REVOLUTIONARY INTELLECTUALS AND THE SOVIET
UNION*

Rossana Rossanda

A RELATIONSHIP With the socidist countries—with revolutions “else-
where® —has been part of the history of the European left, which has
not had its revolution, for fifty years. A relationship composed of hopes
and disappointments, alliancesand recantations, inspiring utopiasand
depressing realisms. Almost always subordinate, it has become one
aspect of the defeat of the left in the " developed capitalist countries'™.
And as a love-hate, hope-disillusion relationship is aways in some
sense ridiculous and aways turns into weekness, the European left
has tried more than onceto freeitsalf of it by rejectingit as a problem:
whatever the nature and the destiny of the "' other' revolutions, they
have nothing to do with me, minewill be'" quite different™. But thisis
no more than an exorcism. The " other" revolutionsexist. They define
the world in which we live. They define us, whether we like it or not.
They cannot be avoided.

And for two reasons. Thefirst is thefact that the unity of the world
stage hasbecomeobvious: capitalism hascreated a system, a mechanism
in which interactions between the centre and the periphery are more
and more immediate and constraining. The second is that the con-
ceptual apparatus of Marxism--despite (or perhaps because of) all
the distortions it has suffered in the ""Vulgate' of the Communist
Parties, despite its enervation in the reformist verson or admixtures
from the mongrel but Marxisant culture of "* American radicalism' or
other “new cultures® —has provided a common political vocabulary,
agrid for reading and interpretation which hasin its turn speeded up
the unification process. Thus, every break in theimperialist bloc or the
capitalist front, or in the ""socidist camp™ is perceived—however
remoteitsepicentre—not just asa problem agitating all thefrontsof the
movement, but as an interrogation which isimmediately recognizable
because it is common to us all: aways and everywhere de te fabula
narratur. The history of revolutions appears once again as a pure pheno-
menology of the history of the revolution.

Hence we are surrounded. Theleft cannot evade either afactual or a
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value judgement of the socialist countries. Think of the history and of
the crises of the European workers movement and you will find
inextricably linked to the history of coomt nent questions concerning the
socidist countries. Must they be accepted, and to what extent? Or
regjected, and with what consequences? These questions have adways
had direct consequencesfor the way the revol ution has been understood
and for immediate political alliances.

In the Marxist left, those who have rejected, or attempted to reject
the need to test themselves on thisterrain have been rendered i mpotent
thereby. Starting from oppositepositions, the Social Democratsand the
Trotskyists have put thesocialist countriesinto parentheses. The Second
International, whileit still contained within it someone to think for it,
failed to see the approach of the revolutions. When it could no longer
ignore their irksome presence, it registered it as an accident: history
had brought forth monsters. Marx had foreseen the arrival of socialism
as a break, admittedly, but aso as the consummation of capitalism
at the summit of its development, when the impetuous productive
forces had comeinto contradiction with the old relationsof production.
If such is the schema of the socialist revolution, October 1917 did not
have its papers in order; about China the less said the better and as
for Cuba, that is quite another matter. Neither substance nor accident,
these are phenomena to which the Second-International Marxist can
grant no legitimacy, and hence which do not disturb him at all. If
need be he can make use o the internal difficulties in the socialist
countriestojustify hisgradualist vocation, hisintegration; and whenthe
latter has been achieved, it isclear that any reflectionon the'" socidisms'™
loses its drama. He who does not believe in the revolution does not
find the revolutionsa problem.

The Trotskyist current—the respect due to certain exceptions
notwithstanding— has given up too, but by the opposite method. Not
through indifference, but through excessve dramatization. October
1917 isindisputably the revolution; but it has been transformedinto a
fatal bureaucratic degeneration. This being so, history is seen as a
mistake, a non-history (which, from the political standpoint, amounts
to the same thing). | have no wish to offend the susceptibilities of the
Trotskyistswhen | note that the quarrel they have sought with the
Eastern countries has been the same for forty years. Like all refusals,
their attitudefailseither to defeat the inimical reality or to analyseitin
itsdlf, initsobjectiverelationswith itssurroundings, in its development.
If for them the USSR is the country of Leninism betrayed, the Chinese
revolution is quite simply incomprehensible (and the Cultural
Revolution an aberration) nor isit on the terrain of pure principles
that they base their sympathy for Cuba—a sympathy which is not
returned besides. The result is a world vision in which the revolutions,
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thosewhich havebeenrealized or others, are permanently compromised;
what remains is a theoreticaly imprecise element with confused
features (the degenerated, bureaucratic, workers' state).

It is the militants of the Communist Parties and their more or less
distant fellow-travellers for whom the relationship with the socialist
countriesisinscribedin their life-blood. I t hasa history, stages, wounds.
It contained a real problematic, itsdlf not static. And, more clearly
thanfor the other, it eventually became a symbol, a focusin which, on
every occasion, the point of their reflection on the revol ution converges.

| shall not try to outline thishistory. To writeit seriously would require
work of quite a different order, for it is neither ssmple nor linear. Itis
neither ssimple nor linear even for the Communist leaders, despite the
fact that they all but managed to prevent their tormented relationship,
first with the Third International and then with the socidist countries
from filtering through to the outside. Moreover | think that even the
mog minute research would not change the conclusions that it is
possble to draw from this history today.

In the relationship with the socialist countries, the weight accorded
to their exisence and their international role has predominated absolutely
over thejudgement to be made about their internal nature. Paradoxical
as this may ssem—qgiven that the Communist Parties did not criticize
the Soviet Union before 1956—this fact very rapidly became clear,
precisaly in the Parties themsalves. | only havefirst-hand knowledge of
the Italian Communist Party, and of certain militantsin other Parties;
but this knowledge is sufficiently eloquent. | n Italy, as early as 1923,
after the failure of the councils and the factory occupations, Antonio
Gramsci wrote very lucidly that in the ehb of the great European
experiment, October, the socidist workers state, was not so much
smply theimage of a hoperealized, but the guarantee, the soleguaran-
tee that the workers movement had not been defeated. The result
was a change of prioritiesin his political thought. And when, in 1926,
hewrote hisfamousletter to Stalin condemning him for having broken
the unity of theleading groupin hisrupture with Trotsky (for Gramsci,
Trotsky was certainly wrong, but remained a vital component of the
Soviet revolution), he was thinking of the future of Communists
throughout the world. Togliatti replied—with a harshness of tone that
has remained characteristic of the entire attitude of the Communist
Parties—that the problem was not whether Stalin was agreeable or not,
but that Stalin wasfrom now on the Soviet Union, and that the Soviet
Union was the sole guarantee that the classhad not been defeated.?

Whether Togliatti was right or wrong is of little importance here;
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of coursg, there has been no revolution that has not had to define itself
with respect to the socialist countries. But that is not the end of the
question, asweshall seelater. Herelet mesimply note that the relation-
ship with the USSR very quickly became more a strategic choice than
the recognition of an identity. The Communist Parties' unconditional
support for the Soviet state, their inability to give at least a problematic,
if not acritical imagedf itin their press, their refusal of all but apologetic
analyses of the "homeland of socialism' and later of the peoples
democracies, correspond less to a certainty about the identity of the
aims of the October Revolution and the concrete reality of the Soviet
state than to a deliberate decision not to confront this problem. The
USSR was the first socialist country, and an encircled one, too: and
that was that. For it and for the Communist Parties, the first priority
was to safeguard it. Thus the whole history of the International can be
read as a subordination of the Communist Parties to the USSR. It can
also beread asthe anchoring of the revol utionslackingin Europeto the
only reality antagonistic to capital existing asagate, and hence capable
of opening an objectively new potentiality for class struggleon a world
scale.

The itineraries of Paul Nizan, or of Ernst Fischer, or of Jean-Paul
Sartre—to take three intellectuals differently implicated in the
Communist camp, Nizan a militant and journalist of the PCF, Fischer
on the staff of the International, Sartre completely independent of any
organi zational discipline—show that thisgrid for political interpretation
wasfundamental, and not only for the bureaucraciesof the Communist
Parties.

Is not Nizan the symbol of the militant Communist intellectual
shattered in a single day—24 August 1939—by his discovery of the
gulf dividing the rationale of the world anti-fascist front and the
rationale of the Soviet Union? After a long period of militant activity,
which for every intellectual, but for him in particular, had aso been a
surpassing of himsalf, of his origins, his wesknesses and his cultural
inclinations—with the aways slightly morbid satisfaction of “serving
the people™ through obedience 1= the Party —Nizan resigned on the
spot, departed ostensibly as a volunteer for the war that the USSR did
not want to wage, and died less than a year later, at Dunkirk. This
death has all the appearances of a suicide (even if it was not one), o'
emblematic isit, occurring when Nizan had ceased to "'live’" since his
life had been entirely identified with political commitment.

After his death, Nizan was to remain a symbol, the symbol of how
low the Communist Parties could sink when they wished to destroy one
of their own. He was not vet dead when Maurice Thorez wrote: ** Paul
Nizan, police informer, made himsdf the champion of a national
communism.” And, after the War. Henri Lefebvre and Louis Aragon
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turned him into the very image of treasen.® Although on numerous
occasions the French Communists have been defied w provide proofs
of such an accusation, they have never withdrawn it.

However, Nizan’s tragedy was not his disappointment at the nature
of Soviet society. That it was not a heaven on earth he must have
discovkredlong before. Theambiguousremark that Simonede Beauvoir
records shows this too: after his return from the USSR—on the one
hand writing panegyricsin the Party press, on the other evading any
sincere assessment with his friends—he had let dip: "It was a very
corrupting stay."" From what point of view corrupting? Did he fear
as an intellectua that he had definitively accepted the USSR as a
“pogitiverdigion’ ? T he triadls—about which he did not write—did not
really upset him. The toughness of the situation, the difficulties, the
isolation of the Russian revolution. its dramatic initial conditionsacted
as a counterweight and attenuated the errors, tragic as they were: once
Trotsky's thesisthat everything happening in Moscowwasthedel iberate
betrayal of the ideas of 1917 was set aside, everything happening in
Moscow could be set down as part of the heavy but unavoidable price
to be paid, compensated by a different order of conquests. Communists
quickly become realisss—and this cannot be said to be their worst
failing. All the more so given that weight was added to their arguments
by dl the utterly disillusioned "returns from the USSR which
regularly put the disappointed on the other side of the barricades. I n
the 1930s, confronted with the rise of fascism, this becameless and less
acceptable to the honest intellectual. From the Dimitrov tria to the
red flags of the Popular Front, via the Seventh Congress of the
International, the mass movement against the fascist threat, propelled
and sustained by the International, sufficed to suppress the memory,
or even the awareness—think of Romain Rolland—of Stalin’s trials.
I't was not just the officids, but also the finest figuresof European anti-
fascism who alowed themselves to be persuaded that everything dse
must be put into parentheses before the threat of Hitler.

But when the attitude of the USSR to this threat seemed to change,
i.e., in August 1939, everything collapsed for Nizan. Although he tried
for some months to maintain his hopes in the Soviet Union, which
objectively remained the strategic enemy of fascism, and therefore
directed his polemic against the French Communistsrather than against
Stalin, Nizanfinally cameto the conclusionthat thisdistinctionbetween
long-term objective nature and immediate subjective choices not only
represented intolerable juggling, but could not be made without
something profound, something of prime importance being damaged
orirretrievably lost. If "'in order to understand what is happening,'* he
wrote to his wife, ""we shall have from now on to refer rather to the
history of CharlesII than to the completeworks of Mars,™# that meant
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that the USSR asatraditional “power” had now indisputably prevailed
over the USSR as a “socialist state’. Which no doubt led to the
consequence that the equation "'defence of the USSR = defence o
Communism'* no longer held. Nizan did not, at least explicitly, reach
thisconclusion. He probably even hesitated on the brink of it, waiting:
"In these days," he wrotein one of hislast letters, "'l recognize only
onevirtue; neither courage, nor the will to martyrdom, nor abnegation,
nor blindness, but solely the will to understand. The only honour
remaining to usis that of understanding.”4

Understanding? Yes, but what to do once one has understood? We
do not know how Nizan would have answered thisquestion; probably—
wereit not for theinfamieswhich his Party was quick to heap on him—
like many other militants who moved away in 1939, he would have
regjoined after the War. Stalin and Ribbentrop's notorious handshake
would have been redeemed, even buried, by Stalingrad, by the millions
dead, by the capture of Berlin. All the questions which seemed to be
posed by the drama of 1939—the relation between revolution and state
power, between socidlist states and Communist movements, between
strategic defence of the USSR and tactics on the international chess
board—adl this confused and barely extricable tanglefel with the War.
Nizan's criss was no more than the outline of a conflict between
politicsand ethicsfrom which he had neither the time nor the ability to

free himsdlf.
* * *

Is not Ernst Fischer'sitinerary in a certain respect the counter-test for
what | have claimed? Intellectually, Fischer was even less inclined
towards Stalinism than Nizan: hisculturewasall subtletiesand careful
distinguos; he had a profoundly critical mind, a mind totally foreign to
the rhetorical temptations to which the French intellectual was prey
andwhichconstitute, for Communists,aconvenientalibi for intelligence.
Before becoming a Communist, Nizan had been attracted towards
right-wing revolt; before he joined the Austrian Party, Fischer had
aways been a democrat and a socialist. He joined the CP and rapidly
became its delegate to the International. Rereading the account in his
Erinnerungen of hisexperiencein Moscow and even morein speaking to
him during the last years of his life, | was struck by the fact that he
agreed to commit himsalf so completely to an experience so totaly,
intrinsically incompatible with his scale of vaues, with his most
constant and personal note: a delicately critical tolerance, a funda-
mental refusal of Manicheeism. I t had been enough that in an occasional
discussion with Togliatti or Dimitrov, in whom he recognized the
same refusal of defeat, he had been told: "Here, in Russia, things
could not be otherwise; 'our' socialism will be different, but the USSR
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and it alone can guaranteeit for us" for him to have adapted himsdlf to
the Realpalitik for which he was not really suited. Why? Because of the
weight of the defeat of the revolutionsin Europe; aso becauseof Hitler.

During these years, the USSR did not just represent the last strong-
hold. Paradoxically,just whenitssituation was most serious, its policy—
the Seventh Congress of the International, *'frontism' —constituted for
the European Communist Parties, in their last extremity, a framework
in which they could rapidly grow. Similarly, the 1945 victory and the
displacements of forces that followed long appeared not at all as the
sanctionfor a division of the world that left no spacefor the revolution
in Europe, but rather as the guarantee of a reorganization of the
movement, of itsindestructibility. The Realpolitik of the difficult period
seemed to have paid off. Thus Ernst Fischer was not to break with the
Party because of the trials of the 1930s, nor because of the Nazi-Soviet
pact, nor in 1948, nor because of the Prague trials, nor in 1956. Fischer
broke in 1968 when the Soviet state sent its tanksinto Prague and thus
carried out an action in whichit was no longer possible to recognize the
dightest intention to defend socialism or its principles but solely a logic
of power, in no way distinct from that of the conventional powers and
obtaining their tacit consent. He broke as soon as to be on the side of
the USSR no longer meant to have placed onesdf in opposition to the
system. | n fact, for Fischer, behind the break with the USSR in 1968,
besides Czechosl ovakiadf course, there wasaboveall ten yearsin which,
within the socialist camp, itsdlf, there had emerged a critique o the
international role of the Soviet Union, either explicit, asin the Chinese
case, or indirect, asin the case of Cuba and the revolutionary move-
ments. There was also Khrushchev's ambiguous attitude to Vietnam.
Finally there was, in the 1960s, the exhaustion of what, evenin Stalin’s
policy and despite his nationalism, made the USSR the hope of a
possible alternative.

When this distinction between the Soviet state and the other states
disappearstotally in the consciousnessof a Communist, then—but only
then—the relationship is broken. So long as this is not the case, the
bond that unites him to the socialist countries holds firm, reduced to a
single thread, but extremely strong: the "' otherness'” of the camp. This
bond may be accompanied by a thousand distinctions, critiques,
maintenance o distances, even condemnations, but they are issued
from the same side of the barricades. (Seefor indance—since it is shared by
alarge part o theleft, even the non-Communistleft—the attitude of the
Italian Communist Party to the USSR, the most autonomous in this
sense)) With a consequence: once the relationship is located on this
terrain, a break becomesvery difficult. I nfact, if it is easy to recognize
that the USSR cannat be identified with the revolution (the left’s crisis
of conscience before the War), and if it is now accepted that the USSR
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can no longer even be identified in any specific way with an antagon-
istic contradiction with imperialism (theleft's crisis of consciencesince
the War, especidly in the 1960s), it is qualitatively more difficult to
deny its diference with respect to capitalism and imperialism. Henceit
is always possible to find a line of demarcation justifying an alignment.
(Only the Chinese try to eraseit by reducing it to an "' inter-imperialist
contradiction", i.e., one between imperialism and social-imperialism:
but the use of a different term is enough to leave an open breach, all
the more 0 since their anaysis of when, how and why the USSR
changed its nature is far from satisfactory.)

The objective character of thisdifferenceisof great importance; the
sociaist countries invoke it continualy. The Soviet Union, which
made great use of it in the 1930s, still carries on accompanying its
brash affirmations of strength with the still profitable thesis of the
fortress to be defended against the enemy attack. It is enough
to remember the extraordinary confuson which the invason o
Czechoslovakia managed to sow precisely in the extreme left, more
than one group of whom regarded it as a “left-wing” intervention
against German intrigues. Undoubtedly, it is Cuba that makes most use
of this argument: small and isolatedin the face of the American giant
which would gladly liquidateit, it believesthis makesit irreproachable.
A large part of the European |eft givesin to this argument as far as
Cubais concerned. Only China—despite the toughnessdf its polemic—
avoidsrecourseto the theme: "' | am surrounded, everything | doisright.
You must therefore approve it."

Thus the European left can become extremely sceptical towards the
sociadist countries and yet choose nonethelessto remain on their side,
0 long as they remain in contradiction with imperialism. For example:
if the USSR is no longer the rampart of revolution, it is till true that
it represents a barrage against the fascization processin Europe, and
that an agreement with the Social Democracies is preferable to an
extension of fascism. Or ese! it is true that the USSR did not prevent
the Americansfrom attacking Vietnam; but without Soviet aid, could
Vietnam have held out? Moreover, by a ruse of History, it is those on
the left who used to fear a revolutionary USSR who today make the
best of the USSR as a guarantor of the balancesin Europe, just when
the latter is able to take advantage of the post-war crisis-of American
imperialism. Thus the semi-skilled Italian worker—not the old
Communist, but the young worker, more advanced, more radically
agressive and more radically sceptical about Brezhnev —hardly warms
to the denunciation of the USSR, because he coolly recognizes the
political importance which its existence on the borders of Europe and
the relationship between equalsit has established with the USA retains
vis-avisthe Italian government, vis-a-vis the ““bosses™.
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But is this not the extreme product of theambiguousseduction of the
"factual" for which Merleau-Ponty attacked Sartre? For in Sartre's
itinerary —which is the last | shall take as an example—this type of
realigtic relationshipwith the USSR is the most exemplary becauseit is
freely assumed, outsideall party disciplineand the correspondingmoral
obligations. Sartre, a late-comer to militant politicsduring the Second
World War, was never a member of the PCF and has never tried to
become ome.® He came closest to the Communistsin 1952, not when the
Party was triumphant, but when it seemed to have reached the nadir
of isolation and criss. 28 May. The Cold War was at its height. The
PCF had called on the masses to demonstrate against Ridgway; the
government had banned the demonstration. The masses had retreated
and not taken to the streets. All the governmental establishment exulted,
naturally, but so did a certain left wing which saw in this abstention a
liberation of the French working class from the grip of the Communist
Party and the Soviet Union. |t was then that Sartre spokeout violently,
proclaiming not just for himself, but for the whole class, the necessity
for a coalition with the whole of the Communi st movement —statesand
Paties—as its speciad and indestructible interest. He wrote this in
The Communists and Peace,® which Merleau-Ponty was maliciously to
describeas the most el oquent justificationand defencecof the Communi st
Parties, unfortunately by arguments which they would not accept.
Historically, claimed Sartre, the political being of the class—i.e., the
idea and hope of socidian—is linked to the October Revolution and
the Soviet state (it is no accident that the referenceis to the Lenin of
"Better Fewer but Better'" which provides a basis for the distinction
between the inevitability of the victory of socidism since " capitalism
carries within itself the seeds of death™, even if the Soviet state were
destroyed—a proposition of principle—and the defence of socialism
from the concrete historical point of view).” Thus thosefighting against
the USSR and the Communist Party today, for whatever reasons, were
fighting against the class and against the revolution. Soviet socialism
might or might not be agreeable, the Communist Parties might or
might not be agreeable, they still represented the only current element
of antagonism in a world which, without them, would have been
anirdy bourgeois. This was the only authentic criterion of discrimina-
tion; to depart fromit in the name of a differentidea of the revolution,
of the Party, of the dass—which did not for the moment exist and thus
constituted neither object nor subject of the confrontation with the
system—meant abandoning the true terrain of the struggle.

The strength of Sartre's position in the debate which ensued with
Merleau-Ponty on the one hand and Lefort on the other lay entirely
in thisargument. From ascholarly point of view both were moresteeled
than he in Marxism. Only the theoretical lucidity that led Lefort to
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re-establish the party-class relationship more correctly on the plane of
principles, aso led him to put into parentheseswhat in hisown analysis
he called the ""improper'’ crystallizationof the classrepresented by the
Parties, that "improper' social reality the socidism of the Soviet
revolution. By doing so not only did he desert the line of battle but aso,
said Sartre, objectively played into the hands of the class enemies, of
the government. Willy-nilly. Merleau-Ponty, more skilful than Lefort,
sought to evade this dilemma, but did not do much better. He tried in
fact to dissociate Communism as it isfrom Communismas it ought to be,
while refusing to attack Communism as it isso as to avoid objectively
lining himself up with the bosses.® His proposed aCommuniam was
supposed to save him from anti-Communism and to situate him on the
side of the workers movement. But this operation could be no more
convincing. than the one for which Sartre was to attack Camus: "You
blame the European proletariat becauseit has not publicly emphasized
its disapproval of the Soviets, but you dso blame the governments of
Europe because they are going to allow Spain to join UNESCO: in
that case, | can only see one solutionfor your problem: the Galapagos
Islands.” o

Yet it was Merleau-Ponty who was to give the most lucid definition
of theimpasawhich eventually every member of aleft which claimedto
be Marxist confronted in the Soviet Union and the practice of the
Communist Parties. | t wascondemned, hewrote, tooscillateridicul ously
between two impossibilitiesof remaining faithful to Marx: on the one
hand the acceptance of afactua redity (thisrevolution, this Party, this
type of contradiction which they maintain with the bourgeoisie) which
adlowed it effective militant activity, but on condition of sacrificing
the principled reasonsjustifying that activity; on the other refugein a
tranquil philosophical sterility, in the maintenance o principles,
which aso constitutes a betrayal of Marx because a Marxism cut off
from all capacity for immediate action is no more than philosophy "in
the worst sense of the term™.

But the second term of the dilemma—a Marxism which remains no
more than “‘thought™, an imaginary proletariat—comes down to a
mere critique of its own inadequacy, to its transformation into pure
“idealogy"', whereas the first term is ssimply a way of reproducing a
series of unresolved problems. Can the "fact™ of revolutions, Soviet,
Cuban or Chinese, be defined simply by negation, by what they are
not? If it was a matter of a pure negativity, how could they constitute a
political contradiction, object and subject of confrontationand history?
But then what is this mongrel factual reality, these movements which
are neither “the’ revolution nor the **non-revolution™, these societies
which are neither socialism ““as such™ nor capitalism, these Parties
which are neither the political expression of the class nor a political
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expression of the bourgeoisie?What are they in relation to the mechan-
ismsof capital, the classstruggle, theformation of proletarian conscious-
ness?How are they integrated into history? What are the mechanisms
which induce them or deflect them, what mechanisms do they them-
sdvesinduce, to what will they eventually lead ?

Sartre did not need to attempt an answer like The Communists and
Peace to evade the dilemma Merleau-Ponty spoke of. His profoundly
existentialist formation (his most authentic vein) was enough to allow
him to abstract from it. Thisformation made him resist the temptation
toexorciseredlity, thefact, in the nameof anidea. Hewill alwaysadmit
that for himitisenough that thisshould be. Thisiswhat was to push him,
he who is yet so remote intellectually from the Communists, so close
to their realism. I t is this that was to make him a fellow-traveller, not a
very comfortableone, but areliable one. |t is thiswhich separated him
unhesitatingly both from Social Democracy —whose **factual reality”
isimmediately clear, insofar asit lies on the other side of the barricades
—and from Trotskyism, in which hesaw no morethan pure Tamudism.
Thisiswhat made hisrelationship with the socialist countries the least
passionate, the least dramatized in comparison with those of other
European intellectuals. He rarely attempted to idealizethem, herarely
sought from them a true response, he did not lose himsdlf in the search
for either an original purity —the revolution betrayed—or a purity to
be rediscovered, more in Cuba than the USSR, or in China rather
than in Cuba. He objectified them (for which they were rarely grateful
to him) as experiences which exist, and as redlities antagonistic to
imperidisn—s0o long as the contradiction seemed clear to him.

His real separation from the " historicity" of the Communists only
occurredin 1968. But not, aswith Fischer, becausehe reached the nadir
of an intolerable disillusion in August, at Prague, but on the contrary
because he saw in the month of May, in Paris, a new hope, borne by
the working class and youth, which could replace that of the Com-
munist Parties, a new front on which he could relink himsdf to
militancy. A minority reality, with uncertain outlines, an inadequate
one, but one very different from the purely ideological solution of a
Lefort: a real dass embryo. A different factua reality. From that
moment, the relationship with the socidist countries and the Com-
munist Parties became secondary. They remain a datum in the world
framework, but their antagonistic nature has become blurred if not, as
in Paris in 1968, reduced completely to nothing. They no longer
represent the inevitable reef, the militant's "'takeit or leaveit".

However, the problem seems only to have been resolved for a short
time. A short time because the May wave was not long laging—as a
mass movement capable of shifting the fundamental equilibria and
opening a new historical period. A short time, above all, because once
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the ebb tide reveded itsdf, what remained lost its novelty and its
innocence. After having apparently swept away all the old conceptions
of the relationship between vanguard and class, tactics and strategy,
in atotal re-inventionof politics, what thewaveleft behind asastrategic
consciousness inevitably tends to relocate itself in the conceptua
schemata of the past, in a heavily repetitive manner. In May, and in
the movement o the students, a work of purification and reappro-
priation of the history of Communism seemed to be achieved, via
certain exemplary options: Lenin, RosaL uxemburg, Trotsky, Guevara,
Ho Chi-minh, Mao Tse-tung. Each represented the symbol of an
immediate need: in the first three, revolutionary rigour with three
different emphases (organization, spontaneity, intransigence), in
Guevara, theexaltation of subjectivity,in Ho, the proof of the possibility
of a victory of the poor, in Mao, egalitarianism. In other words,
Communist experience, theoretical and practical, seemed recuperable,
without traumas, without too much running foul of the concrete
impasses of the past, via a positive selection. But with the ebb-tide of
the movement of 1968, this reconciliation became more complicated
and impoverished. Lenin, Rosa, Trotsky, Mao were once again the
object of theoretical disputes and organizational choices within the
minority groups characterized by the most notorious vices of the
Communi st movement —without even thejustificationdf itsgrandeur —
and often fifty years behind in relation to history.

Sartre has tried in vain this time to exorcize this reality. He has
sought to discover beneath the advertised ideological categories new
categories, ones which in fact suit him perfectly: the rediscovery of
violence, the priority given to exemplary praxis, the identification of
politics and ethics.1® But really thisis less a question of a convincing
portrait of "' France's Maoists' than of three aspectsof hisown personal
return to the ethic of the gesture, to morality more than to politics—an
unusual sign of discomfort, the need to indicate in something, in some-
one, an inarticulate germ and to rally toit. I n twenty years, since 1952,
this has forced him to reduce, terrifyingly, what remains ' non-
bourgeois™ in a world which is thus totaly integrated. The class and
its organizations no longer bear the mark of antagonism that he had
recognized in The Gonmuni st s and Peace. The great optimism of 1968 has
overturned into a perhaps unprecedented absence of hope.

And, in this void, the "factua", ungraspable and now inimical, is
back on top: the revolutions' as they are’*, the Communist Partieswho
have recovered their audience. What is left of the revolutionary
movement—now that the flags no longer fly from the occupiedfaculties
and factoriesand the luminousschematismsof the dogansare no longer
enough—redlizesthat it will have to settle accounts not with the image
and words of Guevara, but with the Cuba of the 1970s, that economic
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criss has tipped into the Soviets lap; with a Vietnam which, after
twenty terrible years, has attained difficult negotiationsand which, if
it does eventualy win, will still have a struggle for survival ahead
of it; with the China of the post-cultural-revolution period, which sees
the main enemy on the left. The rationale of history has once again
swept away theillusons of ideology. Europe isfacing the same problems
as before, with one experience more: the problems and impasses that
were thought to be those of others reveal themselvesin the moment of
the rising asin that of retreat to be our own. Nothing has been sur-
passed, but only—for a brief moment—referred to the hope of a
revolution in our countries, to our measure.

I

I might have evoked other itineraries, other protagonists here. The
result would certainly have been richer and morecomplex. But | doubt
whether the conclusions drawn from this work could have been any-
thing but the confirmation of a double impasse. To return to Merleau-
Ponty’s dilemma, those who have refused the historicity of the socialist
countries and Communist Parties in Marx’s name have first found
themsealves outside history and then been caught out by it. But those
who have recognized the reality of the socialist societies (and hence of
the Communist Parties, the two things going together) in the name of
this same Marxist enlightenment, have been caught up in the wheels
of an uncontrollable, coercive and disillusioning logic and in the last
analysisfound themselvesonce again facing the problem they thought
they had evaded.

In fact, the socialist countries can be liquidated neither by the
ideological Trotskyist, nor by the now relativistic and sceptical ortho-
dox Communist. T o theformer they counter theweight of their existence
and what that has given rise to since the beginning of the century; to
the latter they periodically present the state not only of their inter-
national position but also that of their internal nature. I n hislast years
Togliatti may have tried to save what could be saved by agitating for
the "plurality of roads to socidism', according to which each post-
revolutionary society would only have to measure itsalf by its own
standards, would represent no model and yet could be recognized in a
common front, but thisis no more than a “realist” hypostasis which
reality isonly too ready to explode. For the " nature' of each socialist
country determines not only its inner being but also its relations with
the other socialist countries, with the revolutionary movement, with
other states. Moreover, it is the expression of a totalizing and tenden-
tially global outlook which cannot be made tocoexist relatively with
the others; hence it may constitute a powerful disintegrating factor in
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the “camp”. It is difficult to be simultaneously with Brezhnev and
Mao, with Dubcek and Husak, with Castro and Tito, with the guerrillas
and with Allende. The problem of sodidism—and not just of socialisms—
has become deeper, with all its contrasts and trias, it has been active
in upsetting the balances of the post-war world, and that just as the
left succeeded in washingits hands o it with its thesis of the " national
roads to socialism'.

In other words, the attempt to separate alliance with the socialist
countries from analysis of their revolutions has not outlived the cold
war. When the two questions have tended to recombine, the left,
,Communist and non-communist, has had no choice but to recognize
its own political and theoretical disarray —betrayed every time by
attempts to escape the historical and political analysisof therevolutions
in one way or another. This critical and theoretical inadequacy might
be said to be simply a consequence of its lack of revolution: the
European l€ft, paliticaly disarmed, lacks adequate investigatory instru-
ments. But the opposite couldjust aswel betrue: thiskind ofintellectual
blockage—which isall too easily blamed on the Communist 'V ulgate'
—is itsdlf a brake or an dibi for the inability to think on€s own
revolution. It is an "ideology" in its turn, in the sense of a fdse
CONSCiousness.

The extraordinary inability —since Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg—
to rethink the mechanisms of imperialism (if we aso call inability the
heart-breaking attempts of the revolutionary groups to replace al
investigation, all analysis by a few sterile schemata) may well be the
proof that, for thosewho areinside the imperialist fortress, it is perhaps
not so crucial to know the monster to defeat it. The Western left shakes
its head at the inadequacy of the peremptory thesesthat comefrom the
third world—even if it does periodically look to that world for re-
generation. But these theses do at leastreflect a need for liberation
which does perhaps impel them towardsover-rapid definitions, whereas
the laziness of the Western left reflects a long familiarity with the
advantages of false consciousness. Similarly, no one will dissuade me.
that if the revolutionis o long delayed in the West it is becausein the
criss shaking it the part of integration is equal to that of revolt, the
Communist imperative has as a counterpart the passive acceptance of
the Western model of consumption, and the two have formed and are
in conflict in a framework where subsistenceis more than guaranteed.
I am thusinclined to believethat the many lacerationsand the lack of
serious analysesinduced by the relationship with the socialist countries
also betray an unconsciousflight, an unavowed complicity.

What other explanation could there befor the scarcity of interpreta-
tive hypotheses about the socidlist societies in the last fifty years?
Eliminating the anti-Communist arsenal, itsef hardly rich in in-
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novations, it is clear that all the reflection of the European left has
either been oriented towards Trotskyist theses (in the broad sense) or
has not been oriented in any direction at all. All, or amost all of its
anadysis can be summed up as follows. the Soviet Union is not the
direct and indisputable expresson of the power of the proletariat.
Question: why? Answer: because once capitalism was abolished and
the bases of socidism had been laid, the classs power of politica
expression degenerated. Second question: why did it degenerate?
Answer: becauseof a subjectivefailing (with many tautological variants
which bring it very close to: because it degenerated. Because power
was not democratic, because it was centralized, because it was
bureaucratized, because it fell into dangerous or incompetent hands,
or hands insufficiently armed ideologically. Because power is power,
and thosewho hold it will not let it go). Final corollary: either, on the
left (Maoistsand Trotskyists), the situation can be redressed if power
isrestored to the base; or, in the centre (the Communists), thesituation
can be redressed, and will necessarily be redressed, because the
development of the productive forcesitself will lead to an extension of
power to the masses; on the right (the Social Democrats), the situation
isirremediable because the masses can exercise power only through the
institutions of the modern bourgeoisie.

There is no way out here. And from this viewpoint, it is surprising
that Trotsky's procedure corresponds conceptually to that of the
Communist Parties, even of thosein power. A re-reading of My Life or
The Revolution Betrayed confirmsthat not only is the accent laid entirely
on the phenomenology of power, at the socia-psychological level,!!
but also in the rest of the analysis this vision of history is deliberately
brought to the fore, in opposition to the conquests which make the
USSR otherwise a guaranteed proletarian state. Only one ''socid
bass' is taken into consideration: the apparatus of power, i.e., the
bureaucratic caste, saizestheleverscontrolling the distribution of goods
for its own purposes—and, in doing 0, this caste satsitsalf in contra-
diction with the socidist nature of the state, thus creating a situation of
instability which leads either to the adaptation of distribution to the
"socialist norms™* already governing property, or to the adaptation of
property to the ""bourgeois norms™ of distribution.

The critique of Stalin made at the Twentieth Congress and the
secret speech are not based on a fundamentally different reasoning,
even if they are silent about the problem of the enrichment of the
bureaucracy and go on much more about the violations of sociaist
legality. Thisis not fundamentally different because the appearance of
Stalinist deformationisreduced entirely to thesubjectivity of theman or
o the ""anti-Party"" group, and hence of the apparatus that the latter
constructed. I n other words, it is a matter that takes place entirely in
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the "political' sphere in the narrow sense of the term and which can
be remedied by changesin the “palitical"”, i.e., formal, mechanisms of
power—i.e., there-establishmentofsocialist" legality' and of " collective
responsibility”, the " democratization'" of the state. The same pre-
occupation is found in Trotsky, in Khrushchev and in the Mao of the
essays of 1956, those on "' The Historical Experienceof the Dictatorship
of the Proletariat" (if they are by him asis claimed), and thisis all the
more interesting given the fact that the three have nothing dse in
common. All three separate these degenerated political elements from
a socia body whose base has not been changed since it has become
sacialist with the seizure of political power and the abolition of the
private ownership of the means of production.

Only the Chinesehave, quite recently, broken with thisschema, and
not without a basic contradiction, as we shall soon see. All the rest of
the Communist movement and the greater part of the European left
accepts it. It accepted it before the Twentieth Congress, and this
enabled it to believe that the worst epoch of Stalinism could be
redeemed not only, as we have seen, by reason o the inter-
national function of the Soviet Union against fascism, but dso by a
correction of the mechanisms of power, which remain foreign to the
nature of the system. (Trotsky himsalf never renounced his defence of
the USSR as a proletarian, workers state, suffering only from a
bureaucratic degeneration.) When, at the Twentieth Congressin 1956,
this critique was unfolded, based as it is on the affirmation of a dis-
crepancy (for which Stalinism alone is responsible) between a socidist
economic base and a superstructure which is not yet sociaist, the
European left favourably welcomed this diagnosis of the evil and the
hopeful prognosis, and anxiously awaited the processof "' liberalization”,
of ""political democratization' . Even those who had no illusions about
Khrushchev dreamed for a moment after the Polish October of a
more radical democratization, of the re-establishment of workers
“wouncils”, of a new "sovietism' that could be obtained by a mere
transfer of power from the summit towards the instances at the base.

There is more. All the left was to accept the Soviet thesis, a thesis
that goes back to the 1920s anyway, according to which the difficulties
and delays in the democratization had an amost fatal cause: the
“‘scarcity" of resources, the socio-economic backwardness of Russiain
1917, necessarily led to a phase of authoritarianism, centralization,
hyper-stratification, in which it was necessary —for the survival of the
youthful revolution—to give priority to the objectivesdf the ""materia
construction™ of socialism, to strengthening it economicaly and, in
consequence, to the state apparatus that guaranteed it. Once a certain
level was attained, it would be possible to move on to objective no. 2,
the sociaist transformations. This thesis can aso befound in Sartrein
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1952. It was even to appear in Guevara much later: a certain dose of
Stalinism is the price to be paid for the escape from backwardness.
And the Twentieth Congress is all in the same vein: “Now that the
USSR hasreached thislevel of the productiveforces, it is possble, asit
was not hitherto, to crown our work by transforming human relations
in a socidig direction.” It had even become almost obligatory, since
excessve centralization of power was no longer a motor but rather a
brake on the development of mass initiative. At the Twenty-Second
Congress, Khrushchev was to say that things had advanced to such a
point that it was now possible to dispense with a centralized power
(necessarily similar to that of the bourgeois state) and even with the
dictatorship of the proletariat—the state already belonging to "'the
whole people' and the self-government of the workers being capable
of redlization between then and 1980.

And yet, since the Twentieth Congress we have seen such an alter-
nation between timid attempts at "' liberalization" and sharp backward
steps where repression is concerned, that it is easy to declare (almost
twenty years having passed) that the hypothesis built on the Twentieth
Congress of the CPSU was quite unrealistic. The new course, and the
invasion of Hungary which followed are the most dramatic symbol of
this. But other, less obvious signs confirm the tendency: Poland, where
the dlass struggles attained a higher level than in the other socialist
countries and where the repression took more skilful and complex
forms; Yugodaviawhich, at the cost of a vertical crisisin the League
of Communists, put a brake on the manifestationof an already complete
process of disintegration. Even in the--quite specific—case of Cuba,
there is a recurrent alternation of centralization and extension of
democracy; the most politically significant example being the self-
critical speechafter thefailureof the 1970 zafra made by Castro who had
seemed at one time to represent the whole history and structure of
power in Cuba and who, a few monthslater, promoted a management
in which the Soviet line dowly but surely prevailed.

Hence it is essential to ask what is wrong with this type of inter-
pretation. Why does the superstructure fail to become ““socialist’ on a
basis which is already supposed to be so? Why does it manage this
neither when the development of the revolution is hindered by back-
wardness nor when it has overcomeit?

Interesting perspectivesmay be opened up by the attempt to answer
these questions. | shall restrict mysdlf to advancing a few elements as
thefirst guide-linesto a later, more seriousinvestigation. First of all, it
isstriking that the vast magjority of analyses of the degeneration, or the
difficulties, or the delays (according to the varying optimism of those
who discuss it) of the socialist societies accept totally a separation
between the economic sphere, the (socidist) base and the sphere of
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relations between men, or superstructure (which is not yet socialist).
Let usignore a first contradiction which all the defenders of this thesis
quickly leap over: after all, it was a superstructure (the Party, the
revolutionary vanguard) which changed that basein.asociaist direc-
tion; and sinceit is usualy admitted that state and power are now in
the hands of thisvanguard, it should follow that in thesocialist societies
the superstructure is simultaneously behind and in advance of the
base. Even if the Party, the state, the cultural institutions, the press,
the radio, etc. . . . are "ancialist™—as any Communist will clam—the
resultisthat thereisonlv one domain to which thissocialist nature does
not extend: the relations between citizen and state, what is generally
called the relations between the governors and the governed. Following
thislogic one should really speak of a divided superstructure rather than
of a backward suwerstructure. For the Communist Parties it follows
nonetheless that this disparity and this partial backwardness of the
superstructure is what prevents direct democracy and implies “a
reinforcement of the state until the moment of its withering away"'; a
rather obscure statement at the very least, fashionablesince the 1920s,
and which Mikoyan repeated again imperturbably at the Twenty-
Second Congress of the CPSU, which predicted the transition to
communism by 1980.

But even if one accepts thisvision of a society divided into socialist
bits and bits which are not socidist, why is there resistance to the
progression towards a socidist totality, to what correspond the " not
yet socidlist relations” in the political sphere, what are their socia
bases? Trotsky, as we have seen, did not think that the bureaucratic,
non-socialist degeneration of Soviet power derived from the old
classes. It was born within the vanguard itsdf, as a mortal criss.
Inside the Bolshevik Party this resistance was at first reduced to the
persistence of the interests of the former dasses. But in 1936, Stalin
declared as a position of principle that this type of class struggle had
come to an end, given the hegemony of the socialist sector. And when
in 1952, he returned to this problem of class conflicts, he tended to
reduceit to the survival of residual and marginal elements of resistance
from the past. The Chinese Cultural Revolution was to talk for quite a
long timerather about a resistancecaused by “old ideas', thusreferring
the superstructure to the superstructure.

Theresult of thisinterpretation, whichisstill foundin the discussions
of theleft, is that socialism is a socio-historical formation characterized
by a marked disequilibrium between superstructure and base: the
former till lags behind the latter for decades and decades, as a con-
sciousness which is now no longer the expression of a socia being but
which draws from itsalf an extraordinary capacity for reproduction.
Hence it is supposed to be easier to liquidate capitalism than its
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projection in the customs and relations between man and man. And
this despite the fact that a large part of the superstructure— the state,
the legidativepower, educational instruments and those of propaganda
—are in the hands of a vanguard regarded as a guarantee of the
“'socidization” of the structure. The unlikelihood of this series of
correlationsfrom a Marxist point of view stares one in the face. And
in fact, Marx, intensively utilized in the study of the mechanisms of
capitalist societies, is most often set aside as soon as discussion turns to
the transitional societies: the economy is studied in classica, quantita-
tive or technical terms, and the political sphere through a kind of
sociology of power which, in the best of cases, turnsinto nothing more
than the history of the choices and ideology of the leading groups.
The Short Course on the History of the CPSU () is no exceptionto thisrule.

The theoretical eclecticism, thelossof Marxist identity represented
by thisdiscussion of the socialist societies—together with the paradoxes
that | have briefly mentioned—is a result, in my opinion, of the
generally accepted premissthat the baseis sociadlized" at the moment
of theseizureof political power by the abolition of the private ownership
of the means of production.!2

Even those—and this means the leaders of the Communist Parties—
who have recognized that the seizure of political power is not the
"initial" moment o the revolution implicitly assume that the trans-
formation of property essentially signifies the abolition of capitalism
as a mode of production. There is an underlying identification of
“srructure” and ownership of the means of production¥ —in fact a
distorted and reductive reading of Marx. Marx may have said that
capital is not a thing but a relation between men mediated by things;
he may have written—in the famous Preface to A Contribution to the
Critique of Political Economy which is the source of o many errorsin the
interpretation of structure-superstructure relations—that the structure
isformed out of the " definite relationswhich are independent of their
will" that men have with one another and that these **relations of
production' are " appropriate to a given stage in the development of
their material forces of production'; he may have said that it is" the
totality of these relations of production" that constitutes the "economic
structure of society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and
political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of
socid consciousness''; in other words, he may have clamed that
structure and superstructure are two distinct levelsof relations between
men the first of which—those formed in the "*socia production of their
exigence” —are pre-eminent, but the ordinary reading has been quite
different. The base has been assmilated to the system of ownership of
the means of production, capitalism to their private ownership and the
capitalist mode of production to a mere consequence, destined to fall
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or lose its meaning with the disappearance of this mode of property.
With the result that the post-revol utionary societies have thought that
the socialist nature o the base was guaranteed by a no longer private
management, a management by the working class through its political
representation—the Party for Lenin, the ""councils™” for the Luxem-
burgists--of the same organi zational and technical system of production
that capitalism had created and left them as an inheritance (and, it
goes without saying, of the same productive forces). The whole
discussonin the 1920sin the Soviet Union, despite certain important
dlusions by Lenin to " state capitalism’’, seems to move within these
theoretical limits.

But capitalism, as a historical formation and as a sysem o pro-
duction, cannot be assimilated to the existence of a classof proprietors.
It is a whole productive civilization born around a certain type of
accumulation and reproduction, which has given birth to the most
complex and simultaneously the most distorted web of relations known
to history. The fact that the holder of capital is no longer a private
individual and that —practically —that part of the profit which does
not go to feed the accumulation fund changesits destination, does not
change the substance and the mechanisms of the productive system.
In Marx this is quite simply implicit, however obvious it is on the
logical plane. All Marx’s interest is concentrated precisely on this
global system of relations, in which the private ownership of the means
of production (likeall property relationsin general, cf. the Introduction
to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy) is only one aspect.
A particularly profound examination of Capital is not indispensable to
realize this; the most famous pages of the Grundrisse, " Pre-capitalist
Economic Formations', are enough. In them Marx traces the history
of the loss and reappropriation by man o his labour, of the product
of hislabour, hence of himself, and in them he suggests the complexity
of the relations that designate the " productivecivilization' introduced
by capital, the capitalist world of production—an extremely close
relationship between the material character o the productivefact, the
inter-human relation between producer, wage-labourer and the holder
or manager of capital, the “objectivity’” of the system of accumulation
and reproduction of capital, the political and socia history which
followsfrom it. The result is that the stake of the "*socidist revolution™
is very different from a change in the ownership of the means of
production pure and simple, with the fairer distribution of profit that
followsand without all the other relationsof commoditiesand reification
being touched. What is at issue is a total decomposition and recom-
position of the relations between men, between men and things, the
revolutionization of the " socia mode of production of their existence™.
In other words, it is the tendential end of the present image of the
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worker, of alienation, of the separation between |abour and the product
of labour, of the existence of the two as commodities.

Without this, the seizure of power and the abolition of a dass of
proprietors represent only a preliminary and incomplete condition for
the struggle against the capitalist mode of production which continues to
operate under a different management. This type of argument haslong been
rejected. Trotsky rejected it when he stated that the bureaucracy is not
a class because it does not own the means of production and hence
cannot hand them down to the next generation. Of more recent and
interesting investigationsof the socialist societies, many reject it o, '®
And yet, if one re-reads (and reflects on) the debate that followed
Lenin's death, it is thisillumination that makes the only sense of the
development of Soviet society. Here | shall only take up one example:
the discussion about socialist accumulation, for it showed clearly that the
amost ineluctabl e resistance of the mode of production inherited from
the past could only be surmounted if the premisses were brought back
into question. | n Preobrazhensky's most lucid pages— Preobrazhensky,
whom Stalin liquidated after assimilating his theses—the theoretical
impasse is obvious.1¢ An accumulation was necessary, he said; and
would have been had not the revolution included an enormous loss
of resources. But how was it to be realised? Capitalism doesit in three
ways. by a levy on workers labour in industry (surplus-value, surplus
product), by the "brutal plunder” of the countryside, described by
Marx, and by the even more brutal plunder of all the productive
sectors of the colonies by the metropoles. The youthful republic of the
Soviets had no colonies. |t had therefore— maintained Preobrazhensky
—to accumulate from workers labour and the countryside. "' The
source of this accumulation,"” he recognized in relation to the former
point, 'is the sameas under capitalism, that is the labour of the working
class, whosewages must beless than the total value of the products they
create'. With a " number of very important distinctions. . . in theforms
in which labour power is used and is paid for* (my emphasis), i.e., within
the limit set on its exploitation from the physical and wage point of
view. Now since they had inherited an industrial sector needing total
reconstruction and structurally backward, accumulation would have
toberealized less on the basisof alevy on workers labour, whichwould
hardly suffice to reconstitute resources, than on a massive levy on the
countryside, which Preobrazhensky rather significantly called " our
colonies”. What had been called the ““brutal plunder' carried out by
capitalism was here also called a "'transfer of resourcesfrom the pre-
sociaist sector to the socialist sector''; the process was the same. This
ideological precaution is purely formal: industry is a "' socidist" sector
becausein it the private ownership of the meansof production has been
abolished; the countryside is not yet a "socidist™ sector because
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ownership of the land still survives, and thisjustifiesthe levy (which,
asiswell known anyway, is produced and continues to be produced in
all formsaf property in land, even if the phenomenon is lessimportant
today because of tenacious peasant resistance). In redlity it was a
matter of an accumulation corresponding to a model of development
of the productiveforcesforged by the industrial revolution, a historical
form of capitalist production and one indissolubly linked to it. There
was no escape. With all the consequences that this implied: the
aggravation of the division between town and country, socia stratifi-
cation, thelow levd of social mobility, theaccumulation of discrepancies
from region to region, selection in culture and in roles, i.e., the re-
production of the structural inequality proper tocapitalist development.

The theoretical problem posed is obvious. Indeed, how could a
political revolution, i.e., the mere seizure of state power and the
transformation of private property into state property, modify an
already formed organization of the productive forces whose destruction
would imply famine (and hence the rapid defeat of the revolution) and
whose maintenance included the reproduction of the obligatory mecha-
nisms of capitalist production? I n other words, what can and must a
socidist revolutiondestroy, what may it retain, and for how long, what
mechanisms must it set in motion if it would not remain prisoner either
of the destruction or of the retention of the capitalist modeof production ?
Thequestionisimportant, and relatesto an ambiguity present through-
out Marxist thought, which sees the revolution simultaneously as the
crowning and as the overthrow of capitalist development. It seemsto me
that the heart of the Maoist thought of the Chinese revolution has been
the only one to confront it, the Mao of the 1956 speech on the “Ten
Great Relations', of the " Great Leap Forward™, of the beginning of
the cultural revolution. This Maoism's only concern is to confront and
overcomethe challenge of the productive forces and of their organiza-
tion, inherited and made obligatory by capital and the pre-capitalist
structure, whileat the same timerejectingall itsinternal consequences,
opposingits natural logic, forcingit with theaim of creating the outlines
of adifferent economic' rationality"* able even to debouch onto the end
of the model of development born with industrial mechanization and
able to formulate a new relation between industry and agriculture at
the productive leve.

But this once said—and in my opinion it is the central theoretical
problem of the construction of socidian—it is the political aspect that
stares us in the face. If ""sociaist™ accumulation has to be redlized as
it was in practice realized, through the persistence of working-class
exploitation1® and a "'levy" on the countryside as a whole—two
measures dictated by the desire to reorganize resources o as to make
possible an acceleration of the model of development characteristic
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of the most advanced capitaisn—the consequence must be a state
""centralization™ . Theseeconomic prioritiesprohibit the construction of
worker and peasant self-government, they remove the socia base for
it: in this way one can explain the impossibility of the survival of the
viets in the 1920s No-one can deliberately preside over his own
spoliation. Mao Tse-tung understood this very well when he refused to
gamble on an accelerated industrialization at the expense of the
countryside; when he chose a balanced development at the level of
the whole of economic life, at the same time as a struggle against every
mechanism of capitalist rationality, a development based on a relation-
shipwhich granted alarge placeto agriculturewith respect to industry,
to light industry with respect to heavy industry. By this Mao avoided
setting one part of society against the other (industry against
agriculture, whereas the true conflict lies in class against class). And
at the same time he allowed these two sectors (and most easily the
countryside) to retain a proportion d the power, alowed them to
direct themselves towards solutions of self-government (the communes)
in which the pre-eminence of state centralization is organized on other
bases. All thisis possibleinsofar asit isfounded on a different rationality
of the base. It is no accident that, in this orientation, the cultural
revolutionrevealedin itsdevel opment the opposite of what isordinarily
stated. In China or in the USSR it was not just a matter of defeating
the "old ideas™ but aso the " capitalist road™, the capitalist mode of
production which, while persistingand reproducing itself, also repro-
ducesthe superstructural forms of the bourgeoisstate and thus constitutes
a permanent reproblematization of the dictatorship of the proletariat.

From this point of view, the delays, the difficulties and the political
degeneration of the socidist states, their inability to realize the ideals
o liberty and equality for which they were born, the persistenceof the
subaltern character of the dass the separate nature of the power
apparatuses appear as the necessary projection of a structure which is
only partly socialized. There is not a discrepancy between base and
superstructure but a correspondence. Socidist society is a transitional
society in the full sense of the term; it is a historical form in which
elementsof capital continue to exist, mingled with other elements, and
to exercise decisive pressureon the political sphere, on the relationship
between men, on the relationship between governors and governed.
Intheir turn, theseelementsdf the past (or present) mode of production
refer to the productive forces; the social revolution appears as an un-
interrupted process, only begun by the political revolution, and which
the latter does not necessarily guarantee. The history of the USSR
showsit, but so doesthat of Cuba and China—the cultural revolution
is an extraordinary indication of it, with the leve it attained and the
ebb it has experienced.
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But if thisis the casg, the relati onship between the European left and
the socidist countries must be doubly re-envisaged. It can disengage
itself from the alternation of hope and disillusion, utopia and realism
which has always bogged it down, and provide a healthy and lucid
analysis of the processes of transition. It can thus always distinguish
between the momentsof advance and the momentsdf retreat, the order
of the contradictions, the class equilibria—in the full sense of the term
cdass—and hencealso the degree of antagonism attained, global, partial
or zero, by the struggle of the system at the international level. Thisis
the replacement of a relation between religion and apostasy by a
"secular'" relation. This type of analysis of the socidist countries is
then, and in reality, a type o reflection on the socidigt revdution and
immediately becomes a reference point for our militancy in the West.
The difficulty of taking up this different relationship surely reveals a
curious *“‘ideological” deformation, the difficulty we have in cutting
the deepest root of the evolutionism of the Second International. That
of concelving a different model of development, of the productive forces,
of society, whichis not the capitalist model in which we live and which,
in a by no means disinterested way, we transfer to the "socidist™
societies while asking them for all that to accompany them with a
system of political and socid relations. Is it not here that lies the
extreme ambiguity of Western Marxism and its most authentically
revisonist vein, shared by militants and others—the political and
theoretical vicewhich has hitherto blocked the revolutionin the West?
This tenacious umbilical cord, which links our way of thinking the
revolution of the capitalist matrix of our societies, was cut by China at
the most fruitful moment of Maoism, during the Cultural Revolution.
By Europe, too, in the "'refusal™ of the students of 1967-8 and certain
Italian workers' struggles against the capitalist organization of labour.
I n the heat of the struggle and in the clarity of a radical antagonism
the necessity of a revolution not only in the world but also in oursalves,
the total re-foundation discussed by Marx in The Gamen Idedogy, has
beenintuitively understood: a revolutionin whichweshall save nothing
if not the ideas of liberty and equality, finally rediscovered in their
material roots and guarantees— another way for men to organize their
existence.

Summer 1972

NOTES

1 Cf. theexchangedf letterspublishedin Rinascitd, the PCI weekly, in May 1964.
2. In his L’Existentialisme, L efebvredecribes him as follows. " Paul Nizan had few
friendsand we wonder ed what his secr et was, the secr et of hisobsessonand of his
torment. Today weknow All hisbooksrevolved around theideaof betrayal." As
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for Aragon, he depicts Nizan in his novel Les Communistes in the figure of Patrice
Orfilat, traitor, paid agent, naturally with a certain sympathyfor the Trotskyists
defined by the positive character (Politzer)as “‘flics”.

Paul Nizan, intellectuel communiste, selected and presented by J-J. Brochier, Mas-
pero, Paris, 1970, val. 11, p. 110.

Ibid., p. 115. On 30 September, i.e. afew days after his resignation, he wrote to
hiswife: “Have read the completetext of the Kremlinagreement. | seem tounder-
stand lossf Vissarionovich's game: the least that can be said is that it is double
and cousu de fil rouge [a play on cousu de fil blanc, i.e., blatant]. . . .” And on
22 October: " It isnot because | hold its agreement with Berlinagainst the USSR
that | took thedecison1did. It is precisely because | thought the French Com-
munists lacked the necessary political cynicismand the political capacity tolieit
required to draw the maximum political advantagesfrom arisky political opera-
tion." I n other words, the PCF should, while approvingthe USSR's action, have
dissociated itself from it so as to avoid the after-effects of what wasfor Stalin an
obligatory choice, whereas "'to imitate the Russians to the letter was to mistake
them entirely in spirit', it was to be no more than their "*faithful imitators'.
However, theinvasion of Poland seemed intolerableto him: " Stain's policy dis-
gusts me."" From October 1939 to May 1940, the contradiction seemed insur-
mountable to him. The book presented by Brochier is very rich in hitherto
unpublished documentson this question.

Just as the PCF never courted him. In “Matérialisme et révolution”, which
appeared in Les Temps Modernes from June to July 1946, Sartre tells how Jean

Kanapa had proposed to him a meeting with Garaudy and Mougin at René
Maublanc's house. Sartre, who was then concerned to maintain good relations
with the Communists, went along. But to his astonishment he was greeted with a
violent attack from Garaudy and the meeting at no point took the direction that
the young Kanapa perhapsdesired of a conquest of Sartre for the Party. Nor did

this happen subsequently, although Sartre has aways been concerned to define
himsdf asafelow traveller and his attackson the PCF have been rare.

Cf. Les Temps Modernes, July and October—November 1952, and the subsequent
polemic with Claude Lefort in April 1973, translated into English by Irene
Clephane as The Communists and Peace, with An Answer to Claude Lefort, Hamish
Hamilton, London, 1969.

""Russiais not theoneway of reachingthefinal solution. Born in the antagonisms
which provoked thewar of 1914-18, it could disappear: the antagonismswill sur-
viveit, and the capitalist nationswill in the end collapse. I n this precisesense, the
safeguarding of the USSR is not the necessary condition for world revolution. But
these considerations are not historical: historically the opportunity of the pro-
letariat, its'exampl€e’ and thesourced 'the strength of revolutionary penetration'

are in the USSR." “Les communisteset la paix™, |, Les Temps Modernes, July

1952; The Communistsand Peace, op. cit., p. 10.

Merleau-Ponty briefly characterizes the dilemmaasfollows ** Sartre's attitudeis
first a reminder of the facts. |t is true that today the most active portion of the
working classsupportsthe PCF and the CGT. Henceit istrue that every defeat of

the PCF decreases the weight of the working dassin the political struggle, that

those who celebrate the failuredf a strikecalled by the PCF as a victory of the
working class are abandoning the working class that exists and isin a majority
Communigt. Theleft-winganti-Communistgetsout of thisby calling theworking
dasss fatigue lucidity and its disheartenment revol utiohary spirit. He iswalking
with an imaginary proletariat towardsa revolutionat | ast freed from Communist
tutelage and graces a politics which triumphs or suffers ssimultaneously with
Pinay’s government with the name proletarian politics. . . . If you are prepared to
treat the PCF asthe enemy number oneand to think your politicsin consequence,
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14.
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your enemy number two, capitalism, isrelatively speaking your ally; if your first
concern is to weaken the Communist Party, you will lack the time and the desire
to weakenits adversaries. . . . All thisistrueand had to besaid." (Cf. ' Sartre et
P'ultrabolchévisme™, iN Les Aventures de |la dialectique, Gallimard, Paris, 1953,
pp. 140-1, where the whole argument that | have briefly reported here is
developed.

Cf. “Réponse a Albert Cainus”, Les Temps Modernes, August 1952.

Cf. his preface to Michele Manceaux's book Les Maos en France, Gallimard, Paris,
1972.

See Chapter XLI in My Life, “Lenin’s Death and the Shift of Power''. " The
leading groupsaof the party that emerged from underground wereinspired by the
revolutionary tendencies which the leaders of the first period of the revolution
were able to formulate clearly and to carry out completely and successfully in
practice. | t wasexactly thisthat made them theleadersaof the party, and, through
the party, leaden of the working class, and, through the working class, |eaders of
the country. |t wasthus that certain individualshad concentrated power in their
hands. But theideas of thefirst period of the revol utionwereimperceptibly losing
their influencein the consciousnessaf the party stratum that held thedirect power
over the country. I n the country itsdalf, processeswereshaping themselvesthat one
may sum up under the general name of reaction. These extended, in varying
degree, to the working dass as well, including even its party. The stratum that
made up the apparatus of power developed itsown independent aimsand tried to
subordinate the revolution to them. A division began to reveal itself between the
leaders who expressed the historical line of the class and could see beyond the
apparatus, and the apparatus itsdf —a huge, cumbrous, heterogeneous thing that
easily sucked in the average communist. . . .”” And further on: "I am here
limiting mysdlf to the psychologica aspect of the matter, and disregarding its
socia basis, that is, the changesin the anatomy of the revolutionary society. In
thefinal reckoning, itis of course, theselatter changesthat decide. But in actual
lifeitistheir psychological reflection that one encountersdirectly.” I n the rest of
the book he never returns to the "' social basis”. See My Life, Grosset and Dunlap,
New Y ork, 1960, pp. 502 and 504.

See dso thedebate in Le Monde, 3 November 1972, on Roy Medvedev's book Let
History Judge: The Origins and Consequencesof Stalinism, Macmillan, London, 1972.
Jean Ellenstein, for the PCF, repeats notably: 'This pertainsto thefact that the
USSR possessed a socialist economy, that society there was socialist and ssimul-
taneoudly, at the level of the superstructures, where the government of men and
the manggement of things are concerned, there was considerable backward-
nes ... Itisclear—and | shall not linger long over the problem—that any
judgement of Stalin is reduced to a superstructural phenomenon. As much for
those who seek justifications (the Communistsinsist on the cultural backwardness
of Russian society; |saac Deutscher, who was not a Communist, explains the
centralization and hence the excesses by general social backwardness) asfor those
who do not (likeMedvedev or the orthodox Trotskyists, for whom the advance
might, without Stalin, have been less bloody and morerapid).

I n contrast, the question has been globally confrontedin the fundamental debate
between Paul Sweezy and Charles Bettelheim, with two different analyses, a
debate recently published by Monthly Review Press, and in general in the
analyses of the Centre d’Etudes €t de Planification socialiste, directed by Bettelheim
aso.

"The Fundamental Law of Primitive Socialist Accumulation." This text by
Preobrazhensky was published in Vestnik Kommunisticeskoj Akademii, V111, 1924.
With somealterations, it constitutesa chapter of his The New Economics,translated
by Brian Pearce, introduced by Alec Nove, The Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1965.
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15. Preobrazhensky attempts to soften thishar sh reality by maintainingthat, during
the revolution, the working classis no longer the object, but rather the subject of the
exploitation sinceit isin a position to decide, on the basis of itsbeing and political
practice, to exploit itsalf.
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