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|. Introduction

The central problem facing the democraticleft in Russiaisits failureto
datetowin masssupport, in particular among theworkingclass, itsnatural
socia base. An andysis d thisfailure must, therefore, form the back-
groundfor any discussiond left Russian political partiesand movements.
Accordingly, the first part of this article will deal with the social and
political situation in the working class and the (‘non-political’) 1abour
movement. The second part will present an historical overview and
andysisd the left.

First somedefinitionsarein order. By '‘working class we meanthat part
d the population that dependsmainly on wages or salariesfor itssubsis-
tence and does not hold manageria positions. This includes aso the
'toiling intelligentsia (that is, people in non-manageria positions nor-
maly requiring diplomas d higher education), athough for some pur-
posesin thisessay we will refer to thelatter asaseparategroup. Thesocia
structure d Russia is in rapid flux, but the working class and their
dependents (with or without the 'toiling intelligentsia) still make up the
vast mgjority o the population.

A definitiond the'left' issomewhat more problematic. Strictly speak-
ing, these are the democratic socidists (the word 'democratic' is, admit-
tedly, redundant), that is, anti-capitalist political groups striving for the
maximal extension of democracy (in the literal sense d popular power),
not only in the narrowly defined political sphere but also — and perhaps
especialy — in economicand socid life. Thisconsistently democratic left
objectively reflectsthe interestsd the working class.

However, in this article we will also use an expanded definition of the
'left' that includesthoseanti-capitalist el ementswhorefer to themsel vesas
'socidig’ or ‘communist’ but whose practice and real programmes may
have little to do with the extenson o democracy. In Russia, these
elementsare mainly the various successor groupsto the Communist Party
d the Soviet Union (CPSU), outlawed by Y dtsin after August 1991. We
will refer to these groups, for lack d a better term, asthe 'nogtagic left’
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(thoughin their social and economic programmes, most o them actually
tend moretoward socia democracy; the partiesthat call themselves'socia
democratic, in turn, tend more to economicliberalism).

II. THE WORKING CLASSAND LABOUR MOVEMENT
1. TheWorking Class As It Emerged from Bureaucratic Rule

Until the late 1980s, there was a widespread assumption among the
democraticleft, both inside and outside the Soviet Union, that the anti-
bureaucraticrevol utionwould besocialist in content, that is, would lead to
a genuine socidization of the nationalized economy. This has so far
obvioudyturned out to beillusory. But theillusion (whichitself may yet be
overturned) did have some basisin redity. Workers played leading and
independent roles in al the anti-bureaucratic movements in Eastern
Europe in the four decadesfollowing World War II. These movements
amost adways gave rise to workers councils and to demands for self-
management, their participantsoften displayingremarkabl esolidarityand
organization. Evenin the Soviet Union, the centredf bureaucratic power,
disillusonmentwith de-Stalinizationin the early 1960s provoked asignifi-
cant protest movement among workers, which was severely repressed.

Ingenerd, it wasdifficult to conceivethat workersin these nationalized
economies would tolerate the substitution of a capitalist classfor their
former bureaucraticoverlords. The basicthrust of the labour movement
since the very origins of modern capitalism has been to subordinate the
market to social needs, when it was not completely to replace the market
with a planned economy based upon production for use. It seemed
reasonabl eto assumethat workersin the bureaucraticstateswould oppose
attemptsto restore market relationsto dominancein their economies.

That capitalismis now being restored, abeit in a confused and still far
from complete manner, is primarily the result o the weskness of the
working class as it emerged from decades of bureaucratic dictatorship.
However, the extent o this weaknesswas not immediately evident in the
Soviet Union. In particular, Perestroika, initiated from above under the
banner of areturn tosociaist principles(abanner that soon provedfalse),
gaveriseto agrowing, if uneven, social and political mobilizationin the
working class. Thistook theform of strikes, theformationdf independent
trade unions, o self-management movements, aswedl as active participa-
tionin electoral politicsin support d anti-bureaucraticforces.

This ectivity played an important role in the gradual expansion of
political freedoms under Perestroika that finaly led to the fall o the
'‘Communist’ bureaucratic regime.-But the fruits of this mobilization,
whichin Russaitself never embraced morethan aminority of theworking
class, were harvestedwith relativeease by liberal forces(inand outsidethe
bureaucracy) hostile to the workers interests. Despite their promises of
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demacracy and Western-styleliving standards, the policiesof the new/old
elite have left workers much worse off both economicaly and even
politically than under Brezhnev.

In retrospect, the weakness o the working class is not difficult to
explain. Therapidcollapsed bureaucraticruleleftinitswakean atomized
society. That regimehad for over 60 years effectively prevented indepen-
dent collective activity and organization (with the exception, under
Brezhnev, d bureaucratic-mafiagroupings). The relative ease with which
someworkerswereabl eto mount collectiveactionsduring Perestroika—in
theminers case, thisoccurredon avery largescale- waslargely duetothe
fact that the state itself provided a ready organizational framework for
mobilization: the party-state bureaucracy organized society in order to
control and administer it. When repressionwasrelaxed inthefirs yearsof
Perestroika, these structures— especially the state enterprises and their
centralized ministries— were still intact, and economic protests quickly
becamepoliticized. Thecentralized, authoritarian state presenteditself as
the natural target o discontent. The goal - popular control — was self-
evident.

Thehigh point of thispopul ar mobilizationwasreachedin 1990, with the
election o many liberals, running under democratic, anti-bureaucratic
banners, to local and republican soviets. After that, activism steadily
declined. (Thereweresome, admittedly weak, sgnsdf aresurgenceinthe
fal d 1993 before Y eltsin's tanks gutted the Supreme Soviet.) In August
1991, the liberal forcesaround Y eltsin were able to defeat the attempted
putsch by conservativeforces with minima popular mobilization. This
development opened theway for atimeto the unlimited dominanced the
liberalsand thelaunchingd 'shock therapy', a massiveassault on popular
living standardsand social and politica rights.

By then, much o its old state structure had already been dismantled,
especidly in the economic sphere, and so it could no longer serve as an
organizing element for popular discontent. In particular, enterprises,
though till state-owned, had ‘won' their autonomy. The resultant atomiz-
ation was wdl reflected in the union movement, where decentralization
was carried to the extreme. The national branch unions and federations
lost their former dictatorial powers and most d their budgets to the
enterprise-level unionsand saw their rolesreduced to mere co-ordinators
and political lobbyists. In most o industry, sectorial collectiveagreements
becameamostirrelevant;it wasincreasingly every plantfor itself. Thereis
some reaction against thistoday, but the absenced solidarity inthe union
movement remainsvery striking.

At thesametime, oncedemocracyhad been won-or, at | east, appeared
to have been won — and once the grandiose promises associated with
market reform (which had been sold to the populace as the opposite of
bureaucratic centralization, and so the natural economic counterpart o



266 THE SOCIALIST REGISTER 1994

political democracy) had proved empty, it became much harder for
workersto find positive common goas to unite their opposition to the
policiesof the new/old liberal/bureaucratic regime.

Another factor wasthediscreditingd sociaism by theoldregime, which
made it difficult to conceive o a coherent, working class aternative.
However, thisproblem played amorecentral rolereally in thefina period
of Perestroika, when people still took the promises o the market re-
formersserioudy. Today, the majority of workerslook back fondly at their
economicsecurity and living standardsunder the old system. Despitethe
government's continued propaganda efforts, the mention o socialism, at
least asan idea, no longer provokes negative reactionsin most people.

Today the basic factor preventing the emergence o a working-class
dternativeto capitalist restoration is the social and political demoraliza-
tion of the working class againgt the background o an unprecedented
peacetime economiccrisis. According to one independent estimate, the
grossdomesticproduct at theend d 1993was38 per cent belowthelevel at
theend of 1990. The volumed industrial production, accordingtoofficid
figures, fell by 16 per cent in 1993 and by 18 per cent in 1992." Thereisno
dgnof anend tothe economicdecline. Fear of massprotesthassofar kept
the government from alowing open mass unemployment. But shortened
work weeksandforced extended |eavesat afractiond regular pay arevery
common. Without a major shift in policy, mass bankruptcies and dis-
missalscannot befar off.

The material and socia distress experienced by the average Russian
citizen is eloquently summed up in a few demographic figures. Infant
mortality, aready very high at the start of 'shock therapy' for an indus-
trialized country, rosefrom 16.8 per thousandin 1991t019.1in 1993. Life
expectancy for men droppedin 1993 from 62 (already ten tothirteen years
below Western figures) to 59 years (for women: from 73to 71). Only one
fifth of children upon graduation from high school are considered by
medica authoritiesto bein full health. In 1993 alone, the population of
Russia declined by over one million, with the gulf betweenbirths and
deaths continuingto rise at a precipitousrate.> Government statistics put
averagereal incomesat theend of 1993at onethirdd the pre-'shock’ level
o theend of 19%1." The old socia guarantees— full employment and job
security, free health care and education, free housing and heavily sub-
sdized communal services, transportation, and basicfood products— are
being rapidly dismantled.

In brief, Russian workers today find themselves in an entirely new
situation of economic insecurity that is fast coming to resemble that o
workersin Third World countries. Thereactionsto thissocid earthquake
among workers, the great majority o whom have no experience of
collectiveaction, has been to retreat into the privatestrugglefor survival,
whileclingingto the hopethat somehow managementand/or the state will
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defend them. Thisattitude comesnaturally asalegacy of the past: though
ultimately backed up by the threat o repression (made good whenever
workers openly clashed with their masters), the relationship of manage-
ment and the political authoritiestoworkersfor several decadeswasonedof
more-or-less benevolent paternalism. Today, in conditions o rapidly
deepening crigs, few workershaveany faithin their own collective ability
to defend themselves.

Another crucid factor, one often overlooked, is the relative ease with
whichliberal forceshijacked the anti-bureaucraticrevol utionisbecaused
the weakness of the labour movement on the international level. In a
largely forgotten passage o the Revolution Betrayed, in the chapter
dgnificantly entitled "The Inevitability & a New Revolution', Trotsky
wrote in the mid 1930s that the fate of the October Revolution was
inextricably tiedtothefated Europeand of thewholeworld andthat if no
revolution were victoriousin the devel oped capitalist countries

then a bourgeois counterrevolution [in the USSR] rather than an uprising of workers

againgt thebureaucracywill most likelybeon theagenda. But if, despitethejoint sabotage

of thereformersand the'communigt' leader s,theproletariatof Western Eur opefinds the
way to power, a new chapter will be opened in the history of the Soviet Union. Thevery
firg victory of therevolutionin Europewill flow likean eectriccurrent throughthe Soviet
nasses, straighten them up, raise ther spirit of independence, awaken in them the

traditionsof 1905and 1917. . . . Only in that vay can thefirs workers state be saved for
thesocialist futune.*

Not only hasthere been no successful revol ution, but the collapsed the
bureaucratic regimesoccurred at a very low point in the fortunes of the
world labour and sociaist movements. Almost everywhere, these move-
ments are on the defensve and retreating. Except perhaps for the
Workers Party in Brazil, thereistoday no mass party anywherethat sees
socidism asitsimmediatetask, et alonedoessomethingto achieveit. In
these circumstances, it islittlewonder that Russianworkersfell easy prey
to liberal ideology. They were constantly reminded that ‘the wholeworld
has embraced the market'. |deological, economic and political pressure
from abroad played akey rolein directing the anti-bureaucraticrevol ution
onto a capitalist path. There was practically no countervailing pressure
from the international labour and socialist movements.

Now, more than two yearsinto 'shock therapy’, Russianworkershave
beenimmunized against thesirensongsd theliberals, but they still cannot
practicaly conceive df an alternativeto capitaist restoration. It ison this
background o demobilization and despair that fascism in Russia can
become areal potential (as evidenced in the recent electoral showing of
Vladimir Zhirinovsky).

Indeed, if one considerstheinternational context of thecollapse of the
bureaucraticregime (and it was more collapse than overthrow, the elite of
the ruling casteitself having lost confidencein its system), the turn that
events have taken no longer seemsquite so predestined. If, for example,
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the collapse had occurred in 1968 (it wasin progressin Czechodovakia
before the Soviet tanks rolled in), it is not hard to imagine the ensuing
transformation taking an entirely different direction. Thisis not to deny
that the crisisof thelabour and socialist movementsinthecapitalist world
and the collapse of the bureaucratic regimes are linked. But that link is
much less direct than the coincidenced the two crises might lead oneto
think.

2. The Russan Labour Movement and the Collapse o the Old Regime

In this section we will look at the political responsesd the main types of
labour organizations to the collapse o the bureaucratic system and the
process, ill far from complete, of capitalist restoration. Perestroikagave
rise to many workers organizations, but most remained small and were
short-lived. The three types df organization that displayed some staying
power and significant membershipsare the new trade unions, the work-
collectivecouncils (STKs) and their associations,and finally the old trade
unions. Wewill deal with them in that order, sincethat is how they made
themselvesfelt on the political scene.”

a. The New or AlternativeTrade Unions

With their general strike in the summer o 1989, the miners became the
vanguard o the movement for renewa o the labour movement, which
except for brief, localized explosions, had been stamped out back in the
late 1920s. That strike eventually gave rise to the Independent Miners
Union (NPG), the rivd to the old Union of Employees of the Coadl
Industry. Thefoundersaf the NPG reproachedtheol d union, among other
things, with being conciliationist and including management in its ranks.
They set out to organizeaunionexclusvely d undergroundcoa workers,
unliketheold unionwhich alsoincludedthousandsof surfaceemployeesin
the varied enterprisesd the coa ministry. (The NPG eventually yielded
on that point, but it ill excludesanyone abovethe rank of foreman.)
Overadl, the new union movement has made rather limited progress
outsidedf thecoal sector. Although exact numbersarehardtocomeby (all
the unionstend to inflatetheir membershipfigures), today probably more
than 90 per cent of organizedworkersstill belongtotheold unions, which
include around 90 per cent of al wage and sdlary earners. Even among
coalminers, probably lessthan ten per cent belongto the NPG, thoughthe
latter'sinfluence, now on the decline, hasin the past gonewd| beyond its
formal membership. Outside of coat, the new movement has met with
some success mainly in the transport sector (asidefromthe relatively few
individual new unions in scattered enterprises and shops el sewhere):
amongair-trafficcontrollers, pilots, locomotivedrivers, port workers, city
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transport drivers. These are strategic economic positionsthat give these
relatively small groupsd workersexceptional leverage.

In deciding to split off from the old unions, the organizersd the new
ones argued that the old structureswere unreformable. The obstaclesto
reform in 1990, when the NPG was founded, must indeed have seemed
formidable. Even today, morethan three yearslater, the main problems-—
the absence of democratic accountability d union leaders and their
subordinationto enterprise management — aretill far from being resolved
in the mgjority of enterprise-level unions, wherethe real power now lies.

Still, progressis being made, though at avery uneven and dow pacethat
may proveinsufficient to save the organised |abour movement, wesk asit
dready is, from a definitive defeat by theforcesd capitalist restoration.
One example d reform at the national leve is the old coal employees
unionitself, which hasno doubt benefitted from the competition provided
by the rival NPG. Under a young president who rose from the ranks
(rather than coming from the party apparatus, aswas past tradition), this
union has become increasingly militant in the defence d its members
interests, and its president's authority among minerstoday far surpasses
that of theNPG’s leaders. (In therecent national electionsinaminingand
heavyindustrial region o Siberia, the RussianNPG's leader |ost out tothe
director d adepartment store, generally oned the most hated economic
figuresin Russia.)) Other unionsthat have undergonefar-reachingreform
a the national leve are the Byelorussian Autoworkers and Radio-
electronic Workers Unions.

These examples, unfortunately ill quite rare, nevertheless demon-
strate that reform of the old structures, however difficult, ispossible. It is
truethat most o the old unions new-found militancy hasbeen directed at
the state and not against enterprise management. Indeed, many o the
collectiveactionsorganized by these unionshave had the activeor passve
support of management,sincetheir am hasbeentoforcethestatetolive
up to itscommitmentsto pay subsidies, to providecredits, to lighten the
tax burden on enterprises, and the like. These and similar issues, upon
which the very surviva o the enterprise hangs, represent interests still
shared in common by workers and much d enterprise management.
Privatization, at least in the large enterprises, hasin most cases till not
sgnificantly affected worker-management rel ati ons, which retain much of
their old paternalisticcharacter.

Thus, if union reform has not gone very far at the level o the plant
committees, it would bewrongto attribute thismerely to corruptionor to
the alegedly unreformable nature o the old unions. There remains an
objective basisfor the close collaboration df management and the union.
The problem is not the co-operationitself, but that the union rarely takes
part in it as an equal and independent partner. But again, there are
examples d old unions at the shop and plant levels that have become
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accountabl etothe membershipandindependentof management. Thishas
occurred when the rank-and-file union members themselves mobilized
against management to elect democraticleaders prepared to adopt inde-
pendent positions.

That thisistill rareis certainly in part due to manageria repression
againgt activists, often with the co-operation of old union leaders. But the
main reason, as argued above, is undoubtedly the prevailing demoraliza-
tion and demobilizationamong the rank and file. Thestrategy adopted by
somelabour activiststoform new unionsalongsidethe old onesis, at least
inpart, away o avoidingthedifficult task of mohilizingthemajorityd fill
inert workersfor union reform by concentrating efforts on the minority,
whofor one reasonor another, are prepared to support moreindependent
and accountabl eunion organizations.

But if in the early stages of the new union movement, its activigs
adopted more solidary positions and made some efforts to reach the
broader strata of workers (for example, by founding the now defunct,
quasi-political Confederation of Labour in 1990), this movement has
increasingly taken on a narrow craft character, to the point where many
partsof it have become asort o labour aristocracy in their attitudes and
practice.

The'aristocratic' outlook of theleadersa the NPG cameto theforein
the spring o 1992, when they refused to support the strike movement —
someeven condemned it — among the health and education workers, the
lowest paid workersin Russia, whosewagesremain well below the poverty
line. (Theold miners unionsupported thismovement, though itssupport
rarely went much farther than declarations.) The NPG has a so comeout
insupport of such non-solidaryformsad socia benefitsasindividual social
security and health insurance accounts.

Thesupport for Yetsnand hisneo-liberal policiesamongamostal o
the new unionsisclosaly linked to this'aristocratic' outlook. On the one
hand, the strategiceconomic positionsd their members(asoneold union
activistputit: 'They sitonthegoldentap’) havedlowed themtofarebetter
than other workersunder the liberal reforms. On the other, these unions
try to compensatefor their political isolation from the broader mass of
workers by developing a specid relationshipwith the government: their
political loyaty haswon them a certain degreed favoured treatment. All
the major new unionssupported Y dtsinto thehilt in hisbl oody confronta-
tion with parliament in September—October1993, while virtually dl the
old unions, to one degree or another, supported the parliament (whose
magjority had been shifting to the left (or rather centre) againg Ydtsan's
‘shock therapy").

Thisexplainsthemajor paradox d theorganizedlabour scenein Russia:
the new unions generally adopt militant, independent positions toward
enterprise management but display touching loyalty to the government;
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the old unionstend to do the opposite. The upshot of thisisthat the most
activeelementsd the working class, thosein the new unions, have been
detachedfrom, and to some degreeeven turned againgt, the basic massof
workers.

This, of course, is not unrelated to the ties that the AFL-CIO’s U.S.-
government-funded Russo-American Foundation has managed to de-
velop with these new unions. Thisfoundation openly professesa liberal
ideology and supportsthe pro-Y dtsinforces, whiledecisvely refusingany
contact with the 'former Communist’ organizationsbelonging to the old
union federation.®

Despitedl this, one hasto doubt whether these new unions (at |east,
those of them that are real unions and organize the workersin entire
enterprises, trades and/or sectors) can long maintain their "aristocratic'
orientations. In Russian conditions, to say that the material situation of
theseworkersisprivileged isonly to say that they ar e lesspoor than most.
In addition, the specia relationship with the government is anything but
secureandiscertainly no protection against periodiceffortson the part of
state enterprise management to break these unions through strong-arm
tactics.

b. The STKsand the Sdf Management Movement

The STKs(work-collectivecouncils) werecreated by order from aboveon
thebasisof Gorbachev's 1987 Law on the State Enterprise, adopted when
Perestroikadtill paraded under the banner o areturn to socialist idedls.
Largely becaused theseoriginsand becauselittleel sehad yet changedin
the economic relations, the great majority of STKsremained subordinate
to the enterpriseadministration. The STK movement as such only began
to take off after the first miners strike in 1989, and especidly when
Perestroikabegan to shift to an openly restorationist course. The new 1990
Enterprise Law, which virtually abolished the STK s, provided the major
impulsefor thecreationd national and regiona STK unions, with thefirst
national congresstaking placein Moscow at theend of 1990. Even so, the
activigs of this movement came disproportionately from the enterprise
intelligentsia

Atitshigh point, thiscurrent of thelabour movementcameclosestinits
demandsto asocidist programmefor reform o property relations, caling
for the full transfer of management in the state enterprisesto the work
collectives. This meant that the enterprise would enjoy economic auto-
nomy, with the plant employees collectively decidingits basic policy and
hiring the management. At somelater time, the collectiveswould them-
salvesdecidewhat formd property theenterpriseshouldtake. Thiscould
range from full collective ownership to full state ownership, but the key
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point was that any change in property relationswould be the voluntary
decison o the collective.

The major weakness o this position was that it presented no macro-
economicvision, that is, there was no attempt to deal with the nature o
relations between the enterprisesnor with therole of the state or o other
political and collectiveinstitutionsin the economy. That thiscritical issue
was|eft open wasno doubt dueto acombinationd areaction against the
old centralized, bureaucratic system of management as wel as to the
influence d liberal ideology, which painted any direct state role in the
economy management as'totalitarian’ (whether that state wasdemocratic
or not wasirrelevant to the liberals).

Nevertheless, the STKs position was anathemato the reform-minded
section d the nomenklatura, origindly Gorbachev's main political base,
which by this time was fast abandoning its attachment to 'socialisnt,
hoping itself to appropriate privately the best parts o the nationalized
economy. The STKs demandswere a so strongly opposed by the liberal
forces that dominated the elite intelligentsiaand by their political alies
abroad in the IMF and World Bank. They constantly cited the Y ugodav
exampleas'proof' that self-management does not work. But, infact, they
saw self-management and worker ownership as a mgjor obstacleto rapid
capitalist restoration.

Thisoppositionto the STK movement was well-founded. It istrue that
the absence of an explicit macro-economic conception of reform, at least
among the magjority of activists,implied an essentially market-dominated
view df thefutureeconomy. Neverthel ess, worker sel f-managementwould
have put a brake on rapid privatization (primitive accumulation), which
(along with the creation of favourable conditionsfor foreign investment
and trade— mostly, in practice, outright plundering) isthereal maingoal of
'shock therapy' (all the talk about restructuring and efficiency being
mainly a smokescreen to hide the rapid formation of a bourgeoisie).
Worker self-managementwoul d havel eft openthe possibility that workers
would be led by their practical experience to see that a genuinely demo-
cratic state and other accountable collective institutions have a positive
and necessary roleto play in economicorganization,sinceapurely market
systemd self-managed enterpriseswould spell sure bankruptcy for many
enterprises and entail mass unemployment. In the summer o 1993, for
example, after gettingatasted privatizationin practice, despiteamassive
propaganda campaign (largely financed by the U.S. government), 72 per
cent o the respondentsin anational survey opposed privatizationd large-
scaleenterprises.

Themajor weaknessdf the movement wasprobablylessideol ogicalthan
political: it failed to mobilize mass worker support behind it. The great
magjority of workers apparently did not see the practical relevance o the
property question for themselves. Back in 1990 and even 1991, few
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understood that privatizationwould eventual ly put anend totheprevailing
paternalistic practices of management and the state, that it threatened
workerswithlossdf key social benefitsand especially with mass unemploy-
ment. Russian workers had no direct experience o capitalism and they
typicaly reacted with disbelief when told that in capitalist economies
productive, disciplined workersare regularly fired when their labour can
no longer make a profit for the owners. On the contrary, many workers
bdievedthat a'real owner' (theliberalsinssted that under the old system
'no one' owned the enterprises) would introducethel atest technology and
eiminate the semi-organized anarchy that characterized Soviet
enterprises.

Worker indifferenceand even distrust toward the STKswere bolstered
by their officid origins and their widespread subordinationto the plant
administration. This problemwascompounded by the tacit and oftenopen
hostility of most unionsto the STKs. Union leaderstended to seethem as
rival organizations. Many believed that self-managementand/or collective
ownershipwould lead to the elimination  trade unionsas unnecessary.
Rather belatedly, toward theend o 1991, both the new and the old trade
unions, at least formally, finaly came around to supporting the origina
demands o the STK movement. Nevertheless, both union movements
consistently refer to their main task as defending 'hired labour', a phrase
that would seemtoimply that they have, infact, given up on defendingthe
workers clam ascollective ownersd the nationalized economy, built by
their labour and that o previous generations.

But part o the respongbility for thefailure o the movement lieswith
themovement'sleadershipitself, whodid littleto mobilizeworkersaround
itsdemands. Instead, they concentratedtheir effortson political lobbying
in the corridorsof power. This choice d tactic was probably related, at
least in part, to the predominance d the enterpriseintelligentsiaamong
the movement's activists. They tended to belessconfrontational and more
trusting o authoritiesthan workers. In Russiag, the national STK move-
ment's leaders cast their lot with Yeltsin and his push for Russian sov-
ereignty (thiswas at a time when the USSR till existed). No sooner had
Ydtsn and his liberal supporters acquired the power they coveted than
they openly turned against the self-management movement. (Kravchuk
repeated the same trick on the Ukrai nian movement.)

Under tremendousideol ogical and political pressurefrom above, and
with little active support from below, the STK movement gradually
retreatedfromitsorigina demandsand beganto defendtheworkers right
to at least somesharedf the nationalized property. But the choicesoffered
by Ydtsn's Law on Privatizationincluded neither self-management nor
collectiveworker ownership. Today, few STKsstill exist. But despitethe
official self-congratulationson the progress o privatization, the issue of
property is along way from being resolved. As we have noted, worker-
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management relationsin most enterprises that have formally been pri-
vatized have yet to change fundamentaly. In some enterprises where
conflicts over property have become acute, in the absence of STKs, the
trade unions and other ad hoc organizations have taken up the battle for
the workers. In anumber d cases, workers have tried to circumvent the
law by pooling individually-heldshares. In afew instances, workershave
openly revolted and defactoannulledthe privatizationdf their enterprise,
once they had understood whet it meant in practice.

Thereal changein property relationsin Russia will be marked by mass
dismissals. It isdifficult to predict how workerswill react tothat. A major
labour upsurge would surdly spell the end to the neo-liberal reforms. So
far, there arefew signsd such mobilization, but the contradictions— and
the anger — are mounting.

3. The Old Unions.

Theminers strikein 1989, which saw the old miners union sitting beside
the government and ministry representatives across the table from the
strikers, provided the first real impetus for change, albeit dow and
tortuous, in theold unions. But probably more decisivethan the competi-
tion from new worker organi zationswas the shift in government attitude
toward the old unions. With the changein state policy to aliberal course,
theold unionslost their statusas junior, subordinatepartners and became
the objectsdof open government hostility.

The ondaught caught the old unionsquite by surprise, as was demon-
strated by the central dogan o the FNPR’s (Federationdf Independent
Trade Unions) 'fadl campaign’ (a tactic mechanicaly adopted from the
Japanese labour movement): 'market wages for market prices, a cam-
paign that failed miserably. The unions had done next to-nothing in the
enterprises themselvesto win the confidenced their membersand were
unable (many plant chairpersonswere unwilling) to mobilizethem around
this essentially political dogan.

Between1989and Y eltsin's state coup in September—October 1993, the
old unions gradualy shifted to a position of open opposition to the
government. But this evolution was halting and contradictory. They
continued — and continue today — to embrace the dogan o 'socid part-
nership’, even though the government consistently violates its signed
agreements. At thesametime, the old unionsmounted, or tried to mount,
political pressure campaigns to force the government to live up to its
commitments and to change an economic policy ruinousfor their mem-
bers. One such campaign was building up, with somewhat more success
than usual, in the weeks preceding. Ydtsn's decree that abolished the
constitutionand shut down the parliament. (Most of the new unionsalso
embrace the sogan o 'socia partnership’, which is being pushed vig-
orously by the ILO and the AFLCIO.)
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In conditions of a collapsing economy, unions can achieve relatively
littlefor their membersthrough traditional ‘trade-unionistic' actions. To
be effectivein Russia in today's situation, the main struggle has to be
conducted on the political level. To adegree, thisisunderstoodin the old
unions, sincemost of their militant actionshave, asnoted, been directedat
thestate. But the political action of the old unionssuffersfrom twomajor
and related weaknesses.

One o theseis the failure of the plant unions clearly to demarcate
themselvesfrom enterprise management. This, of course, does not rule
out co-operationwhen it isin the workers interests, but it must be from
independent, union positions. Unless unions can demonstrate to their
membersthat they are something morethan the tail of theadministration,
unless they clearly take up the defence of the workers interestsin the
enterpriseitsalf and win them at least some small, but real, victories, they
have little hope o leading them into political action against the state.
Today most workersdo not even understand why they need a union (and
most plant union chairpersonsdo not understandwhy they need an active,
consciousrank and file).

Theother major weaknessdf the old unions political action hasbeenits
inconsstency. This, too, is related to the unions refusal to assert their
independence from management. The FNPR and its affiliated unions
support a‘centrist' positionon economicreformin atacit alliancewiththe
so-called'directors corps, those enterprise directorswho have remained
more-or-less'red’, that is, who have not totally given up on saving their
enterpriseand itswork force. Thisposition (which also characterizedthe
mgjority o theold parliamentinitslatter days) acceptsthe 'inevitability'
d capitalist restoration, but cals for a 'socialy-oriented market' — a
regulated transition to a capitalism oriented to national needs, with a
strongstatesector and socid-wefaresafety net: in other words—capitalism
with a human face. But one has serioudly to doubt the realism o such a
programme, given the current crisisand restructuringd world capitalism
and the subordinate place the Russian economy would inevitably occupy
init.

In this sense, the liberals criticism of the ‘centrist’ programme as
inconsistent has some merit. In effect, the old unionswant it both ways
they accept capitalist restoration but reject itsconsequences. They are not
opposedto privatizationbut it should becarried out 'in theinterestsdf the
work collectives, a vague and meaningless phrase. If they are serious
about defending their members' interests, they have to opt for a clean
break with the government and the 'directors corps (that is, abandon
'socia partnership’) and come out with a clear workers alternative to
capitalistrestoration. In privateconversations, many unionleadersappear
to understand that the defence o workers interestin current conditions
has to assume an anti-capitalist character, but most refuse to adopt that
positionin practice.
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Inthepast, theold unionshavetoyedwiththeidead formingtheir own
labour party but have never decided to doit. (In Byelorussia, the Auto-
workers and Radio-electronicsWorkers Unions created such a party at
theend of 1993.) Theideaisstillintheair, but the new leadershipthat was
elected to the FNPR after the October 1993 crisishas so far shown itself
even moretimid than the old.

Thisispartly aresponseto government repression: the unionslost their
control of the social security administration at the end o September 1993
(afew days after the FNPR executive condemned Y eltsin's state coup),
and the government madeclear that if they aredidoyd, they standtolose
their automatic dues check-off and their property, if not worse. At the
same time, since the defeat of pro-'shock’ forcesin the December 1993
elections, there seemsto have been some shift in government economic
policy toward a more ‘centrist’ position. This has created an expectant
mood among some d the union leaders.

But probably asimportant isthe old union leaders sense of isolation
from their millionsof members, who are not ready to support themin a
confrontation with the government. Thisisrealy a magic circle that can
only be broken by alabour upsurgefrom below or by the adoption by the
union leadership o an independent, far-sighted, and consistent strategy
that their memberscan cometo believein. Ideally, it would beacombina:
tion of both. Whether any o these eventualitieswill happen and wheniis
anyone's guess. The only thing that is sure at this point is that the
immediatefuture is not bright for workersand the labour movement.

II1I. THELEFT

A basic knowledge o the history of the left in Russiafrom the time of
Perestroika is indispensable to understanding its present state. The red
impact of theleft onstate policy hasbeen small, but, at thesametime, the
left's manifestations and evolution have been extremely varied and com-
plex. Thisposesreal problemsfor an adequate treatment o thetopicinso
limited aspace. We havetried to deal with thisby combining an historical
survey with elements of analysis that focus primarily on the obstacles
(besidesthose'objective’ factorsalready treatedin thefirst section) tothe
democraticleft's acquiringa masssocia base.

It would, of course, not be entirely correct to clam that the labour
movement and the various left organizations and groups that emerged
during and after Perestroika developed aong totally separate paths. In
fact, over the years, various attemptson theleft have been made toforge
linkswith the workers movement. Following the miners strike o 1989,
these efforts met with some temporary success. In particular, there was
considerablel eft influenceat thefoundingdf the Confederation of L abour
in May 1990. But the Confederationitsalf never redly got off the ground.
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Since then, aside from a few regiona political groupings consistently
oriented toward workers (such as Rabochii, a socidist association of
workers' clubs in the Volga and Urals regions), and some groups of
sociaist intellectual s(such as the Moscow-based KAS-KOR Bulletinon
the Labour Movement and the Committeeto Support the L abour Move-
ment), most leftwing organizations gradually gave up systematic efforts
directed toward workers.

In the first section, we tried to understand the isolation o theleft by
focusing on the poalitics of workers and their ('non-political’) labour
organizations. In thispart, we will approach the problem from insidethe
left itself.

1. Before August 1991°

a The'Informal’ Left®

For the sake d clarity, we will treat separately the early stages of the
development o the 'informal’ left from that of the left within the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union. However, it should be kept in mind that
thesecurrentsinteractedto alargeextent, bothin their political dynamics
aswadl asin adirect organizationa sense, sincethe CPSU or Komsomol
structuresoften gave tacit support (political and even material ) to many of
the 'informal’ groups, whose members were themsalves frequently re-
cruited from these structures. Nevertheless, until 1991 open and direct
collaboration between the 'informal’ and the 'forma’ structureswasvery
limited, as the former feared manipulation and discrediting, while the
latter werewary of encouraging potential competitors.

Many o the'informal’ left groupshad their rootsin the pre-Perestroika
era, when discontent with the regimewas growinginintellectual circles.
When Perestroikawas put on the officid political agendain 19861987,
many o thesesmall groupingsalready had several yearsdf discussonand
even samizdat publication behind them. But for obvious reasons, their
practical experiencewith political interventionand campai gning was next
to nonexistent, and when liberalization made possible open political
struggle, this lack o experience, especidly in contest with the shrewd
tacticiansd the party apparatus, wesvery telling. (Theaverageageinthe
'informal’ socidist clubsin 1986-1987 was probably lessthan 25 years.)

Themultituded clubsand currentsthat emergedin thisperiod wasthe
manifestation d a genuine, if limited in scope, anti-bureaucratic move-
ment that posed vital socia and political issues hitherto exclusvely re-
stricted to the jurisdiction of the bureaucratic authorities or else
completely outside the bounds of |egitimatepolitical consideration.

Theformationin August 1987 o the Federationd Socidist Clubswasa
magjor breakthroughfor the'informal’ democraticsocialists. A key player



278 THE SOCIALIST REGISTER 1994

in thiswasthe Mascow Socid Initiative Club, led, amongothers, by Boris
Kagarlitsky, who had been arrested in 1982 as a leader o the Young
Socidists, and Gleb Pavlovsky, aformer samizdat journalist.” The Federa-
tion wasfounded under theformal banner of ‘consolidatingthel eft wing of

Perestroika, a phraseobvioudy designed to cam thefearsd the author-
ities, but which aso reflected the political outlook of many of the'infor-

mal' political activistsdf the firs wave. The declaration of the founding
conferencewas carefully worded to avoid any head-on confrontation, but
it neverthel gnalled thetwo concernsthat would cometo dominatethe
political struggles on the left in the following years. the struggle for
democratic rights and the introduction d the market mechanism as a
regulator in economic relations.

Butif theFederationdf Socialist Clubswasastepforward, bothinterms
of its own organizational ambitionsand itswinning of somewhat broader
publicrecognitionfor theleft, it soon becameobsol ete, duetoitsideol ogi-
cal and structural amorphousnessin a period of extremely rapid political
evolution and differentiation. Withinlessthan ayear, it had vanishedfrom
the political scene.

As the 'democratic movement' gained momentum, Popular Fronts,
uniting very heterogeneous groups and organizations that professed a
democraticorientation, werecreated, firstin provincia centres(wherethe
political scene was less factionalized) and then finally in Moscow in the
springdf 1988, wheresocialistsplayed animportant leadershiprole. These
Popular Frontstypically had broad democratic, social and environmental
programmes, uniting substantial layers of activists. But they were unable
to transcend their own nature as coalitions in the defence o a radical
versond Perestroika. Consequently,when official Perestroikaentered its
terminal phase in the winter of 1989190 against the background of the
failuredf Gorbachev'seconomicreform, and aseriesdf alternative, mainly
liberal, options, came to dominate the political debate, the underlying
basisdf the Popular Fronts disappeared.

Although the experiences d the Popular Fronts varied from region to
region, somegeneral statementscan be made about the problemsfaced by
the left in that period inside this type of broad coalition. The forces
involved in these movementswere of such a heterogeneous, sometimes
even mutually contradictory, nature, that they could not possibly develop
anything even resembling a clear political platform or ideology. This
tended to restrict them to their lowest common denominator’, which, in
practice, was the goal o winning concessionsfrom the more progressive
elementsd the party apparatus. As Kagarlitsky, then a prominent |eader
of the Moscow Popular Front, stated: ‘We arerealisticand don't demand
theimpossible. We makeradical, but redlizabledemands.”** However, the
movement did show some radicalism, and was undoubtedly successful in
several casesin setting the political agenda, especialy in its campaigns
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around singleissues, for example, on the environment or for the truthful
treatment of Soviet history.

The political incoherence of the Popular Fronts also helps to explain
their inability to devel op | asting organi zational structures. And despitethe
significantlevel — especially in the Soviet historical context — of rank-and-
file activity involved in these movements, there was never any effective
control by the membersaf theleadership. Asaresult, whentheideological
and political windsshifted infavour of liberalism, many of the ‘informal’
leaders aligned themselves with the liberal forces that were coming to
dominate the state apparatus and took with them sizeable parts of their
organizations.

Therapid successionof events, theconstant internal struggleswithinthe
Popular Fronts and their permanent organizational flux left little political
space, time or energy for the socialist currents inside them to organize
themselves in an efficient way. Thus, for example, even though the
Confederation of Anarcho-Syndicalists counted perhaps one thousand
activistsand the New Socialistssevera hundreds, neither of them could
even beginto poseared alternativetotheliberalsoncethePopular Fronts
fell apart, asthey had neither the structure nor a regular press.

Despite attemptsto link up with the emerging, new workers' organiza-
tions, the'informal' movement remained largely confined to student and
intellectual circlesin the major urban centres. The links made with the
miners after the 1989 strike soon disappeared, and the quite serious
attempt to givethe 'informal’ movement aworking classwing by creating
Sotsprof, 'an association of socialist trade unions, ended with the left's
gjection from Sotsprof and its national leadership aligningitself fully with
theliberals.

b. The Left Within the CPSU

Contrary to the smplistic, latter-day liberal myth of a prolonged show-
down, from 1987 onwards, between ‘communists and 'democrats, thereal
political process was far more complex and the relationship between the
membersdf the party-state apparatus and the democratic movement was
to a degree even symbiotic. Indeed, it was to a large extent initiatives
originating in the party-stateleadership that opened the political spacefor
therise of the'informal’ movement.

As the independent democratic organizations declined or became in-
corporated into the pro-Yeltsin Democratic Russia organization, the
discussionsof a socialist alternative-continued mainly among the opposi-
tional currents within the CPSU, athough these discussions often re-
mained within the framework set down by the apparatus, that was still
payinglip service to a'renewed socidism'.
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The conservativewing of the apparatus, which itsdf wasavery hetero-
geneous entity, ralied around the so-called ‘Leningrad Initiative' for a
'Russian Communi st Party withinthe CPSU”.* Thismovement, whosekey
orientation (for a Russian CP) already gave aforetasted the nationalist
tendenciesthat would later come to dominateit, wasto alarge degreea
movement from within the apparatus, with itsstrongholdin Leningrad as
wadl asinsomeprovincia centres. But it a soattempted to organizeitsown
'independent’ popular base, especidly the United Front of Toilers, a
conservativefront organization that borrowedits methodsfrom the'infor-
mal ~'prganizing rallies, drafting petitions, distributing leaflets, etc.

But despite the real support the conservativeopposition to Gorbachev
enjoyed within the party apparatus and even among part of the rank and
file, it failed to put forth aclear political programme. It tried to make up
for thiswith nostalgiafor the past and the promotion o traditional vaues
d 'statehood' and 'recentralization of the economy™. (This conservative
orientation within the CPSU was bequeathed after its dissolution to its
successor partiesin what we havetermedthe'nostalgicleft'.) Thelack of a
concreteprogrammegrestly facilitated the humiliationd thisopposition,
first by the Gorbachevleadershipat the 28th Party Congressin thesummer
of 1990, despite the opposition's strong showing among the delegates
there, and later by the liberal reformerswho succeeded Gorbachev.

In the monthsleading up to that 28th Congress, two other opposition
currents were formed within the party: the Democraticand the Marxist
Platforms. The former united a broad range of supporters of a 'radica
Perestroika, from Y eltsinitesthrough socia democratsto socidists. The
| atter wasfounded by Marxist social scientistsfromthe Moscow University
but soon came to be dominated by more conservativeforces. "

Althoughthe DemocraticPlatformhad thesupport o tensof thousands
of party members, it suffered from many of the same problemsthat had
made the democratic 'informal’ movement a dead-end for its leftwing
participants. Its platform wasformulatedin very broad termsin order to
reconcilethe diversetendenciesthat coexisted withinit. Initsprogramme,
the perspectived a'transitiontodemocraticsocialism’' stood al ongsidethe
obvioudy utopian cal to transform the thoroughly bureaucratized, os-
sfied CPSU 'into amodern democraticparty'." Such contradictionsrealy
ruled out the DemocraticPlatform's becoming much more than a discus-
sion club that loosaly united oppositional delegatesto the upcoming 28th
Party Congress. Once the magjor liberal figuresin the Platform left the
party in July 1990, itsinfluence quickly declined.

The Marxigt Platform clearly distanced itself from the liberals who
tended todominatethe DemocraticPlatform (at that time, still paradingas
'sociad democrats) and the party conservatives. It proposed a return to
‘classica Marxism'. Most of the academicleftistsin thisgroup had actually
joined the party only in the late 1980s. Before becoming active in the
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movement o Moscow party clubs, they had been organizing educational
and research activity in the framework o the non-party Club of Marxist
Researchers.

But soon after the publication of its manifesto, the Marxist Platform
receivedastronginflux of activistswith avery different background: rank-
and-file party members as well aslower-leve functionaries who saw the
Platform as an avenuefor voicing their more conservative opposition to
Gorbachev's leadership d the party. While these new membersstrength-
ened the Platform numerically, they also rendered it usdlessasan instru-
ment for crystalizing a principled Marxist current within the party. This
was fully confirmed in August 1991, when a significant minority o the
Platformendorsedthe abortive, conservative putsch. Needlessto say, the
Platform subsequently split.

All the organizationsthat arose after the dissolutiondf the CPSU that
openly profess a 'communist’ orientation draw their membership over-
whelmingly from the former conservative opposition within the CPSU.
They identify, to one degree or other, with the bureaucratic past as
essentiallyasocidist one, evenif they admit that the system sufferedfrom
deformations. On the other hand, the democratic socidists inside the
CPSU failed to rally any sgnificant forcesafter itsdemise.

Therearesevera reasonsfor this, themain onebeingthat the CPSU was
in many respectsamicrocosmd Soviet society, somed whosemaintraits
we havediscussedin thefirst section. The CPSU most Sx decadesbefore
had ceased to bealiving party. Until Gorbachev's Perestroika, it had been
devoid o even the suspicion o democracy, with any independent rank-
and-fileactivity totally out of the question. Even after Gorbachev relaxed
the leadership's hold on the party, the rank and file, in itsvas majority,
remained passve. According to estimates made at the time, o the 4783
delegatesto the 28th Party Congress, the Democratic Platform counted
litttlemorethan ahundred, and the Marxist platform had only a handful of
delegates.

The supporters o the two opposition platforms were by and large
concentratedin Moscow, Leningrad and afew other mgjor cities. More-
over, their socia composition made it difficult for them to enter into a
dialogue with the millionsof mostly politically inert working class mem-
bersd the party. By 1990, the CPSU had somenineteen millionmembers,
of whom approximately twenty per cent were manual workers, fifteen per
cent peasants, and 40 per cent white-collar employees. The rest were
pensioners and employeesd the so-called ‘power ministries (the repres-
sve apparatuses). At a joint conferenced the Democratic and Marxist
Platforms after the 28th Congress, 30 per cent o the delegates were
university or institute teachers, twenty per cent were party functionaries,
and only three per cent were workers.*
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2. After August 1991

Withtheeiminationd articlesx o the Soviet constitution® in the winter
of 1990, the CPSU’s claim to political monopoly officidly ended. Dozens
of new 'parties were subsequently created, typicaly groups d a few
hundred followers around a recognized leader. Almost dl o them soon
disappearedwithout atrace. Theseriouspoalitical players, after thedecline
of the popular democratic movement, remained the old nomenklatura
cliguesand their alied'democratic' luminaries. It wastoalargeextentthe
emergence within the leading bureaucratic circles of a liberal consensus
that redlly profoundly alteredtheframework and tonedf the publicdebate.

For reasons mentioned earlier, the democraticleft wasill-prepared for
thisquite rapid turn of events, which found itsmembersisolatedin small,
more-or-lessideologicaly defined but badly organized groups. Thiswas
trueboth of thosedemocraticleft currentsthat cameout o the'informals,
aswdl asd theoppositionin the CPSU. Noned thesegroupsnumbered
morethan afew hundred membersand none had any organiclinkswiththe
workers movement.

Several attempts were made to establish a broader framework for
leftwing co-operation but they did not get beyond common declarations.
For example, a Moscow initiative group 'For People's Sdf Management'
brought together in thefall o 1990 representativesd all major left groups
- socia democrats, socialists, anarchists, the CPSU opposition.? How-
ever, thismeetingfailed to take any decisionson united campaignsnor did
it create an organizational framework for future discussions, and the
initiative petered out within afew months.

Meanwhile, the political scene was polarizing between theliberals, on
the one side, who wereincreasingly gaining the upper hand in the central
party-state apparatus (though their mass popularity had already peaked
and their Democratic Russa movement was on the decline), and, on the
other, theconservativebureaucratictendency that retainedstrongholdsin
various regions and levelsd the apparatus and was trying to organize a
mass movement.

Thefailured the August 1991 'operetta putsch’' gave afurther impetus
to this polarization: the ‘centrists o the apparatus d the Soviet Union
(Gorbachev, Lukyanov, Pavliov) were rapidly outflanked by the liberals,
led by Yeltsin. Ydtdan's suspension(l ater followed by formal outlawing) of
the CPSU in Russiafollowingthe putsch | eft the party's Central Commit-
tee apparatusin astate of total paralysis. Not one prominent party |eader
came out with a cal to create a new organization that could rally those
party members who wanted to continuetheir political activity under the
changed conditions. It was not until mid September that the Central
Committee secretariat met anew, but according to one report, 'the only
problems being discussed are those linked to the creation of jobs for
former party officids."
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I't would be another eighteen months beforeany group originating from
theformer Central Committee |eadership took an initiativetoward recre-
ating a Communist Party within the Russian Federation. By that time, a
majority of the former party high officids had already migrated to the
Russian state administration or to business (often to both) and they had
little use for a party that still identified itself, at least in words, with
‘communism’.

Thisbreakdown o the old party |eadership opened the way for therise
to prominenced formerly marginal forcesand personalities. But only two
structures managed to acquire a broad following: the Russian Communist
Workers Party (RKRP) and the Socialist Workers Party (SPT). The
former's supporterswererecruited primarily fromtheconservativewing of
the CPSU, while the latter attracted many former middie-level party
functionaries around what could be termed a'left-Perestroika’ platform.

The RKRP, formally founded in November 1991, soon became the
organizational expression of a narrow, but real enough mobilization of
activists and former low-level party functionaries with neo-Stalinist and
often strongly nationalist inclinations. This nationalism, which was to
come subsequently to dominate all of the political groupsthat cameout of
the CPSU, draws on widespread values of 'statehood’ (derzhanvnost'),
(which traces its roots far back into pre-revolutionary times and was
resurrected with avengeance by the bureaucratic counterrevolution in the
1920s and 1930s) as well as on the reaction to the obviously comprador
nature of the new Russian ruling circles, whose policies have led to the
rapid decline of the country's economic and cultural wedth, not to
mention itsmilitary might.

Atitsfounding, theparty had 5,000regi stered members; by thespring of
1992, their numbers had reached 50,000, making the RKRP the most
important of the post-CPSU formations. It was the driving force behind
the creation of Toiling Russia, with affiliatesin major cities. This front
organization united the neo-Stalinist ‘communist’ organizationswith the
growing 'patriotic’ movement. Although it lacked any positive political
programme- except for theresurrection of the USSR, possiblyintheform
o aGreater Russia- ToilingRussiawasableto bringtensadf thousands of
peopleinto the streetsin the aftermath of the dissolutionof the USSR at
theend of 1991and thelaunchingof 'shock therapy' in January 1992. With
accessto broad-circulationdailieslike Sovetskaya Rossiya, aswell astheir
own press (with a circulation of tensof thousands copies), it could reach
broad layersof frustrated and embittered former party members.

In 1992, the RKRP claimed that 30 per cent of its members were
workers. Itsleaders put much effort into the creation of itsown workers
organizations, like the Union of Workersof Moscow. But whilethe mass
demonstrations of thewinter and spring of 1992 undoubtedly had a certain
working-classelement (though the magjority were pauperized white-collar
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employees and pensioners), the attemptsto organize separate working-
class structures were largely a failure. These organizationstill exist in
many places, butin any one placethey count no morethan afew hundred,
abeit highly politicized, activistsand command no real authority among
the broad masses o workers, who have ignored their frequent callsfor
strike action.

Indeed, the virtual hegemony o the RKRP in the political protest
movement against 'shock therapy' in 1991-92 probably played arolein
dissuading the mass of workersfrom participating in such activity. The
RKRP’s predilectionfor abstract, patrioticdogansand the evident lack o
seriousnesson the part o itsleaders(for example, theflamboyant Viktor
Anpilov -former Pravdacorrespondentin Cuba- calingtooverthrow the
fascid’ Ydtsin regime through a spontaneous uprising) did much to
discredittheidead aserioussocialist dternativeto 'shock therapy'. The
RKRP’s more concrete campaigns, such as the collection o a million
signaturesfor a new 'Soviet Constitution’, pointedto no way forward for
the movement and | eft the massdf workers cold.

TheSPT (Socidist Workers Party) wasalsofoundedinthefall of 1991,
but it had quite a different political and organizationa profile. The
Brezhnev-eradissident Roy M edvedev (whowassemi-tol erated by theold
regime) was among itsfounders, but the party was dominated by former
middle-leved party officidsaf the younger (35-50) generation who shared
an orientation toward a regul ated mixed economy, market reformswith-
out 'shock therapy', and moderate nationalism. The new party adopted
the last draft & the CPSU programme (which had been endorsed by
Gorbachev and the Central Committee a month before the CPSU’s
demise).

TheSPT had an officia membershipaf 50,000-70,000, thirty deputiesin
the now dissolved SupremeSoviet of Russia(though they belongedtofive
or gx different fractiond!), regular access to Pravda, and its own bi-
monthly with a circulation of about 15,000. Nevertheless, it could not
count on any significant activesupport fromitsmembership,which, in any
case, itdid not really try to mobilize, preferringtolobby in thecorridorsd
power. Indeed, there wasredly littlein this party to give its membersa
sense d identificationwith it, and so when the project for recreating a
Communigt Party o the Russian Federation was launched at the start of
1993 (by VaentinKuptsov, former chairmand the Russian CP, createdin
1990 and dissolved by Y eltsin after August 1991), over 80 per cent of the
SPT’s members(aswel asmost of the membersd thesmaller'‘communist’
organizations) left to join the new party.

Thisresurrected Communist Party o the Russian Federation (KPRF)
immediately became the largest party in the country with half a million
membersand anetwork o regional organi zations. Thisnew/old party was
from the outset acompromise between moderatereformist forcesfromthe
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old Central Committee apparatus (led by Kuptsov, a Gorbachevite) and
an increasingly assertive nationalist current that also originatedin theold
party apparatus but had closelinkswith the entire spectrum d ‘patriotic’
organizations, aswell aswith 'nationally-oriented' businesses. In a clear
dgn o the shifting mood among the party's supporters, Gennadyi
Zyuganov, aformer Central Committeeapparatchik who had become co-
chairmand theultra-nationalist Russian National Assembly and leader of
the broad 'patriotic’ aliance, the National Salvation Front, beat out
Kuptsov in the éections to the leadership of the party's Central
Committee.

Under Zyuganov's leadership, the KPRF actually adopted a rather
conciliationist policy toward the liberal regime. It presented itsdlf as a
reform-oriented, but socially consciousopponent of 'shock therapy'. The
party's leadersnow claimto be'left socia democrats. Butit ismuch more
around the issues of Russian 'statehood' that the party has kept a high
profile. If one judges by Zyuganov's statements (and in the Russian
context today, the leader generally isthe party), it is hard to qualify the
KPRF associdistin any traditional sensedf theterm. For Zyuganov, the
key conceptsar e not 'socid justice' or ‘popular demaocracy' but'statehood'
and (Russian) 'spirituality’ (dukhovnost). His historical reference points
aremorePeter the Great and Stolypinthan Marx or Lenin. Thisshifttothe
‘patriotic’ wing of Russian politics has obvioudly not hurt the party's
popularity:together withtheclosdy allied AgrarianParty, the K PRFtook
about 25 per cent of the vote (in voting according to party slates) in the
December 1993 electionsto the Duma (the new parliament created by
Y etsin'sconstitution). (Inassessingtheel ectoral returns, itisimportant to
keepinmindthat, accordingto officid figures, 48 per cent of theel ectorate
did not participate in these elections. The real figure is probably even
higher.)

Whilethe KPRF and what wasleft o theSPT (after the massdefections
to the KPRF) participated in these elections, most of the smaller ‘com-
munist' groups caled for a boycott, arguing that participation would
legitimate Y dtan's statecoup. Thisisone df thesignsd arapidly growing
split between, on the one hand, those ‘communist’ groups oriented to
parliamentaryactivityand reform, and, ontheother, thosewho posemore
radical goas and advocate more militant tactics. Moreover, althoughthe
‘patriotic’ current clearly dominatesin the ‘communist’ camp, there are
today some signs that certain elements of its more radical wing are
reconsideringthe wisdom of their tactic of blocking with the nationalists.

3. The@igs of the Democratic Left

While the organizations that came out of the CPSU could draw on
inherited structures and networks, had access to a mass press ready to
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publicizetheir activitiesand positionsand could rely on a pool d thou-
sands o former party activists, the democratic socialists had no such
resources. Faced with an officia ideological climate that was completely
hostile to any talk of democratic socialism or a 'third way' between an
increasingly authoritarian liberalism and a potentially even more author-
itarian nationalism (in official discourse, you are either ‘for reform’, i.e.
theliberals, or 'against reform'), the small groupsof the anti-Stalinist left
reacted in variousways.

One tactic was to attempt to regroup their scattered forces within
broader left-democraticcoalitions. This tactic, which had already been
tried in 1990-91 by anarchistswhen they founded the radical Green Party
(which has no discernible presence today on the political scene), was
chosen by socidists, anarchists as well as Marxist activigs from the
dissolved CPSU, whoformedtheParty of Labour (PT) inthe aftermath of
the August 1991 putsch. It wastried againin thefall of 1992 when a broad
range of moderate and more radical leftists (from the SPT to small
Trotskyist groups) assembled at the first Congressof Democratic L eft
Forces.

But athough the Congressitsalf was a remarkabl esuccessin gathering
more than a thousand participants, it failed subsequently to develop any
rea activity. At present, elementsin the PT are attempting to form a
Union o Labour, including parts of the old trade-union apparatus, as a
moderate coalition of left forces. Itsimmediatefunction would be to run
candidatesin the upcoming regional and local elections.

Todate, noned theseattemptsat abroad democraticleft coditionhave
succeededintheir godls, that is, towin new adherentsto their movement,
to establish lasting structures, or to extend their influence beyond the
essentially Moscow-based | eft-democraticintelligentsia. Their main con-
tribution has been somewhat to raise the public profile of this current,
whichisdtill little known in the larger population.

A second tactic was to create small, ideologically well-defined propa-
ganda groups. But it has hardly fared any better. Various anarchist and
Marxist groups have been attemptingto create their own smadl 'parties,
complete with national leaderships, programmes and miniscule presses.
But none have been ableto reach out much beyond their origina circle of
founders. Mogt are actually on the decline, and none are a national factor
evenin Russianleft politics, though somehavere ativestronghol dsin one
or two regions.

A thirdtactic hasbeen, infacedf thefailuretowinapopularbase, totry
to win the support of more progressive elementsin the old trade-union
apparatusfor what istermed a'British-style labourist party’. At different
times, therewere hopeful sgnsd afavourableresponseto such overtures
made by the PT, especiadly from the Moscow and Leningrad regional
trade-unionfederations, but they cameto nought, asthe dominantcircles
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in the union apparatus preferred more substantial, and less radical,
partners, such as the Civic Union, or even different factionsinside the
ruling liberal €elite. Thus, the head of the Maoscow Federationd Trade
Unions(and presently asod the FNPR), Mikhail Shmakov, waslongseen
as favouring a labour party but he has apparently now given thisup in
favourdf devel opingasort o working relationshipwiththe Yeltsin regime,
as he had done earlier with the Moscow government.

CONCLUSION

Inreviewingthefated the Russianleft overthepast sevenor eightyears, it
istemptingto try to assign respectiveresponsibilitiesto'objective factors
(the 'masses, for reasonsoutlined in the first section, smply not being
ready to respond to a left aternative) and to 'subjective’ ones (the
weaknessesand errorsof the political left, somed whichwerementioned
in thesecond section). But whileit may beuseful toseparatethesetypesof
factorsfor analytical purposes, in readlity they are al part o the same
totality and ultimately mergeinto one another. The Russian | eft could not
eadily transcend the natured the society from which it emerged.

Despitethe upsurged popular activismin the 1987-90 period, almost
no permanent, really popul ar democraticstructuresemerged. Theimpres-
sion, held at the time by many Western and Soviet observers, that the
Glasnost erawasfast creating an independent civil society, with genuine
socia movementsand organi zationsand alasting spacefor public, demo-
cratic debate, proved deceptive. Aswe noted earlier, sixty-odd years of
Stalinism had bequeathed an atomi zed society, lacking any experienceof
sdlf-organi zation and with deeply ingrai ned tendenci esamong the popul a-
tion to look to patrons and ‘'leaders to act on their behalf. The quite
sudden collapse of the old officid ideology and almost asrapid lossdf the
old socia guaranteesl eft people deeply insecureand disoriented.

In theseconditions, asociaist programmebased upon sel f-organi zation
and genuine popular democracy was unlikely to find many ready takers.
Onceliberalism had disappointed, nationalist appeal sproved much more
accessibleto broad stratadf the impoverished population. Thebulk o the
remaining active elements o the former CPSU readily embraced this
nationalism, dways a central feature d Stalinism, helping to further
discredit socialism among workers as a real dternative and leaving the
democraticsocidiststo explainin their isolation what socialismwasredly
about. (In one bizarre, but very telling twig, the leadershipof the SPT
opted out 0 a joint leftwing dlate with democraticsocialist groupsin the
December 1993 Duma electionsin favour o a moderate nationalist bloc
that included, among others, the Cossack Union and managersin the oil
industry! But thislist failed to collect the required number of signaturesto
present candidates.)
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Theweaknessof the democraticleft wasto alargedegreea product of
these external developments and pressures. But most activists of the
democraticleft, ontheir part, failedto appreciatefullythesefactorsandto
draw appropriate conclusionsfor asuccessful strategy, that in the circum-
stances, could only be along-termone. The momentousdevel opmentsaf
the Perestroikaperiod stimulated a certain 'spontaneist’ tendency in the
thinking of the democraticleft, the expectation that increasingly broad
layersaf the populationwould, following their objective interestsand in
thewaked thelooseninggrip of theold structures, cometo embracetheir
cause. With afew exceptions, most o the democraticleft suffered from a
related 'vanguardism' that had itsrootsnot only in itssocial and political
isolation but aso in inherited Soviet traditions.

Thisledtoavery distorted view o therea correlationd forcesandtoa
failuresufficiently to appreciatethe needfor along-termstrategyinvolving
organic organizational and propagandawork among the general popula-
tion, and particularlyamongworkers. Such astrategy, of course, could not
be very attractive to socidist activigs in the rapidly evolving situation,
sinceit could not hopeto bear muchfruit in theshort term, for reasonswe
outlined in thefirst section.

Russiaisin what will undoubtedly be a lengthy period of major socid
and economicupheaval, with no point of stabilization yet in sight. These
processesare constantly deepening the contradi ctionsin Russian society.
But the latter have yet to find their adequate expression in the politica
sphere. Asbleak as the picture now seemsfor the democraticleft, many
ordinary people have gained, and are gaining, valuable political experi-
ence, gradually sheddinglong-heldillusionsabout the paternalism of state
authoritiesand theroled political patronsand leaders. They arelearning
todistinguish betweenthepromisesd politiciansand their actual practice.

The pent-up forcesdf popular discontent will eventually break through
the present political demobilization. When this happens, new, broader
possibilities should open for Russian socialism. But the struggle will
necessarily be along-termone.

NOTES

1. Segodnya, January 12,1993, p. 2.

2. MoscowRadiobroadcastin Russian, February 3,1994; Nezavisimayagazeta, February 6,
1994.

3. Rabochayatribuna, January 18,1994. Thisfigureappar entlyrefer sto cashincomesonly.
In 1993, thedecline of real incomess owed down somewhat: whilethepriceindex roseby
1,000 per cent and the aver age wage r ose by 800 per cent.

4. L. Trotskii, Chto takoe SSSR i kuda on idet?, Slovo, Paris, n.d., pp. 292-93.

5. For moredetail on theseor ganizations,see David Mandel: Perestroikaand Soviet Society,
Montreal, Black Rose Press, 1992, and Rabotyagi: Perestroika and After, the View from
Below, New York, Monthly Review Press, 1994.

6. For example, the editor sof the foundation'sjournal, who, incidentally,falsely claim that
the foundation was created on the fundsof Americanunions, state that they 'support a
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policy directed at the consolidationin Russiandemocracy and amarket economy'. (Novoe
rabocheeiprofsoyuznoe dvizhenie, Moscow, no. 1,1993, p. 3.) When these two goasare
in conflict, the foundation optsfor the second, for example, whenit supported Yeltsinin
histearing up of the constitutionin September 1993. For moreon the AFL-CIO in Russia,
see P. Bracegirdie and D. Seppo, 'The AFGCIO in the Community of Independent
States, Socialist Alternatives (Montreal), val. II, no. 2, 1993.

7. Financial Times, October 6-7, 1993.
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For one leader who is more explicit on this, seel. Yurgens, 'Listen, Worker!" Socialist
Alternatives, vol. II, no. 2,1993.

Thisdate of the abortive conservative putsch marks the definitive ascendancy of Y eltsin
and the liberalsto power in Russia.

That iswhat the |eft outside the Communist Party called itself.

11 Among theleft informal’ groupstracing their roots back to the pre-Perestroikaor early

12.

13.

14.
. TheRussianrepublic, unliketheother republicsin the USSR, did not haveitsown party

16.
17.
18.

10.

Gorbachev period, one can mention the Socialist Party (now insidethe Party of Labour).
the Confederation of Anarcho-Syndicalists (KAS), the Marxist Workers” Party, and
Rabochii.

Onedf the major publicactivitiesof theSocial I nitiativeClub in the winter of 1987188wasa
petition campaigninfavour of BorisY eltsin,whoat thetimewassee asa progressive, | eft
Communist leader, fighting against bureaucratic privilege and arbitrary power. Yeltsin
had just been ousted as Moscow party boss.

This is how the movement referred to itsdf. In retrospect, many elements of this
movement turned out to be merely economicliberasbut far from democrats.

Interview with B. Kagarlitsky, | nternational Viewpoints (Paris), no. 152,1988, p. 26.

structures separate from the CPSU until 1990.

Roughly analogous currents emerged withinthe Komsomol.

Pravda, March 3,1990.

Pravda, April 16, 1990. The story of the Marxist Platform has been told by one of its
founders, Aleksander Buzgalin, in his Belaya vorona (White Raven), Moscow, 1993.
Moskovskie novosti, July 8 and 15, 1990; '‘Report of the Mandate Commission to the
Conferenceof Supporters of DemocraticMovementswithinthe CPSU, November17-18,
1990°.

. Consecratingthe'leading role' of the party.
. For its platform, see I nternational Viewpoints, November 12,1990.
. Kommersant, September 16,1991.
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