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Crisis in the Trade Unions

Russia emerged from the civil war in a state of economic collapse ‘unparalleled in the history of mankind’, as an economic historian of the period writes.
 As we have seen, industrial pro​duction was about a fifth of the pre-war level and the city population had shrunk. Between the end of 1918 and the end of 1920 epidemics, hunger and cold killed nine million Russians. (The world war as a whole had claimed four million victims.)

Towards the end of 1920, with victory at hand, and the civil war almost over, the system of War Communism reached crisis point. Stresses became particularly intolerable on the labour front. During the civil war the trade unions had stood more or less united behind the state and the party in tightening labour discipline in a way which was not compatible with traditional trade union practices. During the war they had supported in industrial mobilization and the militarization of labour. The latter had now lost its justification. The problem of the role of the trade unions once again became the cause of friction, both within the trade unions themselves, and between them and the state apparatus.

The trade unions now reacted against state interference in their affairs, and protested against appointments and dismissal of trade union officials by the party.

As we have seen,
 the First Congress of Trade Unions (1918) had argued that the unions ought to become ‘organs of state power’; the Eighth Party Congress in the following year had declared that the trade unions ‘must proceed to the practical concentration into their own hands of the work of administration of the whole economic life of the country.’ In the heat of the civil war these views could be shelved - by state/union subordina​tion of everything to the needs of the front. But once the civil war was over, the question of the relationship between the state and the trade unions was bound to re-emerge.

A very heated debate on the issue broke out at the Fifth Trade Union Conference in Moscow on 2-6 November 1920. The Bolshevik delegates, as usual, met beforehand to decide their line at the conference. Trotsky launched a general attack on the trade unions, which he described as in need of a ‘shake-up’ - similar to the one that he had undertaken in the rail union. He purged the Central Committee of the Union of Workers in Rail and Water Transportation (Tsektran) with the aid of the Chief Political Department of the People's Commissariat for Com​munications - Glavpolitput. It was necessary, as in Tsektran, to replace ‘irresponsible agitators’ by production-minded trade unionists.
 Tomsky, Chairman of the All-Russian Central Council of Trade Unions, openly attacked Trotsky and found an ally in Lenin. At the meeting of the Central Committee of the Party on 9 November, Lenin and Trotsky presented alternative draft resolutions on Tsektran. With four votes against (Trotsky, Kresinsky, Andreev and Rykov), a resolution modelled on Lenin's draft was adopted, calling for the democratization of the trade unions, an end to the practice of appointing officials to the trade unions from above, and elections instead. This was a rebuff for Trotsky.

The Central Committee was so divided on the question of the trade unions, that eight separate platforms were advanced. The discussion spread throughout the party. In the four months leading up to the Tenth Party Congress on 8 March 1921 the debate raged in party meetings and in the party press. Through​out January 1921 Pravda carried almost daily articles by sup​porters of one platform or another. Before the congress met the principal documents were published by order of the Central Committee in a volume edited by Zinoviev. The party also pub​lished two numbers of a special Discussion Sheet in order to provide a forum for a detailed exchange of views. As well as Pravda publishing the platform of one of the contenders, the newly formed Workers’ Opposition, a separate issue of Kollontai's pamphlet putting the case for the Workers’ Opposition was printed in 250,000 copies. Since coming to power the Bolsheviks had never been divided by so sharp a controversy.

In the end three platforms were presented to the congress. On one side were Trotsky, Bukharin, Andreev, Dzerzhinsky, Krestinsky, Preobrazhensky, Rakovsky and Serebriakov - eight members of the Central Committee. On the other was the Workers’ Opposition, whose main leaders were Shliapnikov and Kollontai, a well-known Bolshevik feminist. In between was the Platform of the Ten - Lenin, Zinoviev, Tomsky, Radzutak, Kalinin, Kamenev, Lozovsky, Petrovsky, Artem and Stalin.

The Views of Trotsky and Bukharin

Basically the Trotsky-Bukharin group reacted to the econ​omic collapse by arguing that army methods should be trans​ferred from the war front to the factories and trade union organizations in order to tighten discipline. They wanted the complete ‘statification’ of the trade unions. Trotsky drew the logical conclusion from his statement on labour policy to the Third Congress of Trade Unions: 'the transformation of the trade unions into production unions - not only in name but in content and method of work as well - is the greatest task of our epoch.’

He argued that in practice the statification of the trade unions had already gone quite far, and should be pushed to its conclusion. Secondly, the gradual transference of economic ad​ministration to the trade unions, promised by the party pro​gramme, presupposed ‘the planned transformation of the unions into apparatuses of the workers’ state'’. This should be imple​mented consistently. He argued that his policy was only a continuation of the Lenin-Trotsky policy of earlier months and years.

The Workers' Opposition

This group included, besides Kollontai, a considerable num​ber of worker leaders: Shliapnikov, originally an engineer and the first Commissar of Labour, Iv.Kh.Lutovinov and S.Medvedev, leaders of the Metalworkers’ Union, were the most prominent.

The Workers' Opposition demanded that the management of industry should be in the hands of the trade unions. The transition to the new system should begin from the lowest industrial unit and extend upwards. At the factory level, the factory committee should regain the dominant position it had had at the beginning of the revolution. An All-Russia Producer Congress should be convened to elect the central management for the entire national economy. National congresses of separate trade unions should similarly elect managements for the various sectors of the economy.

Finally, the Workers' Opposition proposed a radical egali​tarian revision of wages policy. Money wages were to be pro​gressively replaced by rewards in kind; the basic food ration was to be made available to workers without payment. The same was to apply to meals in factory canteens, essential travel facilities, and facilities for education and leisure, lodging, lighting, etc.
The Platform of the Ten

Lenin’s attitude to the trade unions changed much more quickly than Trotsky’s. The end of the civil war meant for him the end of talk about the ‘statification’ of the trade unions, and about ‘militarization of labour’. In a speech on 30 December 1920 he came out strongly against Trotsky's position. The speech was published in a pamphlet with the title ‘The Trade Unions, the Present Situation and Trotsky's Mistakes’. In Lenin's view, the trade unions held a unique position. On the one hand, as their members made up the bulk of industrial workers, they were organizations of the ruling class - a class using state compulsion. On the other hand they were not, and should not be, state bodies, organs of compulsion:

the trade unions, which take in all industrial workers, are an organization of the ruling, dominant, governing class, which has now set up a dictatorship and is exercising coercion through the state. But it is not a state organization; nor is it one designed for coercion, but for education. It is an organization designed to draw in and to train; it is, in fact, a school: a school of administration, a school of economic management, a school of communication... we have here a complex arrangement of cogwheels which cannot be a simple one; for the dictatorship of the proletariat cannot be exercised by a mass proletarian organization. It cannot work without a number of ‘transmission belts’ running from the vanguard to the mass of the advanced class, and from the latter to the mass of the working people. In Russia, this mass is a peasant one.

With the end of the civil war trade union policy had to change radically. Compulsion, justified in wartime, was wrong now.

Where did Glavpolitput and Tsektran err? Certainly not in their use of coercion; that goes to their credit. Their mistake was that they failed to switch to normal trade union work at the right time and without conflict… they failed to adapt themselves to the trade unions and help them by meeting them on an equal footing. Heroism, zeal, etc. are the positive side of military experience; red tape and arrogance are the negative side of the experience of the worst military types. Trotsky's theses, whatever his intentions, do not tend to play up the best, but the worst in military experience.

Trotsky insisted that the militarization of labour was essential for socialist reorganization of the economy. Against this Lenin argued that militarization could not be regarded as a perm​anent feature of socialist labour policy.

In his speech to the Tenth Congress, he said that it would a grave mistake to assume an identity between the state - even a workers’ state - and the trade unions. The unions have to defend the workers from their own state:

Trotsky seems to say that in a workers' state it is not the business of the trade unions to stand up for the material and spiritual interests of the working class. That is a mistake. Comrade Trotsky speaks of a ‘workers' state’.  May I say that this is an abstraction ... it is ... a patent error to say: ‘Since this is a workers' state without any bourgeoisie, against who then is the working class to be protected, and for what purpose?’ The whole point is that it is not quite a workers’ state. For one thing, ours is not actually a workers’ state but a workers’ and peasants’ state. And a lot depends on that. (Bukharin: ‘What kind of state? A workers’ and peasants’ state?’)



Ours is a workers’ state with a bureaucratic twist to it. 
We now have a state under which it is the business of the massively organized proletariat to protect itself, while we, for our part, must use these workers’ organizations to protect the workers from their state, and to get them to protect our state.

A balance must be struck, Lenin argued, between the role of the unions in production and in consumption. They should not be turned into appendages of the state. They should retain a measure of autonomy, so as to be able to speak for the workers, if need be against the state.

At the same time as he was fighting Trotsky on one front, Lenin was also fighting, much harder, against the Workers’ Opposition. He accused them of syndicalism, differing radically from communism.

Communism says: The Communist Party, the vanguard of the proletariat, leads the non-party worker masses, educating, preparing, teaching and training the masses (‘school’ of com​munism)-first the workers and then the peasants-to enable them eventually to concentrate in their hands the administra​tion of the whole national economy.
Syndicalism hands over to the mass of non-party workers, who are compartmentalized in the industries, the management of their industries . . . thereby making the party superfluous, and failing to carry on a sustained campaign either in training the masses or in actually concentrating in their hands the manage​ment of the whole national economy.
The Programme of the Russian Communist Party says: ‘The trade unions should eventually arrive’ (which means that they are not yet there or even on the way) 'at a de facto concentra​tion in their hands... of the whole administration of the whole national economy, as a single economic entity’ (hence, not branches of industry, or even industry as a whole, but industry plus agriculture, etc. Are we anywhere near to actually con​centrating the management of agriculture in the hands of the trade unions?) . . .

Why have a party, if industrial management is to be appointed... by the trade unions nine-tenths of whose members are non-party workers?

Throughout the trade union debate Lenin made it clear that his differences with the Workers’ Opposition were far more fundamental than his differences with Trotsky. As he told the Tenth Congress:

When I had occasion to debate, with Comrades Trotsky and Kiselev at the Second Miners’ Congress, two points of view were definitely revealed. The Workers' Opposition said: ‘Lenin and Trotsky will unite.’ Trotsky came out and said: ‘Those who fail to understand that it is necessary to unite are against the party; of course we will unite, because we are men of the party.’ I supported him.

The chief defect of the Workers' Opposition programme was that it lacked any concrete proposals for ending the economic impasse. Its declaration of confidence in the proletariat, when the latter was so demoralized, was no substitute for a realistic programme of action. The demand for the immediate satisfaction of workers’ needs, for equal wages for all, for free food, clothing, etc., was totally unrealistic in a situation of general economic collapse. With the proletariat demoralized and alienated from the party, it was absurd to suggest that the immediate objective of this heterogeneous group should be the administration of in​dustry. To talk about an All-Russian Congress of Producers, when most of the producers were individualistic peasants, estranged from the dictatorship of the proletariat, was wishful thinking. (The concept of a ‘producer’ is, in any case, anti-Marxist - it amalgamates proletarian with petty bourgeois elements, thus de​viating from a class analysis.) In substance the policy the Workers’ Opposition advocated could be summed up in one sentence: the unionization of the state. (Trotsky was advocating the statification of unions.) However, if the proletariat is small and weak, the unionization of the state is a Utopian fancy. In terms of positive policies the Workers’ Opposition had very little to offer.

The Conclusion of the Trade Union Debate

The debate on the trade unions ended with an overwhelming victory for the Platform of the Ten at the Tenth Party Congress. This congress was unique in the way its delegates were elected. On 3 January 1921 the Petrograd party organization, led by Zinoviev, issued an appeal to all party organizations. It called for elections to the forthcoming Tenth Congress on the basis of the various platforms on the trade union question. This provoked protests from the Moscow organization and from Trotsky. On 12 January the Central Committee, by 8 votes to 7, approved the election of delegates to the congress by platform - for the first time in the history of Bolshevism. At the Tenth Congress Lenin's motion was accepted by an overwhelming majority; 336 delegates voted for it, against 50 for Trotsky's motion, and only 18 for the Workers’ Opposition.

Basically the trade union debate was an expression of the profound unease in the party due to the economic paralysis ruling at the end of War Communism. The economy was in a total impasse. The Bolshevik regime, having emerged tri​umphantly from the civil war, was losing its support, even among the workers. The Workers’ Opposition reflected this popular discontent.

The discussion on the role of the trade unions proved irrelevant in practice to the search for new economic policies. Trotsky predicted at the congress that the victorious resolution would not ‘survive to the Eleventh Congress.’
 He was proved correct. As long as the party and state continued the policy of War Communism there were no matters other than administra​tive ones to try and get the economy out of the impasse. But these methods - whether the extreme ones advocated by Trotsky or the less stringent ones suggested by Lenin - proved incapable of breaking the vicious circle of war communism.

Even if the discussion on the trade unions proved irrelevant to further development, it nevertheless demonstrated Lenin’s sensitivity to the mood of the proletariat. Trotsky admitted his error in the trade union debate a few years later:

the working masses, who had gone through three years of civil war, were more and more disinclined to submit to the ways of military rule. With his unerring political instinct, Lenin sensed that the critical moment had arrived. Whereas I was trying to get an ever more intensive effort from the trades unions, taking my stand on purely economic considerations on the basis of War Communism, Lenin, guided by political con​siderations, was moving toward an easing of the military pressure.

Mass Disaffection

Disaffection was particularly widespread among the peasantry. So long as the civil war continued, the peasants on the whole tolerated the Bolshevik regime as the lesser evil compared with White restoration. However resentful they were of the grain requisitions, they were far more fearful of the return of the former landowners. Armed peasants often con​fronted the grain collection detachments, but the scale of the opposition was not such as to threaten the regime. Now that the civil war had ended, waves of peasant uprisings swept rural Russia. The most serious outbreaks occurred in Tambov province, the middle Volga area, the Ukraine, northern Caucasus and western Siberia. As Lenin noted in his speech to the Tenth Con​gress of the party on 8 March 1921:

We find ourselves involved in a new kind of war, a new form of war, which is summed up in the word ‘banditism’ - when tens and hundreds of thousands of demobilized soldiers, who are accustomed to the toils of war and regard it almost as their only trade, return, impoverished and ruined, and are unable to find work.

By early 1921 some 2,500,000 men - nearly half the total strength of the Red Army, had been demobilized in a situation of social unrest which threatened the very existence of the state.

In February 1921 alone the Cheka reported 118 separate peasant uprisings in various parts of the country.
 The fiercest uprising occurred in Tambov province, and was led by A.S.Antonov, a former Socialist Revolutionary. At its height the Antonov movement involved some 50,000 peasants. It took the capable Red commander Mikhail Tukhachevsky more than a year to overpower this rebellion.

Disaffection spread to the urban proletariat, many of whose members returned to the countryside for good, while others went foraging for food again and again in the villages. The rural disturbances became contagious and led to industrial agitation and military unrest.

In February 1921 an open breach occurred between the Bolshevik regime and its principal mainstay, the working class. Since the onset of winter, unusually severe even by Muscovite standards, cold and hunger, combined with the undiminished rigours of War Communism, had produced a highly charged atmosphere in the large towns. This was particularly true of Moscow and Petrograd, where only a spark was needed to set off an explosion. It was provided on 22 January, when the government announced that the already meagre bread ration for the cities was to be cut by one-third. Severe though it was, the reduction was apparently unavoidable. Heavy snows and short​ages of fuel had held up food trains from Siberia and the northern Caucasus, where surpluses had been gathered to feed the hungry towns of the centre and the north. During the first ten days of February the disruption of railway links became so great that not a single carload of grain reached the empty warehouses of Moscow.
 In early February more than 60 of the largest Petro​grad factories were forced to close for lack of fuel. Meanwhile, food supplies had all but vanished:
 ‘the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Soviet, chaired by Zinoviev, proclaimed martial law throughout the city. An 11 p.m. curfew was imposed, and gatherings in the streets were forbidden at any time.’
 Strikes spread through the Petrograd factories. As Serge remembers: ‘every day in Smolny the only talk was of factory incidents, strikes, and booing at party agitators. This was in November and December of 1920.’

On 28 February the strike wave reached the giant Putilov metal works with its 6,000 workers, a formidable body even though its size was only a sixth of what it had been during the first world war.
 Menshevik agitators received a sympathetic hearing at workers' meetings, and their leaflets and manifestoes came into many eager hands.

Initially the resolutions passed at factory meetings dealt overwhelmingly with familiar economic issues: regular distribu​tion of rations, the issue of shoes and warm clothing, removal of roadblocks, permission to make foraging trips into the country​side and to trade freely with the villagers, elimination of privi​leged rations for special categories of workers, and so on. But political demands came increasingly to the forefront - demands for the restoration of political and civil rights.

This turmoil was accompanied by a flare-up of anti-Semitic feeling. The Jewish inhabitants of Petrograd were apprehensive, and some left the city, fearing a pogrom if the government collapsed and the mobs had the freedom of the streets.

After a week, however, Zinoviev gained control of the situation and checked the unrest. Force and propaganda alone were not enough to restore order in Petrograd. Of equal import​ance was a series of concessions sufficiently large to take the edge off the opposition movement. As an immediate step, extra rations were distributed to soldiers and factory workers. On 27 February Zinoviev also announced a number of additional concessions to the workers’ most pressing demands. Hence​forward they would be permitted to leave the city in order to look for food. To facilitate this, he even promised to schedule extra passenger trains into the surrounding countryside. But most important of all, he revealed for the first time that plans were under way to abandon the forcible seizure of grain from the peasants in favour of a tax in kind, that a New Economic Policy was to replace War Communism.

By 2 or 3 March nearly every striking factory was back at work.

Krondstadt Takes Up Arms

These strikes in Petrograd aroused the sailors of neighbour​ing Kronstadt to armed insurrection.

In July 1917 Krondstadt had earned the accolade from Trotsky of ‘the pride and glory of the revolution’. The Krondstadters had changed considerably since then. Being out of the battle area, Krondstadt was emptied of its original sailors, who were mobilized to the most difficult fronts and replaced by a new intake. The bulk of the Krondstadt sailors in 1921 were not those of 1917. By 1921, according to official figures, more than three-quarters of the sailors were of peasant origin, a substantially higher proportion than in 1917, when industrial workers from the Petrograd area made up a sizeable part of the fleet.
 In addition, three-quarters of the garrison were natives of the Ukraine, some of whom had served with the anti-Bolshevik forces in the south before joining the Soviet navy.
 This was why they were particularly influenced by the mood of the people in the rural areas.

The widespread unrest affected even party members among the sailors. In January 1921 alone some 5,000 Baltic seamen left the Communist Party. Between August 1920 and March 1921 the Krondstadt party organization lost half its 4,000 members.
 The main reason was War Communism. The Krondstadters charged the government alone with the responsibility for all the ills afflicting the country. They neglected the effects of the chaos and destruction of the civil war itself, the inescapable ravages of contending armies, the Allied intervention and block​ade, the unavoidable scarcity of fuel and raw materials, or the difficulties of feeding the hungry and healing the sick in a situa​tion of famine and epidemic. All the suffering and hardship was laid at the door of the Bolshevik regime:

Communist rule has reduced all of Russia to unprecedented poverty, hunger, cold, and other privations. The factories and mills are closed, the railways on the verge of breakdown. The countryside has been fleeced to the bone. We have no bread, no cattle, no tools to work the land. We have no clothing, no shoes, no fuel. The workers are hungry and cold. The peasants and townsfolk have lost all hope for an improvement of their lives. Day by day they come closer to death. The communist betrayers have reduced you to all this.

A degree of anti-Semitic feeling was mixed with hatred for the Communist Party. The worst venom was directed at Trotsky and Zinoviev. Prejudice against the Jews was widespread among the Baltic sailors, many of whom came from the Ukraine and the western borderlands, regions of traditionally virulent anti-Semitism in Russia. For men of their peasant and working-class background, the Jews were a customary scapegoat in times of hardship and distress. For instance Vershinin, a member of Krondstadt's Revolutionary Committee, when he came out on the ice on 8 March to parley with a Soviet detachment, appealed: ‘Enough of your “hoorahs”, and join with us to beat the Jews. It's their cursed domination that we workers and peasants have had to endure.’

The Communist Party almost disintegrated. in Krondstadt during the fortnight of the rebellion (1-17 March 1921). Trotsky estimated that 30 per cent of the Krondstadt communists participated actively in the revolt, while 40 per cent took a ‘neutral position’.
 As has been mentioned, party membership in Krondstadt declined from 4,000 in August 1920 to 2,000 in March 1921, and some 500 members and nearly 300 candidates now resigned from the party, while the remaining were badly de​moralized.

‘The Krondstadt events,’ Lenin said, were ‘Like a flash of lightning which threw more of a glare upon reality than any​thing else.’

Peasants' Brest

The Tenth Party Congress met on 8 March 1921 in the shadow of the Krondstadt uprising. There was clear evidence that the party was losing its grip on the people. Some idea of the alarm this caused can be seen in the fact that, on receiving the news about Krondstadt, the Congress interrupted its debates and sent most of the delegates off to participate in the storming of the city. At no other time during the civil war had there been comparable panic.

The first lesson the Bolshevik leaders drew from the peasant uprisings, from the disaffection of a broad section of the prole​tariat even in Petrograd, and above all from Krondstadt, was the need to end the compulsory requisitioning of grain. This was a retreat in face of massive petty bourgeois pressure. War Communism ended and a New Economic Policy was launched.

Lenin understood the real significance of the Krondstadt events. He told the Tenth Party Congress that his ‘report tied in everything - from beginning to end - with the lessons of Krondstadt.’
 Although he insisted that the White émigrés had played an important role, he realized that the rising was not a mere repetition of the White movements of the civil war. He saw it as a sign of the gulf separating the mass of the peasantry from the Bolshevik government, and affecting the workers as well.

The crisis was rooted in two contradictory factors: the weakness of the industrial proletariat and the need to maintain some agreement with the petty bourgeois peasantry. Lenin told the Tenth Congress of the two conditions necessary for the victory of socialism in backward Russia:

here industrial workers are in a minority, and the petty far​mers are the vast majority. In such a country, the socialist revolution can triumph only on two conditions. First, if it is given timely support by a socialist revolution in one or several advanced countries… The second condition is agreement between the proletariat, which is exercising its dictatorship, that is, holds state power, and the majority of the peasant population.

By 1921 neither of these conditions had been fulfilled. ‘What is needed now is an economic breathing space,’ Lenin said.

Basically the situation is this: we must satisfy the middle peasantry economically and go over to free exchange; otherwise it will be impossible - economically impossible - in view of the delay in the world revolution, to preserve the rule of the proletariat in Russia.

Three years earlier, in March 1918, Lenin had made a similar retreat on the international front, when he signed the treaty of Brest-Litovsk in order to obtain a ‘breathing space’. Now, on 15 March, the Tenth Congress of the Party adopted what one delegate, Riazanov, called a ‘Peasant Brest.’

Tightening Discipline: Banning all Factions

The general crisis severely affected the party’s internal regime. In the face of its general isolation, and forced to retreat to carry out a peasant Brest, this regime was very close to collapse. Leading a retreating army, Lenin argued, demands the greatest discipline, the greatest stringency. And so, for the first time in the history of Bolshevism, factions were banned within the party.

During the trade union debate before the Tenth Congress, in an article entitled ‘The Party Crisis’, Lenin wrote (on 19 January 1921), not mincing his words: ‘We must have the courage to face the bitter truth. The party is sick. The party is down with fever.’
 In a speech at a meeting of Moscow party activists on 24 February 1921 he said: ‘We have to rally and realize that one more step in the discussion and we are no longer a party.’

In his opening speech to the congress, Lenin declared: ‘there should not be the slightest trace of factionalism - what​ever its manifestations in the past. That we must not have on any account.’

this is no time to argue about theoretical deviations when [there is a]... tremendous preponderance of peasants in the country, when their dissatisfaction with the proletarian dictatorship is mounting, when the crisis in peasant farming is coming to a head, and when the demobilization of the peasant army is set​ting loose hundreds and thousands of broken men who have nothing to do, whose only accustomed occupation is war and who breed banditry… The atmosphere of the controversy is becoming extremely dangerous and constitutes a direct threat to the dictatorship of the proletariat.

Above all Lenin feared a split in the party, which, he told the Tenth Congress, was very close. ‘Have we had at previous congresses, even amidst the sharpest disagreements, situations which, in one aspect, verged on a split? No, we have not. Do we have such a situation now? Yes, we do.’
 He then moved a resolution ‘On Party Unity’ that banned all factions.

The congress . . . hereby declares dissolved and orders the immediate dissolution of all groups without exception formed on the basis of one platform or another (such as the Workers’ Opposition group, the Democratic Centralism group, etc.). Non-observance of this decision of the congress shall entail uncon​ditional and instant expulsion from the party.

To this was added a secret article giving the Central Com​mittee unlimited disciplinary discretion: ‘the congress authorizes the Central Committee, in cases of breach of discipline or of a revival or toleration of factionalism, to apply all party penalties, including expulsion.’ Members of the Central Committee could be expelled from the party by a two-thirds vote at a combined meeting of the Central Committee and the Party Control Commission.

A year later, at the Eleventh Party Congress, in March 1922, the last which Lenin attended, he explained again why extreme measures of party discipline were necessary, and why the ban​ning of factions was unavoidable:

During a victorious advance, even if discipline is relaxed, everybody presses forward on his own accord. During a retreat, however, discipline must be more conscious and is a hundred times more necessary, because, when the entire army is in retreat, it does not know or see where it should halt. It sees only retreat; under such circumstances a few panic-stricken voices are, at times, enough to cause a stampede. The danger here is enormous. When a real army is in retreat, machine-guns are kept ready, and when an orderly retreat degenerates into a disorderly one, the command to fire is given, and quite rightly too.

If, during an incredibly difficult retreat, when everything de​pends on preserving proper order, anyone spreads panic - even from the best of motives - the slightest breach of discipline must be punished severely, sternly, ruthlessly.

The banning of factional activity was not regarded as an absolute measure. When Riazanov proposed an amendment to rule out elections to the Central Committee on the basis of separate groups, each standing on its separate platform, Lenin objected.

We cannot deprive the party and the members of the Central Committee of the right to appeal to the party in the event of disagreement on fundamental issues… Supposing we are faced with a question like, say, the conclusion of the Brest peace? Can you guarantee that no such question will arise? No, you cannot. In the circumstances, the elections may have to be based on platforms.

That the banning of factions did not mean the banning of all inner-party opposition was clear not only from this exchange between Lenin and Riazanov, but also from the fact that the resolution ‘On Party Unity’ itself invited dissidents to state their views in the Bolshevik press as well as in special discussion sheets.

Lenin also went out of his way to emphasize that there was substance in the Workers’ Opposition's criticisms of the situation in the party and state. He referred to ‘the services of the Workers’ Opposition.’ In the resolution on party unity he included the following:

the congress at the same time declares that every practical proposal concerning questions to which the so-called Workers' Opposition group, for example, has devoted special attention, such as purging the party of non-proletarian and unreliable elements, combating bureaucratic practices, developing democ​racy and workers’ initiative, etc., must be examined with the greatest care and tested in practice.

Even in the darkest days of the civil war factions had not been banned in the Bolshevik Party. The Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionaries were harassed, now outlawed, now allowed to come out into the open. Such policy changes were dictated by the circumstances of the war, and by the vacillations of these parties. Now not only were these parties outlawed, but so also were factions inside the ruling Bolshevik Party. There was a feeling among the Bolsheviks that there was no alternative. Perhaps the attitude of the party was best summed up in Radek's words to the Congress:

In voting for this resolution, I feel that it can well be turned against us, and nevertheless I support it... Let the Central Committee in a moment of danger take the severest of measures against the best party comrades, if it finds this necessary. Let the Central Committee even be mistaken! That is less dangerous than the wavering which is now observable.
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� See further Chapter 23 (T.Cliff ‘Lenin Vol. 4, The Revolution Besieged’, Chapter 23 ‘The New Economic Policy’ – ed.)
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