the frequently defective nature of machinery with which 
it is produced but also to the low standard of work which 
the bureaucracy gets out of the working class. Waste 
production is also singled out as being a significant feature 
of the state collectivist system by Kuron and Modzelewski 
in their analysis of Poland. Both raw materials and industrial 
capacity are wasted. Of the latter Kuron and Modzelewski 
comment:

The degree to which the productive potential on an 
industry-wide scale is made use of is not known to 
anyone and research in this area is complicated by the 
fact that enterprises seek to conceal their reserves. In 
the electromechanical industry, the degeee of
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utilisation of the productive potential is reckoned at 
58% of its capacity. Full use of productive capacity 
in this one branch of industry only would increase 
the national income by 18 million zloty yearly. 
Failure to make full use of the productive apparatus 
is widespread; for instance, building machines in all 
the construction enterprises in the country are used 
at only 20% of capacity. Rejects (‘Suble’) for which 
there is no demand or which cannot be marketed 
because of poor quality, make for an excessive 
increase in reserves.30
Ticktin points out that in the Soviet Union waste is 

conspicuous in the massive repair sector that exists: ‘The 
Soviet Union actually employs more people repairing 
machinery than making it.’31

The inefficiency of Soviet industry and the inflexibility 
also permits only the slowest introduction of new 
technology. Ticktin again:

The more you mechanise and free the basic personnel, 
the more repair and auxiliary workers are required 
with the absurd result that mechanisation turns into 
its opposite. . . . The problem is that mechanisation 
requires higher quality control and supervision, and 
where machinery is poorly made and tended, many 
more repair mechanics are needed. 32
Finally there is massive underemployment:
One prominent economist inside the USSR in a 
speech reprinted subsequently is reputed to have put 
the figure at 15m individuals who could effectively 
be removed from production and output would be 
either unaffected or go up.33
The institutional framework behind this is the labour 

laws that guarantee employment to all and make it almost 
impossible for the employer to cut down on labour and 
increase productivity. (In passing we can note that security 
of employment is one of the few achievements that the 
working class of these countries have.) Because of the low 
levels of identification with the system by the Soviet 
working class there is further pressure towards a low level 
of productivity. Enterprise managers also contribute 
towards this high level of underemployment. Firstly 
because bonuses are calculated according to the gross wage 
bill, managers tend to hoard labour. Secondly they hoard 
labour because production tends to go in spurts. There is 
often a slack period at the beginning of the month and then 
a rush in the last few day to fulfil the quota.

The Soviet bureaucracy and indeed the bureaucracies of

Eastern Europe have mounted many attempts to deal with 
this situation. In the Soviet Union there have been attempts 
to create material incentives and thus to boost work-rates. 
However the effect of an increase in wages is small in the 
Soviet Union because, as we have mentioned, ability to 
buy consumer goods is hampered less by lack of money 
than by the low number of consumer goods on the market 
and the inefficiency of the distribution system. 
Khrushchev’s virgin land policy of the early sixties was an 
attempt to boost food production by bringing previously 
uncultivated lands into production, thereby increasing the 
supply of food on the market, and creating the possibility 
of introducing material incentives. This attempt failed for 
various reasons. It was not an incidental failure but was at 
least partially due to the nature of the system itself, in 
particular to the difficulties associated with mechanisation.

The 1966 Economic Reforms and the Shchekino 
experiment were all part of an attempt to give local 
managers more room and encouragement to be profitable 
and boost productivity. These failed because the system 
gave insufficient power to local managers. The interests 
of both the bureaucracy and the working class are 
opposed to too high a level of managerial autonomy. The 
working class is opposed to such moves because they 
threaten security of employment. At the same time the 
bureaucracy itself cannot allow a drift too far in the 
direction of managerial autonomy at the local level. Real 
autonomy of enterprises is only possible on the basis of 
the free market. So long as the real basis for the economy is 
laid down in the form of a plan, there is little space for 
price mechanisms etc. which would be necessary for true 
autonomy of the enterprise.34

Lying at the heart of such problems are the contradictory 
social relations of these societies. The Soviet Union and , 
other advanced state collectivist societies are in permanent 
crisis. They have been able to complete the tasks of 
extensive industrialisation and have developed an industrial 
infrastructure. But due to the nature of their productive 
relations they cannot complete the tasks of intensive 
industrialisation. These societies can raise productivity of 
labour only with immense difficulty. Each step forward is 
made only at the cost of an intensification of the class 
struggle. In order to more fully understand the crisis we 
must focus more on the nature of the class forces involved.

The opposition
Opposition comes from three classes:

i) The Peasantry. It is perhaps this class whose situation 
varies most from country to country. For this and other 
reasons we are unable to discuss it adequately in this article.

ii) The Working Class. In discussing the working class 
we must as a preliminary emphasise the centrality of 
working class socialist revolution as a solution to the crisis 
of state collectivist societies. The system has developed the 
socialisation of labour and therefore the potential strength 
of the working class. At the same time the working class 
does not have the rights of independent organisation and 
its workplace organisation cannot, at least in law, take 
institutional forms. Beyond these facts its situation is 
contradictory in other ways.

The working class suffers directly from the comparatively 
low quality of consumer goods and the low level of 
consumption. It is not so much that goods are too 
expensive, simply that they are inaccessible. Outside the 
main cities supplies of the basic foodstuffs are limited. 
Queueing, even for the most basic necessities, is essential.

But nevertheless, the system of ‘planned’ economy, 
spurious though the claims of its official apologists may be, 
has had many benefits for the working class, the most 
significant of which is the abolition of the labour market 
and unemployment. The absence of unemployment has two 
consequences which are of vital significance. The labour 
laws prevent a worker’s dismissal except in exceptional 
circumstances and they make it illegal for him or her not 
to work. This means that whereas in capitalism dismissal is 
an important method of imposing labour discipline, this is 
not the accepted norm in state collectivist societies. 
Secondly it means productivity cannot so easily be 
increased through the intensification of labour. This is very 
important as the failure to increase productivity is a major 
weakness of the system. On the other hand workers are 
able, within certain limits, to avoid working hard. 
Holubenko has written:

The right not to work hard at the factory is one of 
the remaining rights which the Soviet worker holds 
. . . the Soviet worker will resist and ‘carry on a 
clandestine economic struggle’, as one Soviet
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dissident puts it, against all efforts to intensify 
the work pace.35
As we noted above, attempts to increase labour 

mobility, such as the Shchekino experiment, have been 
keenly resisted by the workers. Neither material nor moral 
incentives are completely successful. The general degree of 
disillusionment and hostility to the regime precludes the 
introduction of moral incentives and the facts of direct 
distribution (perks) and shortages make wage incentives 
ineffective. As Ticktin puts it:

Money which can hardly be spent is of not much use. 
Nor can it even serve as a store of value in view of the 
way the Soviet state has in the past refused to repay 
government loans to the population and arbitrarily 
devalued the internal currency. Further, the real 
distribution differences as between the social groups 
are made in direct and natural form. The elite obtains 
its housing, chauffeur-driven cars, food, clothing, 
health, holidays etc., either free or at very low 
prices in their special shops . . . distribution, in other 
words, relates to a social group directly through 
state allocation or through direct contact.36
Because of all this the bureaucracy, which is unable to 

develop the society’s wealth, is reduced to maintaining 
itself in power. This means that its only effective sanction 
against the working class is repressive administrative control. 
Such controls include the mass pressure of informers, 
police spies and severe sanctions. This is coupled with a 
high degree of ideological control extended, even more 
strongly than in advanced capitalism, through the media, 
education and the family.

It is worth noting that apart from the specific crisis of 
the system, state collectivism shares with all non-capitalist 
class systems a relative transparency of exploitation and 
oppression, and therefore the need for naked repression. 
(Capitalism is unique in that under it, exploitation and 
domination assume to a large extent mediated, impersonal 
forms, and forms imposed by the market and commodity 
relations etc. Hence capitalism can afford a more subtle 
form of control.) This means in turn that under state 
collectivism all industrial action taken by the working class 
is political. Workers automatically confront the whole 
system.

The combination of ideological and repressive control 
does not completely eradicate dissent. Increasingly such 
dissent is given open expression. The Soviet regime when 
faced with strikes reacts according to one account in the 
following way.37 First it attempts to co-opt the trouble
makers by immediate acceptance of demands. If this does 
not work it resorts to open repression. Thus for example in 
1962 in Novocherkassk, when mass rioting occurred, troops 
were quickly brought in to restore order and 10 people 
were shot. In some Eastern European countries the level of 
working class organisation is higher than in the Soviet 
Union. In Poland, for example the Polish working class has 
on several occasions thrown up its own organisations 
completely outside the bureaucracy’s control.38

iii) The Technocracy and the Intelligentsia. We refer here 
to the lower echelons of the bureaucracy, the middle and 
low ranks of the intelligentsia and the enterprise managers. 
These sectors demand greater social and political freedoms 
and it is they who most admire the high consumption of 
their counterparts in advanced capitalism. For Ticktin they 
are ‘ . . . the most privatised and most opposed to 
organisation and they identify central administration and 
organisation with socialism.’39

Their interests favour a return to capitalism. Such an 
ideology places them in opposition not simply to the 
bureaucracy but also to the working class. But at the same 
time there is a partial compatibility of interests between the 
working class and the technocracy/intelligentsia, since, in 
the short term, political freedoms and a thawing of the 
repressive apparatus are in the interests of both groups. 
The technocracy’s pressure to reintroduce certain elements 
of capitalism will meet resistance. Neither in Eastern 
Europe where market forces are given a limited play nor in 
the USSR can capitalism be restored without a full scale 
revolution. This is because such a reintroduction would 
require fundamental structural changes. It is invalid to 
conceive of a return to capitalism by degrees.

Two questions concerning the mode of production 
remain to be answered before we can take up other issues: 
first, the question of class, and, secondly, that of 
transitionality.

Class
The body of socialists involved in the production of 
Critique, a journal from which much of our knowledge of 
the Soviet Union derives, do not believe that the system in 
the Soviet Union constitutes a new mode of production. 
One of their reasons for this is that they do not feel that 
‘the elite’ or the central political bureaucracy is sufficiently 
consolidated to form a new class. To some extent the 
argument is semantic but the following points should be 
considered:

1) There is substantial evidence to suggest that the 
Soviet elite is not only stable, but is also capable of 
reproducing itself and the structures through which it 
dominates. The three channels through which the dominant 
class reproduces itself are, according to Rukovski: ‘The 
distribution of opportunities for higher education, activities 
in organisations (the party) and the system of informal 
relations (marriage etc.) within the dominant class.’40

2) Class is not a suprahistorical category. It is not just 
that each mode of production has its own classes specific 
to it. Also the very concept of what it is to be a class at all 
differs between modes of production. In other words not 
only classes themselves but the very category of class are 
different between different modes of production. Thus 
while the bureaucracy may not be a class in the sense in

which this term is used for capitalism, it can still be a class 
in the sense appropriate to state collectivism.

3) We believe that the Soviet bureaucracy is a ruling 
class basing itself on the control of the state apparatus and 
on its ability to control the process of production and the 
social surplus. The basis of dominance of the Soviet ruling 
class is, we believe, a characteristic one for ruling classes 
in state collectivist societies. For complicated historical 
reasons the bureaucracy in the Soviet Union and other state 
collectivist societies prefers to hide behind a bastardised 
version of Marxism rather than evolve a new independent 
ideology of its own. (For reasons of space we cannot discuss 
this at length here.) Thus under state collectivism the ruling 
class, perhaps more than other ruling classes in history, is 
reluctant to advertise itself and publicly admit that it is a 
class. It could then be argued that since the bureaucracy in 
the Soviet Union does not advertise itself as a class it is 
therefore not a class. Marxist analysis, however goes beyond 
the formal surface aspect of reality. We feel closer scrutiny 
and investigation show that the public admissions of the 
Soviet ruling class are at odds with their overwhelming 
power.

4) Even those commentators who do not admit the 
existence of a ruling class admit the existence of the 
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working class. Yet if the working class exists and, as we 
have argued, is exploited and is not the ruling or dominant 
class then another class must exist which is the ruling or 
dominant class. In Marx’s theory of class, classes only exist

in relation to each other. Class is a relational concept. And 
if you have an exploited class it is inconceivable not to have 
a class that exploits.

Transitionality
The idea that some or all of the state collectivist societies 
currently in existence are either transitional forms between 
capitalism and socialism or are societies in transition to 
socialism is a widely accepted one.

The concept of transitionality is to be found in Marx 
and Lenin. Unfortunately many developments of the 
concept have not maintained the rigour of its formulation 
in classical Marxism. The concept has been used: i) to 
denote contradictory developments; ii) to avoid the issue of 
where power lies; iii) to explain away new developments 
without threatening orthodox tenets. We argue against two

particular versions of transitionality. Firstly the Trotskyist 
version that sees the Soviet Union as a social formation 
transitional between capitalism and socialism. Secondly the 
Bettelheim version that sees China as a social formation 
actually in transition 'to socialism. A social formation is 
transitional when its main central dynaimic is the conflict 
between two competing modes of production (e.g. capital- 
ist and socialist). Also we would argue a transition to 
socialism can only take place if state power is in the hands 
of the working class.

The Soviet Union as a transitional society
Bureaucratic planning in the Soviet Union does not in 

any way represent an element of socialism. As we have 
argued above, planning in itself is neither necessarily 
socialist or in the interests of the working class. On the 
other hand the elements of capitalism that existed there in 
the 1920s have been practically eliminated and market 
relations play a rather marginal role in the Soviet Union. 
In any case it would be completely erroneous to argue that 
within the Soviet Union a capitalist mode of production 
exists to any great extent.

In the early years of Soviet power the Soviet Union was 
characterised by a conflict between socialist planning and 
a capitalist market.

In those years the Soviet Union was indeed a transitional 
society. Under the overall control of a proletarian state, 
elements of capitalism and socialism co-existed as 
competing modes of production. Preobrazhensky explained 
this situation by arguing there was a contradiction between 
the law of planning and the law of the market. But whilst 
this was the case in the 1920s the same contradiction does 
not apply today. The ‘law of market versus the law of the 
plan’ is an inadequate concept for explaining the present 
social formation in the Soviet Union.

Trotskyists try to argue for their concept of 
transitionality by pointing out that the Soviet Union has 
some features in common with socialism and other features 
in common with capitalism. This method of arguing is an 
example of extreme formalist empiricism. It could, for 
example, be quite easy to show that the Soviet Union has 
some formal features in common with oriental despotism, 
but we would not argue that the Soviet Union is in 

If we apply this type of reasoning to biological taxonomy 
we could argue that birds have some features in common 
with mammals (warm blood) and other features in common 
with reptiles (laying eggs), and hence that birds are a 
transitional form between reptile and mammal. But this 
would be a mistaken conclusion, since from the point of 
view of evolution birds and mammals are both divergent 
from reptiles.

The Trotskyist categorisation does not afford any real 
insight into the dynamic of the system. For example, the » 
Soviet Union has undergone great changes in the last few 
decades. But how are these changes to be assessed from the 
point of view of a theory of transitionality? Is the Soviet 
Union now ‘nearer’ capitalism than it was in 1937 or is it 
‘nearer’ socialism.

The main mistake with the Trotskyist conception is 
that it presupposes that the development of the Soviet 
Union can be seen as taking place somewhere on a ‘straight 
line’ between capitalism and socialism. It does not envisage 
developments in the Soviet Union which could not be 
categorised either as ‘going forward’ towards socialism or 
‘going backwards’ towards capitalism.

Finally some advocates of this type of categorisation 
argue that the Soviet Union is extremely unstable. But 
firstly the Soviet Union is certainly more stable than 
Trotsky imagined it to be in The Revolution Betrayed. 
Secondly the Soviet Union’s social structure has reproduced 
itself over two generations and has spread itself over large 
parts of the globe. State collectivism may indeed be less 
stable than certain other modes of production, but then 
some modes of production are less stable than others ....

transition between oriental despotism and something else.

Stalin’s death saved some, condemned others. Left, Molotov , Voroshilov, Beria, Malenkov; right, Mikoyan, Kaganovich, Khrushchev, Bulganin
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Bettelheim: China as a transitional society, 
building socialism
Whilst Charles Bettelheim has analysed the Soviet Union 
as a form of state capitalism, he has analysed China as being 
in transition to socialism. Before the fall of the ‘gang or 
four’, which Bettelheim saw as an important defeat for the 
socialist elements and an important victory for those 
seeking the restoration of capitalism, Bettelheim judged 
China to be building socialism. Up until this time therefore, 
in Bettelheim’s view, China and the Soviet Union were 
contrasting examples of what could happen in societies 
which experienced a socialist revolution. On the one hand 
in the USSR degeneration of the revolution and 
normalisation of state capitalist relations of production; on 
the other hand a development in China which sees the 
socialist forces in the ascendancy and building socialism. 
Bettelheim’s theoretical framework within which he makes 
this analysis invokes a theory of transitionality which we 
have many criticisms of. Before entering into these 
criticisms we should point out two areas in which we think 
Bettelheim’s theory is valid and marks a positive 
contribution. His theory of transitionality is underlaid by 
a critique of economism. We would agree with Bettelhiem 
on two points. 1) Bettelhieim is absolutely correct to say 
that technological development of itself is an insufficient 
basis for socialist transformation. 2) He is also right to 
stress the fact that technology is not a neutral factor, that 
it embodies social relations and that the working class 
itself is part of the productive forces. These emphases allow 
Bettelheim to place working class control of the labour 
process itself as very central to any socialist transformation

However in emphasising these aspects of the problem, 
we believe Bettelheim to have completely neglected other 
important aspects of what we believe to be the Marxist 

conception of socialist transition. Bettelheim seriously 
underestimates the degree of democratic control necessary 
to ensure that the transition to socialism remains socialist 
and remains under the control of the proletariat. Working 
class power must form the political framework for socialist 
transformation. To have working class power, there must be 
a minimum development of the working class in the first 
place, and also of its sovereign democratic bodies. We 
believe Bettelheim seriously underestimates the degree of 
technological development which is generally necessary to 
facilitate the first of these developments. But in any case 
one thing is clear. The working class and peasants are not in 
power in China. Their democratic bodies, where they exist, 
are not independent of bureaucratic party control. At best 
what exists in China is a benevolent dictatorship of the 
bureaucracy.

Bettelheim’s argument that China has veered away from 
socialism after the fall of the ‘gang of four’ we also believe 
to be erroneous. Indeed this view serves to re-emphasise 
his underestimation of the importance of working class 
power as the political framework for socialist 
transformation. The political changes which have seen the 
victory of the ‘moderates’ and the defeat of the ‘radicals’ 
have taken place within the existing state apparatus and 
within the structures established and controlled by the 
bureaucracy of the Chinese Communist Party. If 
Bettelheim’s argument is correct then a social revolution 
has taken place whilst the structure of power has remained 
unchanged. In Bettelheim’s view therefore an ideological 
change can constitute a fundamental structural change. In 
this we believe to be exhibited the extremely idealistic and 
voluntaristic content of the whole thesis.

A'

Standing before the remains of Chairman Mao on September 15. 1976, at the Great 
Hall of the People, from the left, Hua Kuo-feng, Wang Hung-wen, Yeh Chien-ying,
Chang, Ch’un-ch’iao, Chiang Ch'ing, Yao Wen yuan and Li Hsien-nien.
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Tensions in Czechoslovakia Scenes like these haunt the bureaucracies of Eastern Europe

Foreign policy
The question of the foreign policy of the USSR and China 
is a particularly complex one. We believe an understanding 
of these societies and their dynamic to be prerequisites for 
an understanding of their world role.

The Trotskyist movement has seen the problem purely 
in terms of the ‘defence of the Soviet Union’s All debates 
have shifted around the question, which really dates back 
to the period of capitalist encirclement of the Soviet Union. 
We believe the question, put in these terms, to be 
anachronistic.

The task of revolutionaries is to understand the problem 
from the point of view of world revolution as a whole. We 
support the most progressive elements in particular 
situations from this point of view. In the international 
arena socialists don’t necessarily support the most 
historically advanced society. For example, we wouldn’t 
support an imperialist advanced capitalist country against a 
dependent semi-feudal country in the event of a conflict 
between two such countries.41 Having said this certain 
things should be made clear.

1) From the point of view of world socialist revolution 
there is a fundamental distinction between state collectivist 
societies and capitalist countries. Capitalism, being a market 
system, is expansionist by its very nature. It is impelled 
towards dominating the whole world, converting it into a 
market and moulding it in its own image. From this point 
of view there is no symmetry at all between capitalist 
imperialism and so-called Soviet ‘imperialism’.

The Soviet Union’s ‘imperialism’ should be seen 
predominantly as a response to capitalist imperialism 
deriving from political and military competition and from

its self-defence. Capitalist imperialism is an economic 
imperative and does not simply relate to a need to fortify 
its geographical fringe. An inner dynamic within capitalism 
sends it to dominate the whole globe.

2) State collectivist societies are cut off from the world'- 
capitalist market and in a world where the main historical 
contradiction is between world capitalism and the 
international working class, state collectivist regimes are 
certainly not the main enemy and could on occasion be 
seen as an ally, albeit an unreliable one.

3) Especially with reference to third world countries, 
state collectivist revolutions considerably weaken the world 
imperialist system. The struggles for national liberation 
which have preceded the establishment of societies which 
could well develop along state collectivist lines have served 
as an inspiration for the oppressed masses all over the world.

4) However for countries immediately under the Soviet 
yoke it must be clear that the main and most direct 
oppressor is the Soviet bureaucracy.

In conclusion, then, we must adopt a non-dogmatic 
attitude. Our analysis must not ignore the possibilities of 
state collectivist regimes supporting reactionary causes, 
such as China’s support for the FNLA in Angola. It is 
dangerous to expect state collectivist regimes to support the 
socialist or progressive cause in every case. At the same 
time, we would argue against a position that depicts 
western imperialism and so-called Soviet imperialism as 
being symmetric. On the contrary we would regard the 
former as being the main enemy of the working class on a 
world scale.

The consequences of our thesis for the theory of 
'permanent revolution'
In examining Trotsky’s theory of ‘permanent revolution’ 
we must distinguish its three different, if inter-related, 
aspects.42

One aspect of the theory concerns the socialist

revolution as such:
For an indefinitely long time and in constant internal 
struggle all social relations undergo transformation . . 
Revolutions in economy, technique, science, family,
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morals, everyday life, develop in complex reciprocal 
action and do not allow a society to achieve equilib
rium. Therein lies the permanent character of the 
socialist revolution as such.43

A second aspect concerns the international character of 
the revolution:

In an isolated proletarian dictatorship, the internal 
and external contradictions grow inevitably along 
with the successes achieved. If it remains isolated, the 
proletarian state must finally fall victim to these con
tradictions. The way out for it lies only in the victory 
of the proletariat of the advanced countries. Viewed 
from this standpoint, a national revolution is not a 
self-contained whole; it is only a link in the 
international chain. The international revolution 
constitutes a permanent process, despite temporary 
declines and ebbs.44
We do not wish to disagreee with these two aspects of 

Trotsky’s theory; their validity is not challenged in any 
way by our thesis concerning the existence of a state 
collectivist mode of production. However, the theory of 
permanent revolution has a third aspect, which Trotsky 
himself regarded as the central idea of his theory. This 
aspect concerns the relationship between the socialist 
revolution and the tasks of the bourgeois-democratic 
revolution in under-developed countries. Trotsky tells us 
that

Vulgar Marxism has worked out a pattern of 
historical development according to which every 
bourgeois society sooner or later secures a demo
cratic regime, after which the proletariat, under 
conditions of democracy, is gradually organised 
and educated for socialism . . . (They) considered 
democracy and socialism, for all peoples and 
countries, as two stages in the development of 
society which are not only entirely distinct but 
also are separated by a great distance of time from 
each other.

Against this conception Trotsky argues:
The theory of permanent revolution, which 
originated in 1905, declared war on these ideas and 
moods. It pointed out that the democratic tasks of 
the backwards bourgeois nations led directly, in our 
epoch, to the dictatorship of the proletariat and that

dictatorship of the proleatariat put socialist tasks on 
the order of the day. Therein lay the central idea of 
the theory.45

Trotsky’s argument in support of this ‘central idea’ has 
two parts, the first of which we regard as valid, but the 
second we believe to have been refuted by historical events.

First, Trotsky argues that in our epoch the under
developed countries cannot enjoy a sustained development 
of their productive forces and cannot fully implement the 
tasks of the bourgeois-democratic revolution (such as 
agrarian reform) without breaking out of the capitalist 
workd system. In particular, the national bourgeoisie of 
these countries either is non-existent or at any rate does not 
constitute a progressive social force. The problems of 
under-development can therefore be solved only by an anti
bourgeois revolution which overthrows capitalist relations 
of production. Up to this point our own analysis is similar 
to Trotsky’s.

However, for Trotsky the overthrow of the bourgeoisie, 
the abolition of capitalist relations of production and 
breaking out of the capitalist world system meant one 
thing only — a socialist revolution and the establishment of 
a proletarian dictatorship. He did not conceive of the 
possibility of the emergence of a new mode of production, 
which would attempt — and to a great extent with success 
— to overcome the problems of under-development and 
fulfill the tasks of the bourgeois-deomcratic revolution by 
means which are neither capitalist nor socialist. He 
therefore concluded that the underdeveloped countries 
are faced with the choice between two options, and two 
options only: either to remain entrapped in capitalist 
under-development, as a subordinate part of the world 
capitalist system, or to undergo a socialist revolution.

We believe that history has come up with a third 
possibility — namely, the creation of a state collectivist 
society. This is certainly not the outcome which socialists 
would prefer, but they cannot ignore the fact that several 
under-developed countries have made use of it in order to 
escape the trap of under-development.
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Conclusions
If we are right - if (so long as the socialist revolution is 
delayed in the advanced countries) some third world 
societies which experience anti-capitalist revolutions are 
likely to have state collectivist regimes rather than socialist 
ones in the post-revolutionary period — then thorny and 
complex questions will have to be answered by socialists. 
These questions will be problematic enough for socialists 
outside the third world let alone for those actually involved 
in the struggle in the countries in question. To these 
questions and problems we have no easy solutions and 
answers. To a great extent the strategy and tactics of 
socialists are dependent on the specific, concrete situation 
they are struggling in. For this question, like many others, 
there are no universally applicable formulae with which to 
provide answers. However at a very general level certain 
things should be clear.

Obviously, the term ‘third world’ covers a great variety o 
of countries, of varying levels of social and economic 
development. In some of these countries material, social 
and political conditions are relatively more favourable for 
the success of a socialist revolution. In these countries 
socialists must of course fight for the realisation of this 
possibility.

In other countries, where a socialist revolution is not at 
present a real possibility socialists should give qualified 
support to revolutions that bring about state collectivist 
regimes. This is not because state collectivist regimes are 
socialist but because in those countries state collectivism 
has a special role to play. Socialist can give qualified 
support to those regimes without compromising their 
conception of socialism. To the extent that we support 
these regimes we do not do so because they represent some 
form of socialism, however diluted, but because in their 
own terms we regard them as historically progressive. On 
the other hand this mode of production has no progressive 
role at all to play in advanced capitalist countries and 
socialists in general should be opposed to attempts to 
impose such regimes there. We say ‘impose’ because in 
developed countries we do not regard such regimes as an 
organic probability; they could only be imposed from 
outside. Even the Communist Parties of many developed 
capitalist countries have recognised this fact — that the 
state collectivist model has nothing to offer the people of 
advanced capitalist societies. This recognition underlies 
much of the phenomenon of Eurocommunism.
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expresses the presence in a particular society of several modes of 
production that coexist.
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social regime) but in a sicentific Marxist sense: the under
developed part of the world capitalist system which is 
economically subordinate to the developed capitalist countries.
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