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INTERVIEW

adviso ry board where representa-
tives of the groups were present was
a problem.

But we were certainly on friend-
ly terms. Mandel and I had a debate
in Lon don - in 1978, I think - that
went on all day. But people gradu-
ally dropped off the board and its
n ature ch anged, althoug h Man del
remained on it.
How do you see Critique
developing?
Originally the intention was for it to
come out twice a year, but for a time
it was nearer once a year. Now, how-
ever, it is published by Routledge and
comes out quarterly.

The journal now has more space
and we have a policy of publishing
anything of sufficient quality within
the Marxist tradition. The aim remains
the same: to develop Marxist theory.

The features we have pu blished
around the question of capitalist cri-
sis have been better than most pub-
lished elsewhere. Most of what pass-
es for ‘analysis’ in the media - and
o n th e l eft -  has b een  hopeless .
T here is no real explanation as to
why crises take place - apart from
pointing to the bubble, which does
not explain anything.

The debate over the theory of cri-
sis does, however, show that it is pos-
sible for there to be a number of dif-
ferent views within Marxism. In one
sense there are more viewpoints with-
in Marxism than outside it.
Critique has always adopted
themes for exploration. In the
last couple of years you have
personally become involved
in campaigning for a Marxist
party. Do you think that the
question of party might be
a useful theme to explore
today?
To do that we would have
to have writers of suffi-
cient quality. The left is
in a very poor state and
is desperately in need of
theory before a party
can be formed …
 … which is in itself
a question of
theory.
As I say, it is not
that easy to get
good people to
write. We could
hope for the best
and accept any-
thing that comes,
but I would want
contributions of
a high enou gh
standard, which
are not always that
easy to get. So that
would be a problem.

However, it might be
useful to have an issue
o n that questio n. That
more or less relates to the
present situation - that is to
say, the situation resulting
from the crisis. It is fairly obvi-
ous that more people will look
to socialism, but will not know
how to get it. The attitude to-
wards capitalism has clearly
changed. We knew it does
n ot wo rk , but t he present
crisis has made that more
o bvious to many people,
in clud ing tho se who are
suffering badly as a result.

One would therefore ex-
pect a demand for change
and so, yes, that puts the
question of party on the
agenda. That is linked to

the question of crisis -  a long-term
one, not merely cyclical, and one that
will develop more and more powerfully.

As  for th emes more general ly,
th e crisis will n o doubt  be an on-
going one. We have one theme per
year and the current one is ‘Marx-
i sm and freedom of expressio n’,
coin cidi ng with our 50t h iss ue. In
2 01 1 we are pl an ni ng to  revi sit
t he question of Stal inism - it just
s o h app ens  t hat it  wi ll be 5 0
y ears  si nc e Kh ru sh ch ev o r-
d ered th e removal o f Stalin’s
b ody  from th e mauso leum
i n Red Squ are.

I was actually in Moscow
in  1961 - th e university
department where I was
based was opposite Red
Square and the event
created a tremendous stir
at the time. I  wen t there
during the session of the 22nd
Congress when Khrushchev
made his speech and a whole
lot of people had come to Red
Square. They were milling
around and actually speaking
to  each other about politics,
which was quite different from
anything that had
happened for
m ore

What would you say have
been the achievements
of Critique over its 50

issues?
What we set out to do in 1973 was
to initiate a serious theoretical study
of the Soviet Union. That had been
sorely lacking on the left, which had
n ot undertaken a thorough exami-
nation based on Soviet experiences
and material in Russian. Not having
s uch experience t o draw on and
knowing very little about the detail
of Soviet life, the left for the most
part resorted to dogma.
You mean notions of the USSR as
some kind of deformed workers’
state or an example of state
capitalism?
Yes, that’s right. And we did succeed
in breaking down this resistance to
a more scientific approach and start
t o en co urag e th e left to drop its
dogmatism.

Other than that, we undertook to
d evelop Marxist theory  and apply
i t to  current  circu mstances  more
g en erally. Obvi ously  one jo urnal
cannot go very far, but that was our
aim and I think we achieved some
mo dest s uccess.

Our first issue had a print run of
over 2,500 and it sold out very quick-
ly. We subsequently increased this to
5,000. During this time we continued
to focus on the Soviet Union.
When were you in the USSR
yourself?
The early 60s. Although I was crit-
i cal o f the Soviet Union before I
went there, I  was nowhere near as
critical of it as I became. What I saw
was in fact worse than what was be-
in g described by p eople either on
the right or left - the great difficul-
ties of ev eryday life, the atomisa-
tion, the awfulness of state control
t hat  went far beyond  anythi ng in
Nazi Germany. I was also surprised
by the extent of anti-Semitism.

I didn’t know any Russian before I
went to the USSR, but I took lessons
in the language during my period as a
PhD student in Moscow.
How has Critique ’s role evolved
over the years?
Well, we began with the Soviet ques-
tio n an d gradually chan ged in  the
direction of a more rounded Marx-
i st journal. Clearly  o ne’s und er-
standing of the Soviet Union was a
key part of that.

From th e b egi nni ng , Cr it iqu e
organised conferences -  the latest is
this Saturday. Our 1973 conference
attracted 50 0 people, with Ernest
Mand el , Ral ph Mi liband, myself
and other speak ers. Tho se ev ents
certainly had an impact.

At first we were probably naive. I
wanted to be non-sectarian and em-
brace all the different views on the
Marxist left. So we had, for example,
members of the International Social-
is ts/Socialist Workers Party, Paul
Sweezy of Monthly Review and the
International Marxist Group on the ad-
visory board. Mandel was also on it.
But this simply did not work.

The IS wanted Critiqu e to carry
articles elaborating its state-capitalist
v iew of the Soviet Union and was
u nable to see bey ond that. Th ere
was also a problem with the IMG.
The people on the board were fine,
b ut they did not really agree with
the leaders of their organisation. A
complication  was that the journal
had been founded by people in the
Institute of Soviet Studies, but the
IMG took a different approach.

It soon became clear that Critique
had to be independent and even an

The Critique journal is celebrating its 50th issue. Peter Manson spoke to its editor, Hillel Ticktin

Developing Marxist theory
than 40 years.

1961 was undoubtedly an impor-
tant moment, and so we in Critique
are u sing  t he o ppo rt uni ty of th e
anniversary to look back at the whole
question of Stalinism. This is partic-
ularly pertinent, since there has been
something of a revival of Stalinist

no stalg ia

in Russia.
Which says a lot about the failure
of the international movement for
socialism.
Yes. Hopes in both the market and for
a better society have been dashed.
But a residual yearning for a socialist
future remains. These are some of the
issues we will be discussing at our
February 27 conference l

Remembering the past,
rethinking the future
Saturday February 27, 12
noon to 5pm: Critique
seminar, London School of
Economics, room B212,
second floor, Columbia
House, corner of Aldwych
and Houghton Street,
London WC1.
Speakers: Hillel Ticktin,
Mick Cox. Followed by

celebration of 50th issue.
Organised by Critique:
critique.journal@yahoo.co.uk.

Hillel Ticktin
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simply. More serious is Service’s use
of Trotsky’s defence of terrorism in
Terrorism or communism.

Any scholar reading Trotsky’s
chapter on terror in that book can rec-
ognise that the use of the word ‘ter-
ror’ is not the same as its use today,
referring to such terrorist groups as
the IRA or al Qa’eda. In the introduc-
tion to that book, Trotsky explicitly
condemns terror of the latter kind. He
had done so much earlier, referring to
anarchist groups. Trotsky is using
‘terror’, in the relevant chapter, in the
sense of the Russian word ushas,
which refers to fear and horror in the
first instance. He is arguing that dur-
ing a period of war, particularly a bru-
tal civil war, fear is a necessary com-
ponent. He is also saying that since
war is war, people are killed and exe-
cuted, particularly when the regime
itself is at stake, and that the whites
were particularly brutal themselves.

This cannot be gainsaid. Seventy
thousand Jews, alone, were killed in
pogroms instigated by the whites.
White terror after the Paris Commune,
and after 1905 showed what the alter-
native was. Since then we have wit-
nessed the extreme brutality of the right
and the extreme right in many instanc-
es - of which, in the post-war period,
Greece, Argentina, Chile and, in the
case of the British empire, Kenya are
good instances. The brutality of the
right does not justify the left doing the

same and one may hope that it will
never happen again. That does not deal
with the question, however.

The question th at Trotsky posed
was whether a war can be conducted
as a socialist war, in which enthusiasm
replaces hierarchy, and fear and per-
suasion takes the place of imprison-
ment and execution. To ask the ques-
tion is to get the answer. Within
capitalism, war is war and socialists
can only modify its nature to a very
limited degree. At that time, World
War I was conducted under the tried
and tested  rules, which involved
shooting deserters, instilling fear into
subordinates and into the enemy.
Trotsky accepted these rules as the
only ones likely to be successful. No-
one calls this terrorism, though later
generations might well do so.

In short, Bob Service has regurgi-
tated the standard critique of Trotsky,
which he has every right to do, but
without the necessary scholarly dis-
cussion of the issue. Whatever one
thinks of the issue itself, Service has
totally failed to substantiate his argu-
ment that Trotsky was in the same
league as Stalin and Hitler. Trotsky
did not directly or indirectly order the
killing of masses of people, although
he did sanction executions and impris-
onment. Had he or the Bo lsheviks
been of that mind, they would have
lost the civil war itself.

Historical periods when millions

were killed, as under Stalin, were not
induced just by one mad man, how-
ever brutal and powerful, but by the
instability and irrationality of the sys-
tem itself. Seven million died in the civil
war, but one cannot attribute any sub-
stantial number to Trotsky himself,
though one can point out that with-
out external intervention a fraction of
that number would have died.

The Bolsheviks won the civil war,
to a considerable extent due to Trot-
sky’s conduct of it, but the destruc-
tion, the massive loss of revolution-
ary personnel, co mbined with the
exhaustion and inevitable disillusion-
ment, effectively provided the basis
of the subsequent Stalinist counter-
revolution. The first stages of moving
to socialism will always be difficult, but
the conduct of a war using capitalist
forms of hierarchy both for the army
and for the population, in war commu-
nism, could only demoralise the pop-
ulation. This is why the left opposi-
tions of the time - the military and
workers’ oppositions - were so militant
in demanding change.

Ever since the issue has remained
open. It is hard to see that Lenin and
Trotsky were wrong in that the alter-
native would have been a repetition
of the Paris Commune with its attend-
ant horrific destruction by the right.
They took a chance and changed the
world . The success of the Russian
Revolution, with all its defects, altered

the world forever, and it entered a
long-drawn-out and bloody transition
process. Service, of course, cannot
see this, as his book is a pedestrian
plod, bereft of ideas, but replete with
snide remarks.

Intellectual
At one level, this book is Hamlet with-
out the prince. It tries to go through
Trotsky’s life on a number of planes,
most particularly his personal life.
There is even a chapter on his sexual
affairs, including a intimate quote from
a letter from Trotsky to his wife on that
subject. As with every other aspect of
Trotsky, Service discovers him to be
self-centred in love too. While this
might be salacious and draw people
to read the book, it is irrelevant to
understanding the man.

This is partly because Trotsky was
above all an intellectual, who made
crucial contributions to Marxism and
to thought in general; partly also be-
cause Trotsky became the living em-
bodiment of the Russian Revolution
itself. Yet if Trotsky argued this or that
or undertook a particular action, Serv-
ice always manages to find an obnox-
ious interpretation. If he had done the
reverse and always  cast Tro ts ky’s
actions in a positive light, he could be
accused of being an acolyte or a hag-
iographer. The point is that any schol-
ar worth his salt would look at all sides
and interpretations in order to consid-
er reality. Clearly, however, that is not
the purpose of the book.

In this connection, Service discov-
ers that Trotsky was not an intellec-
tual - or at least he was not in the least
original and so there is no need to dis-
cuss his ideas, as there are none to
discuss. If Service were himself a bet-
ter educated intellectual, there could
be debate, but he quite evidently un-
derstands as much about Marxism as
Winston Churchill or Count Bismarck.
Marxism is not easy to grasp, particu-
larly at the present time, and for some-
one who rejects the whole theory it is
probably impossible to understand its
analytical power. It follows that such
a person could no t appreciate the
development of Marxist thought.
Unfortunately Service tries to tackle
the issue by talking of Trotsky, phi-
losophy and  Sid ney Hook, and of
James Burnham and Max Shachtman,
without giving the substance of the
debate, or apparently being aware that
Trotsky had written on Marxist phi-
losophy a number of times in his life
prior to this affair.

However, Marxism is above all a
mode of political-economic analysis,
used as a means of understanding the
world, the better to change it. In this
light, Trotsky’s contributions were
seminal. Amazingly, Service reduces
the concept and theory of permanent
revolution to the simplistic idea that
the workers would take power in Rus-
sia. In fact, Marx had argued, after
1848, that the revolution became per-
manent only when the working class
took power. The working class, as
Marx put it, were in capitalism but not
of capitalism. (One should note that
Marx and Trotsky are talking about
the collectivity, the class, and not the
individual workers.) As a result, there
is a permanent and persistent force
destabilising the society, the result of
which might lead to different kinds of
upheavals and to different classes
trying to take power, but only when
the working class takes power does
the society stabilise itself. This is ar-
guing both that the political econom-

B o b Service’s book o n Leon
Trotsky has been very widely
reviewed by left and right.

Perhaps one of the best reviews is
by Paul Le Blanc (‘Second assassina-
tion of Trotsky’ Links - International
Journal of Socialist Renewal: http://
links.org.au/node/1440). He makes
most of the points necessary in any
competent overview: that the book
has a scholarly apparatus, with many
points that are useful and some that
are new; that there is an element of
sloppiness in a number of the asser-
tions; and that Service appears to be
driven by a political agenda, which is
not dissimilar to that of the research
institution where he did much of his
work for this volume - the Hoover In-
stitution, known for the rightwing
views of its scholars.

Le Blanc deals with some of the
assertions made over the radio and
television: that this is the first full-
scale biography of Trotsky, not writ-
ten by a Trotskyist. That the Russian,
Volkoganov, had written a critical bi-
ography some 10 years ago is well
known, but Service excludes Russians
in his written claim to authorship,
though not when interviewed on Ra-
dio 4 in the UK. It is obvious nonsense
and Le Blanc quotes the examples of
Payne, Segal and Carmichael.

The book flows easily and keeps
the attention of the reader. The rea-
sons, however, are only partly to his
credit. Trotsky: a biography is super-
ficial. It has a scholarly form, but is not
scholarly, whatever else it might be.
Service makes assertion after asser-
tion as to Trotsky’s motivations, Trot-
sky’s character, Trotsky’s originality,
hi s i ntellectu al  competen ce (n ot
to s peak o f hi s ab ility as a lover)
- all w itho ut su fficient reference
or argumentation.

His fun damental thesis is stated
at the beginning - that Trotsky be-
longs, along with Hitler and Stalin,
among the great killers of all time.
Trotsky, Service asserts, was a vio-
lent man. Secondly, he asserts that
Trotsky made a career out of politics,
but was a poseur, and an arrogant,
cold, would-be leader.

His own description of Trotsky’s
history fails to support these theses.
He shows how Trotsky turned down
Lenin’s offer to be prime minister,
and various other prominent roles,
and on ly relu ctan tly became th e
commi ssar for war. However, th e
on e sectio n of th e book  wh ich  is
without the constant sn ide remark
and which breaks with the popular
Stalinis t po rt rayal of Tro tsky, as
playing no role, is the section on the
civil war, where Service makes clear
in some detail that Trotsky built up
the Red Army and was pivotal in its
eventual victory. He makes even
clearer Trotsky’s brav ery and his
military prowess, citing his impor-
tance to the defence of Petrograd.

Terrorism
Ho wever, h e argues that Trots ky
was part of Bolshevik brutality and
terrorism. He points to the fact that
Trotsky did not co untermand Sta-
lin’s arbitrary executions in Petro-
grad. Given the bad blood between
them, there is every reason to be-
lieve that Stalin might have diso -
bey ed, as  he had before, an d so
cau sed  a crucial breach at a t ime
when the Bolshevik situation was
desperate. While this is only sup -
po sit ion , we cann ot lay Stalin ’s
act ions at Trots ky’s feet qu ite so

Hillel Ticktin demolishes Robert Service’s much hyped Trotsky: a biography (Harvard University Press, 2009,
pp600, £25)

In defence of Leon Trotsky

Perpetuating anti-communist myths
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ic structure of the society is leading
to revolution and that the working
class is demanding revolution.

Trotsky took this concept and ap-
plied it to a part of the world subject
to capitalism but without the political
forms of capitalism and argued that
there was no longer a possibility that
th ere be any other successful up-
h eavals, or attempts at revolution,
other than those of the working class.
The bourgeoisie were no longer pre-
pared to fight for their own demands.
Marx and E ngels had got halfway
there when they spoke of the German
bourgeoisie no longer having a stom-
ach for a fight. The bourgeoisie were
afraid that they would let loose the
tiger of socialist revolution and con-
sequently they preferred to keep what
privileges they had.

At one level, the background of the
p ersonnel who took power in the
name of the working class was irrele-
vant (ie, they could be soldiers, or of
peasant extraction), as long as they
acted in the interests of the class. Sim-
ilarly, in the English Revolution the
class origin of the individuals in the
Long Parliament was irrelevant to the
class forces that they rep resented.
Trotsky was right against L enin’s
conception before 1917, because Len-
in underestimated the necessary cow-
ardice of the bo urgeoisie and the
short-termism of the peasantry. Trot-
sky’s understanding undercut the is-
sues, because permanent revolution
was not an empiricist notion, but an
inherent drive built into the structure
of capitalism, which Trotsky had har-
nessed to the concept of a declining
capitalism. The latter was something
Lenin made his own, though only by
1917. It was, therefore, not surprising
that Lenin agreed with Trotsky against
his earlier self.

Permanent revolution applies to the
period after 1917-22, in that Trotsky
makes two important theoretical inno-
v ations. He argues that the social
democratic betrayal of 1918-19 opened
up a new period of transition between
capitalism and socialism. He compares
the present to the times of Machiavel-
li. Secondly, he argues that there had
been a counterrevolution in the Sovi-
et Union under Stalin, with a new so-
cial group taking power. Underlying
it all, the dynamic of a new society
pushing its way forward through the
medium of the working class remains.
The rejection of the exploited goes
underground when it cannot express
itself  openly, and finds new ways of
undermining the system. We are there-
fore living in a period of ever-present
revolution, the world over. For Trot-
sky the revolution had to be systemic
and therefore global - he was arguing
that the revolution in permanence was
itself global.

Others have pointed to Trotsky’s
conception of fascism as an important
contribution to the understanding of
the phenomenon. It is obvious that he
was right to demand a united front -
u nlik e the Stalinists, who actually
united with Nazis in governing more
than one German local state. His the-
ory of fascism was directly contrary
to that of Stalinism, which saw fas-
cism/Nazism as the rule of the bour-
geoisie by force. Instead he pointed
out that it was the rule of the petty
bourgeoisie - which the ruling class
accepted for a time, though they did
not like it. (The lives of two prominent
German capitalists, Thyssen and
Krupp, supports this thesis. Thyssen
s upported Hitler, but opposed his
policies and escaped from Nazi Ger-
many, only to end up in a concentra-
tion camp. Krupp opposed Hitler un-
til he came to power.)

Trotsky’s discussion of fascism is
immediately relevant today, in that it
makes clear that without Stalinism and
a classic petty bourgeoisie it cannot
repeat itself. Authoritarianism is an-
other matter. The theory also points
to the irrationalism of a capitalism in
transition and in decline. This is fun-

damental to any understanding of the
epoch as a whole. Trotsky developed
a particular understanding of capital-
ism and connected it with a theory of
long waves. I have discussed this in
my book on Trotsky’s ideas, but Serv-
ice has no inkling of any of it.

Loser?
It is curious that Bob Service should
stoop to character assassination of
the most trivial kind. He raises ques-
tions of morality in relation to Trot-
sky’s relationship to his own family
members. Thus he asks what kind of
man would desert his wife and chil-
dren in Siberia in order to escape, and
then find another partner. He brings
in the question of his Jewishness, his
relationship to his father, etc -  all of
which are merely raised, leaving the
reader wondering.

The problem here is that neither he
no r we actually  know much  about
these issues. If Trotsky’s father was
a revolutionary an d taught his son
how to organise, theorise or live un-
derground, it would be important, but
there is no evidence of anything of
that kind. We are told that Trotsky
played down his father’s social posi-
tion. The introduction of simplistic
psychology into historical narrative is
always unfortunate, but Service in-
sists on discovering Trotsky person-
al faults, arrogance, stubborn belief in
his own opinion, etc, as if  they are
un doubted, continuous and neces-
sary traits of the character.

If Trotsky really was that arrogant
it would hav e quickly ensured the
defeat of the Red Army. What is ar-
rog an ce? He was g en uin ely  t he
mos t intellectually and  organisa-
ti onal ly capable of the Bolshevik
leaders -  Service makes this clear.
Trotsky might well have been con-
t empt uous  of th ose with i nflat ed
opinions of themselves. Without a
thorough study of his personality by
sociologists and psychologists, it is
pointless making such a remark, un-
less the author is intent on a process
of systematic denigration.

It is a characteristic of bourgeois
scholars that they see the left-right
struggle in the 20s in terms of a direct
fight, no holds barred, between Stalin
and Trotsky. Service tries to argue
that Trotsky was no politician and so
was an inevitable loser. In fact, Trot-
sky yielded without any real fight. He
was head of the army, he had the back-
ing of Lenin and the Komsomol sup-
ported him. The genuine old Bolshe-
viks supported him. He could have
taken power without much trouble.
However, he argued that it had to be
done democratically through the par-
ty and he lost in that arena. Since we
know that the voting was falsified, and
in any case Stalin had  sp ecially
opened the party to a wide range of
people, with little understanding of
the issues, this made no sense.

Trotsky did not lose in any kind of
battle: he never fought. He conscious-
ly decided that he should not take
power in the circumstances. He justi-
fied it with the argument that Stalin
was made, in what h e became, by
those who selected him, and he, Trot-
sky, would have been the same. So,
when offered power by Antonov Ov-
seenko, chief commissar of the army,
he rejected it. This issue is very poor-
ly discussed by all scholars, to be fair
to Service. However, he takes it up as
proof that Trotsky was not a politician.

In American business parlance, part
of present-day slang used by histori-
ans, Trotsky was a loser. But that is
n ot how Trotsky or any Marxist
would look at it. Trotsky did not want
power for its own sake: he was a sol-
dier of the revolution and, if it meant
that he had to fight as part of an op-
position to maintain the revolution,
that is what had to be done. He accept-
ed his fate. So much for arrogance.

In my view, with the hindsight of
history, Trotsky was wrong. He ought
to have taken power. Service, like Trot-

sky himself, thinks he would have
been another Stalin, but that is impos-
sible, if one understands the dynamic
of the Soviet Union of the time. With
th e support that he h ad, T rotsky
would have b een ab le to maintain
power for a sufficient time to alter the
nature of the regime away from what
it was becoming. If Trotsky had taken
p ower, Nazis m wo ul d no t hav e
succeeded, there would have been
no world war, the purges would not
have taken place, and it is possible
that there would have been a revo-
lution or a series of revo lutions in
Europe and Asia.

Even if no other revolution would
have succeeded, and Trotsky would
have died as Soviet ruler in 1953, world
history would have been very differ-
ent and almo st certainly more ad-
vanced than at present. However, no-
on e could have imagined the utter
barb arism to which the world was
subjected from then onwards. It was
the direct consequence of the Russian
Revolution and its subsequent coun-
terrevolution under Stalin. Trotsky
clearly hoped that the Soviet left and
the Soviet working class would take
power and dismiss Stalin.

Unfortunately, Trotsky was not suf-
ficiently arrogant in understanding
that he had become the personifica-
tion of the Russian Revolution itself
and his dismissal symbolised the end
of the revolution, but in the most ob-
jectively and subjectively debased
and confusing way possible. The
Soviet Union under Stalin was neither
socialist nor capitalist, nor yet a tran-
sition to socialism. As a result, it was
unviable, but like Frankenstein’s mon-
ster it had no parent and no future. Its
rulers behav ed like mad people,
caught in a mass of twisted tape in
which th ey became ever more en-
meshed. Cutting through the tape -
short cuts, in other words - were con-
stantly bein g tried and inv ariably
made things worse.

Dogma
Trotsky did not expect the USSR to
last so long nor that it would come
to an end so easily, so messily and
so unsuccessfully. He did say that
it could not last in its Stalinist form.
He did not u nderstand  the nature
of the Soviet Union that came into
b eing in the 30s, but then nobody
d id o r probably could have do ne
so. He was always behind the curve
of its degeneration. That, again, is
u nderstandable, in that he was an
o ptimist, li ke al l revo lutionaries.
Service tries to make these points
but he gets lost in his own need to
run Trotsky down .

It is unfortunate that some in the
Trotskyist movement have taken his
words as d ogma. Trotsky was not
himself dogmatic, for he is not clear
whether the USSR was planned, says
that the nature of the USSR is unde-
termined, and concedes that a social
as well as a political revolution is re-
quired. Trotsky himself should not be
lumbered with the simple formula that
planning plus nationalisation makes
for a workers’ state, which has then
to be critically defended. Service,
however, appears as an upside-down
dog matic Trotskyist, as he tries to
portray Trotsky as simply insisting on
the concept of a workers’ state, and
always wanting to defend the USSR.

Trotsky’s initial analysis of Stalin-
ism has stood the test of time - as the
seizure of power by the social layer
controlling the bu reaucracy. T hat
gave them control of the surplus prod-
uct. Marx, of course, talked of the form
of the extraction of the surplus prod-
uct being crucial. Trotsky was point-
ing to it, but he did not go any further.
Once he lost his historic role, he was
no longer in touch with history itself,
and his pronouncements reflected
that fact. Service, however, misunder-
stands Trotsky’s analysis and tries to
argue that he adopted a Menshevik
analysis of the USSR, in order to claim

that he was unoriginal. This is simply
no t true. The stan dard Mens hevik
interpretation of the USSR was that it
was state capitalist. The Mensheviks
could not adopt Trotsky’s position, as
that would have mean t they were
wrong not to have supported the
October revolution.

Robert Service, James D White, Ian
Thatcher, Geoffrey Swain and various
others over time have accused Trot-
sky of condemning socialism in one
country, while practising it. The su-
perficiality of such statements makes
one wonder whether it is worth argu-
ing the contrary case. Stalinists, of
which Service is not one, have always
argued that Len in  wanted to build
socialism in the Soviet Union. How-
ever, there is no evidence of this, ex-
cept such as Stalin forged or misinter-
preted. The very act of taking power
in one part of the world (the Soviet
Union was not one country) did im-
ply that the Bolsheviks were estab-
lishing a base, and like all bases it had
to be built up, fortified, made liveable,
etc. Treaties had to be entered into.
That has nothing to do with socialism.
In so far as such a base was helping
the establishment of socialism over
the world, even if it got wiped out
and was rebu ilt, o ne could talk in
loose terms of building socialism.
Th at is not the same thing as say-
ing that socialism was being estab-
lished in the USSR.

It is ridiculous to argue that the act
of rebuilding the ruined Soviet Un-
ion in itself  constituted a process of
bu ilding socialism. Obviously  the
Bolsheviks could not rebuild it as a
simple capitalist country either, and
that was the tragedy, which facilitat-
ed Stalin’s rise to power and Stalin-
ism. It is worth noting that Trotsky
explicitly criticised Preobrazhensky,
the economic theorist of the left op-
position and his close ally until he
capitulated, for wobbling somewhat
towards the concept of socialism in
one country. Preobrazhensky repu-
diated this, showing the technical
impo ssibility  of econ omic reco n-
struction without aid. Trotsky, how-
ever, was criticising the new econom-
ics, but he could just as well have
made the remarks of Preobrazhen-
s ky’s fantasy of a Soviet Union
which is successful alone but then
reaches the limits of socialism in one
country and takes on the world.

It is not surprising that those who
do not understand Marxism also do
not understand the meaning of social-
ism itself. Since both capitalism and
socialism are global systems, only a
global change is possible. It can be-
gin anywhere, but it cannot sustain
itself in any part of the world until
socialism has established itself as an
historically superior social system.

A superficial historian or writer will
take words used at face value, with-
out comparing them to conflicting
statements, often made at the same
time. This, indeed, is a major fault of
this book, in that Service does not look
for more than one source when using
controversial quotes, and he does not
try to dig deeper than that quote. As
we kno w, individuals can say any
number of things, or act in a series of
ways, but it is the job of the historian
to determine what idea or form of ac-
tion lies at the core of their operation
or their being, or if there is none.

Hindsight
Trotsky saved Victor Chernov from
the crowd in July 1917, but Service
tells us that he only did it to avoid the
left being victimised, and implicitly not
because he was a decent human be-
ing. How does he know that? Could
Trotsky really have been so calculat-
ing; and for that matter so convinc-
ing at the time, without including some
common humanity in his speech?

Th ere i s al mos t no  p arag raph
devoid of an und ocumented snide
remark, reflecting the author’s sus-
tained anti-Trotsky animus. This book

probably is unique in producing more
personal criticisms of Trotsky than
any other. Few of them make much
sense, however. As indicated above,
we are told that Trotsky decided on
the career of a politician. Today when
the word ‘politician’ conjures up im-
ages of corruption, betrayal of princi-
ples, men and women with views for
all seasons, etc, it is an insult. How-
ever, no Marxist would ever see their
devotion to the cause as a career. Pol-
iticians do have careers, but it is not a
career to be a professional revolution-
ary, which condemns you to a life of
perpetual begging, uncertainty and
permanent insecurity. Clearly from the
Service perspective Trotsky was an
unsuccessful politician in that he lost
to Stalin. He was a loser.

Service goes through the years of
opposition to Stalin, but he does not
seem to understand th e nature of
that opposition. He sees it as some
form of semi-democratic debate. He
does not ask why Trotsky bothered
with it, since it was so much of a
charade. If Trotsky took to reading
books during meetings, why did he
attend the meetings? Clearly Trot-
sky hoped that if he hung on, things
would change for the better. He may
have hoped against hope. The dis-
cussions among the left opposition
of the time, in the secrecy of private
walks or perhaps at home do not ex-
is t, but we do know that s ome at
least were less optimistic and saw
that the October revolution had suf-
fered a defeat which, together with
the betrayal of the social democrats,
had opened up decades before so-
cialism could advance again. Trot-
sk y could no t have been u naware
of this viewpoint.

With hindsight we know that the
situation was more critical for civilisa-
tion than anybody could have imag-
ined, but no-one could have foreseen
the future terrors of Stalinism and
Nazism. The only criticism one could
make of Trotsky is that he was not
sufficiently ‘arrogant’. He was the
embodiment of the October revolution
- not just as an historical figure, but
as a living human being who had in-
ternalised its experience and acquired
the necessary understanding - some
might say wisdom - that went with it.
He was honest and sincere through
and through, and could never have
been bought off, as Stalin was.

He ought to have trusted himself to
have taken on the respon sibilities
thrown at him, first by Lenin as prime
minister and then again by Lenin in his
‘testament’, or shortly before he died.
The problem of the revolution was
that there was no-one to compare with
Lenin and Trotsky intellectually, or-
ganisationally and in all-round capa-
bility, so that Trotsky had no-one else
to force his hand , once Lenin was
dead. He underestimated Stalin and
Stalinism, thinking that Bukharin and
the bourgeoisie were the main enemy.
While the ultimate opponent was the
bou rgeoisie, he turned out to be
wrong about Bukharin as the primary
opponent, partly because of Stalin
himself, whose social base formed
very quickly.

Trotsky sacrificed his life, all his
manifold talents and abilities, to the
cause of humanity. He made mistakes
and misjudgements, as every one
must do, but humanity had made a
giant leap forward at the time of the
revo lution. E ven though  we have
been partially thrown back, the poten-
tial remains and capitalism continues
to be fatally injured.

Revolutionaries are made; they are
not born. Trotsky and Lenin acquired
their understanding and their ability
to help the revolutionary tide through
invo lvement in the working class
movement. Equally, when the tide
moves out, the old leaders are left
adrift, and they must necessarily lose
some of their old surefootedness. But
only a misanthrope will charge them
with this or that misstep l




