Trotsky’s Theory of Permanent Revolution:
A Real Alternative to Socialism in One Country?

vy Eva Dragasits

Leon Trotsky is & controversial person--the spectrum of Judgements on him ranges from "a
briliiant leader” to "a deformed persanality, " There is no doubt that he was g ki rhly intelligent man
with mreat organizatonal talent, but, having a closer look at his career, one realizes that he did not
fully use his abilitics. Saveral times he failed to use pahitical opportuties he had: and his greatest
theorenical achicvement, the theory of permanent revolution, wlich he had developed in 1903,
finally led 10 his end as a political leader. | try to examine to whal extenl Trorsky’s personality and
nis political career depended on cach ather, and why Stalin, skillfully exploiting Trotsky's
weaknesses, could so easily outmaneuver his political cpponent.

Leon Trotsky, who had been fascinated by revolutionary ideas already at an eurly age, joined
the Mensheviks in 1903, He shared their idea that a coming revohtion would be bourpeois and
would eventually lead to a secund, a socialist, revolution.' But by 1905, Trotsky had developed
4 mew wdea: the proletarial, having assumed the leadership in the approaching revolution, would
also assume the power, and, therefore, the new government would not be bourpeais, but Social
Desmoeratic, proletarian. From this embryo he gave hirth to the doctrine of "purmanent revolution, "
Support wounld come from revolutions in Western Furope, which he expecied "the Russian spark
to igmite,” and which would ilead Russia directly through the process of ripening industrialization,
making possible the proietarian revolution. With this theory, Trotsky was contradicting Lenin wha
did not believe that 2 minority could achicve soeialism, butwas convineed that much time and mass
education were needed. I'rotsloy was convinced that enouph sirength could be mustered temporarily
to take and to hold Russia until the workers of Europe would ariss. Bur the Petersburg uprising in
1905 was not answered by revolutions m the Wesl, contrary to Trotsky's expectations. Trorsky as
leader of the St. Petersbure Sovier was sent tw exile.”

All Russian Social democratic revolulionaries based their concepts of revodution on Mary and

Engels, according to whom proletarian revolurions cceur in sucieties which are already
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industrialized and urbanized under capitalism and therefore ure ready for very rapid reconsiruction
along radically new lines, This society on the morrow of the great workers' revolt was the "first
phase” of comemunism and in the later development of the Marxist movement became known as
“socialism”. Socialism would be governed by a revoiulionary dictatorship of the proletariat and
would be a transitional phase fallowed by the higher phase of communism. [n communism the
medem productive powers would be completely liherated, matenal plenty would be achieved, and
the government 1n the old repressive sense would cease to exist.”

Applied to the sconomically bacloward Russia, Marx's theorv required first the creation and
experience of 3 capitaist stage of industrislization, before a socialist revolution could occur and
the countey finally could proceed Lo communism,

In 1905, there existed three distinctly different positions wwards the coming revolution which,
according 1o Marx, wasg necessary to achieve socialism,

The Mensheviks thought the coming revolution in Russia would be a bourgesis demuvratic
revolution which would bring the hourgeaisie to power and lead to the political and econumic
development and the organization of the working class. This would prepare 4 second, & sociaiist
revolution. The role of the workers was, for the Lime being, subordinats to that of the liberal
bourgeoizie,”

Lenin and the Bolsheviks accepted that the revolution would be bourgaois because Russia was
too backward for a sociulist revelurion:

The degree of econumic development of Russia...and the degree of olass sonscions-
ness and organization of the broad masses of the proletariat. . _make the immediate
complete emancipation of the working class impossible.”

However, Lenin rejected the notion thal the hourgeoisie would lead the revolution hecause it was
too weak and cowardly; therefore, the leading role would likely fall to the proletariat.®
Under Russian circumstances, however, the revolution could only suceesd through an alliance
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of the two great oppressed classes, the proletarat and the poor peasantry.” The Secial Democratic
Party would strive lo snfer any provistonal sovernment thal mighl anse in the course of Lhe
struggele and would determine the policy of that govermment. He advocated a bvo-class government,
"the democraric dictarorship of the prolatariat and the peasantry. ™

The third position was that of Trotsky. He was n complede arreement with Lenin about the
lack of revolunonary potential in the liheral bourgenisie and, therefors, believed that the proletariat
would have o do the job which the bourgeoisic was incapable of doing. The revolulionary
government would be a government of the workers' democracy, so the "hourgeois revolution”
made hy the proletariat would tend to fow aver into a prodetarian revalution.

He further anticipated thar the Eussian revaluton would tend to spread to the Wast which was
ripe for a sncialist revolution. The proletanat, onee in power, might hold onte it and keep the
revolution going "o permanence”: the bourgeors and proletarian revolutions wonld combine into
a single, continuous process, deminaled throughoul by the proletariae,

Trotsky and Lanm both armbuted the leading role 1 the revolution to the proletariac becanss
thev thought the hourgenisic to be incapable of carmving through a revolution, and hoth wanted the
Social Demoeraric Party to anter the provisional government. Bur Lenin rejected Trotaky’s formmla
of 8 "soeialist povermment” or a “dictatorship of the proletarial.” He favored a "democralic

dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry:” g

The only foree capable of paining "a decisive victory aver tsarism”, is the peopla. i.e.,
the proletartar and the peasantry, And such a vietory will be precisely a dictatarship, ...’

In Trowky's opinion Tenin ovarestimated the prospects of independent revolutionary

representation of the peasantry.™

As [ have already mentioned, he had developed his own theory
of revolution, which T here want to explain in deeail,

The basic wlea of this theory was thal Russia could snd would schiove power hefore the
working classes of Wesrarn FEurnpe and withour passing through a prolonged perniod of bourgeois

democracy.  Trolsky considered the peasantry, which plays an imporant role in Lenin's
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conception, o0 be low differenuated and shapeless o form an independent party ur poliey of itg
ovwn. The peasantry would be forced 0 side with the proletariat, but its role would be strict]y
subordinate. The coalition envisaged by Lenin was not realizable ar a political, governmenta]

fevef: !

Our attitnde towards the idea of a "dictatorship of the prolataniat and the peasantrv” is now
quite clear....In our opinion, it simply cannot be realized. st least in its direct meaning, "

Conssquently the government waould pass indo the hands of the party and the class that had led the
uprising, which could only be the Social Democrats and the proletarial. But, compelled by the logic
of the conlinuing class struggle, the government would nol he able to restrice jreelf to merefy
democratic measures, but would lead to the socialist revalurog,

This 1= the first aspect of Trotsky's theory of permanent revolution: the transition of the
democratic ravolution into the socialist: Tratslcy denied that a long period of demucracy would
exist.'*

The second aspecl of the theory characterizes the socialist revolution:

For an indefinitsly long time and in constant internal struggle, all social relations are
transformed. ... Revalutions in cconomy, technique. science, the family, morals and UsADes
develop in complicated reciprocal action and de not allow snciery to reach equilibrium, 't

The third aspect of the theory coneerns internarionalism, Russia was an cconomically and
politically backward country, and the material prerequisites for socialism did not vet exist. Trotsly
saw the answer to this problem in “internationalization" of the Revolution: "...A Socialist
revidution in the West would allow us to tum the temporary supremacy of the working class

directly inie a Socsalist dictatorship, "' This help from the Buropsan proletariat would remove
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the threat of military restoration of capitalism, would relieve Russia from he pressure of
international economiz competition, and would make availahle rasources which would allow a rapid
development of Russia's productive forces.” Therefore, fur the Russian working class “nothing
remarns but o hink the fate of ils political supremacy and the fate of the Russian revolutivn with
the fate of a Socialist revelution in Europe.""™ Trotsky wamed about Lanin's concept, which
required a highly centralized Parly cantrol over the peasants who were not vet abie o povern the
stale: "The organizanon of the Party will lake the piace of tha Parry nsalfs the Central Conunitiee
will take the place of the organizaton: and finally, the dictator will lake the place of the Cantral
Committee.” This shows that Trotsky was aware thar omt of Lenin's concept a dictatorship would
almost certainly be crealed under the conditions of actual revolution. For his parr, Lenin warmsd
ahaut Troteky: "Whoever wants (v approach socialism by anyv other path than that of poitical
democracy, will inevitahly arrive at the most absurd snd resctionary conclusions, pohincal and
eoonomic.

In 1903 Lenin faiied to grasp the significance of Trotsky's new theory. He himself started to
question some of the ssttled points of Russian Marxism, like the necessity of a period of capilalisl
mile, and suggested that workers and peasants "will not surrender™ the democratic revalution to the
bourgeoisie. He alse admitted that "in history certain partucular elements of both revolulions
hecome interwoven,” thus Flurring the old distinction between the bourpenis revalution and the
socialisl revolution, Lenin came very cluse to Trotsky’s position, but drew back from a sharp break
with orthodox Marxism.™

In the years herween 1905 and 1917, Trotsky continued his independent line, disagrecing with
both Bolsheviks and Mensheviks on many 1ssues. Nevertheless he red also ta reconcile the two.
However, in 1912 the split became final, when Lenin, at the Prague conference proclaimed the
Bolshevik faction lo be the party. The Mensheviks and a few Bolshevik splinter groups then
coalesced against Lenin and formed the August Bloc under Trotslky; bul it svon hroke apart.™
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Trotsky, who then was in Vienna in exile, kept attacking Lenin in his journal Borba | "Strugple™),
In 1214, when the war broke out, Trotsky left Vienna and subsequently staved in Zurich, France,
Spain and New York, After the liberal revolution that ousted the Tsar in February 1917, he
returned (o Petrograd (o his position of leaderstup in the Petrograd Suviet, which was again in lhe
coutrol of the Mensheviks =

In Apnl 1917, Lemin also retumed to Petrograd and issued his famous “Aprl Theses,” his
analysis of the revolutionary situation in Russia. He had changed his concepl. In his "april
Theses,” Lewin believed that the Petrograd Soviet and others throughout the country were strong
cnough te take power. In a kind of amalgamation of his own and Trotsky's theories he proposed
to carry the boursems revolution on mto a proletanian and peasant revolution as soon as he could

seeure 4 Bolshevik majority in the Petroprad Soviet. He presents this i his April Theses:

The specific feanire of the present situation in Russia is that it represents a transition from
the first stage of the revolution—-which, owing to the insufficient class conscinusness and
organizatien of the proleranat, placed the power m the hands of the bourgecisie--to the
second stage, which must place the power in the hands of the proletariat and the poorest
strata of the peasanlry.

Trotsky saw that Lenin, in his "April Theses," did oot want to hait the revolution, aven
temporarily, al the hourgeois-democratic stage; and Lenin saw in the Russian and internativna)
situations an opportunity that convineed him that Trotsky's formula of “permanent revolution”
could succesd. The differences berween them had narrowed. They both now formed a sort of
"pragmatic union” n a determined snd concentrated strupgle toward the same poal,?

After the scizure of power in 1917, which was brilliantly arranged by Trotsky as the chainman
of the Military Revolutionary Commillee of the Petrograd Soviet, Lenin wanted Lo minimize his
pasl disayreements with Trotsky. He simplified the scheme of "permanent revolution” for his own
nse; he behieved that a politica] or hourgeais revolution in backward Russia mightl "prow nver” into
a socialist revolucion, ™

It was more difficult for Trotsky to justify his posiion. Being a leader in the parry after 1917
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weant that he had to suppress and deny parts of his past. In 205 he had feared (py, tha
finally be replaced by a dictalor—and in 1917 he himself had joined this party!

party might
This was a missing
link in Trotsky's theory of permanent revolution: an authorilarian PAMTY Bad st R
force the revolution within u hackward and incompletely prepaced COUNTY, Trotsky realized et
ne had been too aptimistic CROUCUIMINE & spontanepus melination of the Proletariat in both Flisaln
and western Europe,
g ¥, bul an
unavoldable step for his theory of permanent revolution, 1t js verrainly o paradox that in 1917
Trotsky's prophecy of 1905 applied not oaly to Lenin, but 1o Trotsky himsaf, 45 a4y suthoritarian
leader of the party
Trotsky explained his long resistance to Lenin (1903-1917) by #¥ing thyy "only a man whe
has strupggled with doubts can emerge 4 firm and principled believer vy, t-‘mimzed the
dependence of the Bulshevils upon Lenin:

"One could wrte an instrueiva chapler oo the leadership of the Leniniuee without Lenin.
The latter towered so high abave his nearest disciples that in his Bresence they falt thay
thers was no need of their solving theoretical angd tacrical prohlspg indepen dently. When
they happenad to be separated from Lenin ar & critica] moment, they imaz.q one by theip
utter helpiessness, "%

He thus justified his former oppositton.  But also, he produced the UNintenti oy
himself became the heart of (he party, the "one and only leader, " withay, whom the Party would
fikely have blundered budly ™ With this he wnknowingly played in hands of Stafin who, in
a very fow years, would very skillfully claim Leninjst legitimacy—and 15,
Trotsky.

Trulsky, appointad War Comumissar in March 1218, was a brilliant miditary leader: i

effect that Lemin

It devastatingly against

5 army

defeated the Isarist generals iy the c1vil war and repelled invasians b¥ the Brijish French, Poles
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Czechs, Japanese and Americans. ™ Since intermationalisy played an imporiant role in lus theary,
Trotsky placed high hopes m both his mulitary activity and in the Communist Intamationa
(Comintern), which was founded m 19158, Je hoped that the revolition, with the help of the
Comintern, would gain foatholds In central Europs, The Hunpanan, Bavarian, ang Spartucts!
revolutions failed, hot Trolsky never gave up his belief in the Intemanogal

In the sphere of economues, Lenin and T rotsky were following the policy of War Communism
berween 1917 and 1921, with (he abolition of the free market, centralized Planning, and
militarization of labor.® By by the end of 1919 and the beginnmg of 1920, they had to realize
that this program was fuiling. Svvier Russia was War-ravaged; the peasants wers destructive]y
oppasing policies of requisitione and rationing: and signs of Popular unrest weps growing ™

Lenin at that time planned the ratreat into the New Economic Palicy {NEP). 'This would be
a tactical ratreat from War Communism, durmg which capitalism waould temnporarily he resiopad
and the forces of socialism ip Russia would "retrench, recuperate, and then resume their
march, "™ Trotsky now Joined forces with the parly ideolugist Nikola; Eukhagin, wWaning 1o
continwe War Commupism. They demanded the retention of central Planning and adininisteation
and tighter discipline, a snbordination of democracy to efficiency. At the Tenth Congress in 197]
these two positions were discussed: Lenin’s retreal from War Communism and independence for
the lrade unions versus Trotsky’s and Bukharins idea of slrengthening discipline, centralized
Planning, and incorporatinn of the unions into the state administralion with allowing for 4 limired
Ires market,* The Conpress endorsed Lenin’s pesition by an overwhelming majority, T rotsky
SAMS Oul as a loser in the irade unjan controversy, the Tenth Congress was ag anportant political
sethack for him, NEP explicilly repudiated the line he had heep publicty laking in economic
poliey, ™
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On March 25, 1922, Lenin suffered the first in 4 series of strokes that would Jead ultimate]y
to his death, gng the strugzle for sucosssing began, This struggle was foupht betwesy Tmtsk}f azicl
the so-called "Trotka" Zinaviey, Kamenev, and Stalin. I April 1922, Lenip Proposad that Trotsky
be appoimeed vie, chatrman of the Caunei] uf People's Comumissars, the goveming hody of (ha
Soviet Uniog, 14 Trotsky had accepted, he would have hecome Lenin's deputy ang polential

SUCCESSLE [n the Soviar premuership. But when Lenin's condition wiirsened, Trotsky said 1o
Kamaney:

‘Remeniber, und 10 oghers Bat the last thing | want is 1o start a fight t the congress for

any changes ip organization. T am for preserving the status quo. ... | am Against removing
£ 8 i i . . w37

Stalin ang #xpelling Ordzhonikidze and displaying Dzerzhinsky. ..

Trotsky obviousty underestimated Stalin and failed to use his chanee for poiirca) leadership ang
the surge of pro-Trotsky feching that arnse in (972 and 1923 in reaction to the MNEF, which wae
upapular within the pagl,e of the Party,

This Passivity of Trotsky was probably caused by apathy or depression in the wake af the
failure of the Permanent Revalution 1e transpire, Trotsky, instead of fighting, started 1n operate
With slogans like "ihe Party is always right" thus Justifying his vam attitude, J¢ was Stalin whn
mockingly reminded hig that "the Party has sometimes been wrong, "%

Lenin died oy January 21, 1924, and shorlly after Stalin was ahle to drive Trotsky qut of (he
Faﬂ}r and eventually emerpa op Lup.

In autumy 1924, Stalin for the first lime preseated an independeant theory, thar of socialism in
UNE country, In April 1924, he had the sume opinion on the Russian Fevolution ae Lenin and
Trotsky: 1t was 4 stage in the warld struggle against capitalism. He asserted that the Soviet Union
WAs ot "an eng ip tself.. [but] a link needed tu strengthen the chain of revolutionary movement
1w the countrjps of the West angd the Bagp " By the end of 1924, however, he had reversed his
Pasition and spake of building socialism in an isodated Soviet Russia His 1des wyy thal Russis
would be able, with or withont help from vutside, to accomplish the second historic fear of Com-
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structng a full sociaiist society. ™ He rooted his theory firmly in Leninism:

... The vietory of Socialism in one country, even if this country 15 less developed in the
capitalist sunse, whle capitalism is preserved in other countries, even if these countres
are more highly developed in the capitalist sense, while capitalism is preserved in other
countries, even if these countries are more highly developed in the capilalist sanse—is quile
pessible and probabie. Such, brieflv, are the foundations of Lemin’s theory of the
proletanan revolution.™

So he denied any orginalicy of his own in the matter and claimed Leninist legitimacy by
mamtaining that it was Lenin who discovered the truth that the victory of sncialism in one country
15 possible.®

Stalin emphasized that only in the further progress of world revelution law final security for
the Soviet Revolution. His innovarion was that he made the construction of 4 socialist society at
home independent of the international revolution, ag is shown in the following: " After consolidating
its power and taking the peasantry 1 tow, the proletarial of the victorious country can and must
build up a socialist sociery.® Both conceptions, Stalin’s and Trotsky's, thersfors envisaged the
same end product, an international socialist socisty, but they differsd in timing, temperament, and
their means to achivve this. Stalin called for the establishment of socialism in Russia first to be (he
leading example for an international revolution, Trotsky had the order reversed.* His arpument
was that the temporary rule of the Russian workers mi ght only be converted into a lasting socialist
diclatorship, if the. European proletariat, hy the Russian example, would be mspired to s successinl
revolution,

In 1924, Trotsky wrote Lhe essay "Lessons of Getober, " which questioned the polivy of Stalin
and the "Right’ and branded it as counter-revolutionary, This essay set the entire propaganda
machine against Trotsky and helped Stalin to smerge as undisputed party leader as well as its
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theoretical spokesman.’™

Stalin’s strategy in allacking Trotsky was to draw 4 fundamental contrast between " Lenimism"
and “Trotskyism" and an equally fundamental identification between "Leninism’ and 'Stalinism.’
He presented lus theory of socialism in nne country as Lenin's theory and criticized Trotsky's
theory of permanent revolunon as semi-Menshevik and anti-Leninist. He accused Trotsky of the
following: ...Lack of faith in the strength and capabilities of our rav olution, lack of faith in the
strength and capabilities of the Russian proletariat—thar is what lies at the root of "permanent
cevolution."  Stalin citzd this as proof of Trotsky's contimuing  underestimation of the
potentialilies of the peasanl, Lis early opposilivn to Lenin’s nation of an alliance betwean workers
and laboring pessants as the prolelarian dictatorship.®

This public actack on "Trotskyism” in 1924 and 1925 markad the beginning of tha end for
Trotsky and his political cause.”” Trotsky did not fight back. He was feverish, nervous, racked
by influenza, and he kepl silent to all the accusations that were made against him in the papers. On
January 15, 1925, Trotsky asked to be relieved af the duties of the Revolulionary War Council,
and his resignation was accepted.®

[n 1926, in a last futle effort to resist Stalin’s relentless march lo dictatorship, Trotsky,
Zinuviev and Kameney were briefly alipned against Stalin in the so-called “United Opposition.”
vinoviev declarad that "nnly through the WET could the party tead the country to socialism, ™ but
the country could not proceed to socialism through the WEP smoothly, that means without class
strugele, and it could nol proceed to socialism alone. Stalin argued that Trotskyism “denies Lhe
possibility of the victory of socialism in our country through the intemal forces of our Revolu-
uon, "

Ev August, 1927, Trotsky and Zinoviev were gxpelled from the Central Committer and by
November 14, 1927, they were expelled from the party. [n January, 1328, Trotsky and hie family
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left for Alma Ata, from where they wenl Lo exile in Mexico, There Trotsky was murdered by an
pssassin sent by Stalin in 1940.5 With hie departure the 1.oft opposition a5 & polincal force was
crishad,

Historians agree thal Trowsky was 2 genius a8 an Orator, Organizer, and milary Jeader, but
tailed in appreciating the personal element in Party relulions. Antheny D°Augustnd puts it as
fallows: "he fuils mot iu the realm of thought, but where thought transiated mto praclical
palitics. "+

Trotsky several times did not see and use the chances thal the politizal sivatipns gave hin
Waiting for the revolutions in other countries lo occur, he failed lo use his real chances. In
1025/24, in the contest with the Triumvirs, Trotsky had aimed his politics only at Zinoviey and
Brapdler of the German Communist Party, but nal at Sralin; and he even later admitied this o ba
omly u "mustake of secondary impor:anu:.“‘"' But this mistake gave Stalin the chance to come o
power and subsequantly w get nid of Trotsky. Stalin was much more dkillful in using Marxism-
Leninism as & lepitimacy fur his theary and politics than Trotsky, wha even remamed silent under
Stalin’s attacks,

Trotsky atso failed to face reality regarding his theory. He had stressed fhe international
alement and the hope that Western cevalurions would support the Russian revolutions, but the
Wedlern revolutions did not bappen. Alsc the Russian Revolution had rather been carmied by
soldiers and sailors--preasants--than by the proletanat, contrary 1o his theory.™ But Trotsky still
did not adapt his theory 1o veality, but tried to explain reality according to g theory. Trolsky
"eometimes was the prisoner of abstract aouns," whersas Stalin used the words 1o serve his
nberests, "

Trotsky, despits all his talents and brilliance, was not 4 politician. Furthermore, he was unable
to judgpe about penple with whom he deall directiv and frequently, like notably Sralin.

Sialin's advantage over Trotsky was his strength as a leader. He very pragmatically pushed his

ideas fhrougl, whereas Trofsky was unahle io defend himself and his ideas. Slalin faced reality.
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carricd throuph lus idess through his comtrast of the Leninist party organization, and lesitinuzed
them by carefully picked quates from Marx and Lenin.

Trotsky did not know what to do when his complicated modtal of permanent revolution did not
wodk. I think that only Stalin, with his stremg will 1o cary mut his ideas, no matter what cost, was
able to lead the country, He saw the pecassity of strong, pragmatic leadership, This pragmatism
is what Trotsky lacked.



