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IS THE SQVIET UNION A “STATE CAPITALIST" SOCIETY 2y

P R N S e S e I e s e e e e e e o e e e e e e e e e e ey

INTRODUCTORY . WHY ARGUE_ABQUT STATE CAPITALISM Ty

For many people who think of themselves ag on the left, or
a8 being critical of the existing set up, the disputes between the
different left organizations seem a waste of time, disrupting left
unity, andé diverting attention from getting on with tackling the

innumerable jobs that need to be done. It cannot be denied that
sometimes this eriticiem is wvalid. Yet the more important of these

disputes need to be taken seriously, The criticisms of polemics
often reveal a confusion about what unity means for socialists, about
what the practical importance of the polemics isy; and about their

Etflﬂi

Unity. It is often the same people who find the disputes
boring who are most frightened of the monolithic suppression of
argument and opposition by the Soviet Communist Party.

We do not want to see a future society in which a dull
uniformity prevails, a small community writ large, weighed down with
the intolerance of tradition, or worse repression. A sociaslist
society will be one in which peaple are involved. in a thousand Ways.
Because they are involved, they will disagree. Only people who arc
not inveolved think that argument doesn't matter.

We argue that the degeneration of the Seviet Union into
a repressive dictatorship ocourred for specific historical reasons.
But it was clearly accelerated by the banning of other socialist
parties, necessary under the guite gxceptional circumstances, and
by the banning of factione and tendencies inside the Bolshevik party,
unnecessary in the view of the I.M.C. The existonce of different
socialist groupings and partics, and of the right for tendencies to
form within parties i= something we should not seek to stifle, as

the price of a monolithic "unity".

Practical Importanco.

Even more importantly, the arguments

do reflect real differconces in analysis of the world situation.

Since in Marxiem, analysis
can have real consegucnces
long term. For instance,
national Soecialist ¥ group

is the basis for sotion, these differencos
Tfor political practice in the short or

the I.M.G. diffors from the I.S. (Inter-
in a2 number of respects - over state

capitalism, discussed here, over the way marxists should iry to be
internationalists, over the significance of the Cuban Reveolution,
over the importance of radical movements of youth and of women,

over tacties of industrial work, over how to recruit now members,

end so on., These differences emerge in practical terms in different
localities. As the organizations grow we mey reach agreement on
some, on others differences may incrsase. They therefore will have
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real consequonces as to the direction of our activities in the future,
which could themselves affect success or failure in pre-revolutionary
situations such as that of France, 1968,

Stvle. The style of the polemics between us upsets some people,

who have a model of an argument which seems to be derived from the con-—
duct expected in the drawing room of an English Gentleman. Marxists,
of course, do not accept such a2 model, although invective can take the
place of argument sometimes, as "wit" almost always takes its place in

bourgecis circles.

STATE CAPITALISM.

The Background. The idea that the Soviet Union is a form of
capitalist society is a local form of analytical error. Nowheres but
in Britain does it appear to have any significant following, apart from
small group in the United States, where every idea can find some
adherents. The thirty other sections of the Fourth International
have to argue with all sorts of political ideas, but nowhere else is
here a serious group which has the State capitalist view. Perhaops
the interaction of a particularly intensive cold war idealogy; tog-
ether with & general lack of theoretical initercst and a specific lack
of penetration of marxist theory into the British labour movement
have coniributed to the cohltinuing support for State capitalist theéob-
ries here. Since some understanding of the amguments about the nature
of the Soviet Union is not a oondition of entry into the I.5. group,
many I.S. members are quite hazy about the argumente involved. We
think that people should have somec understanding of this difference
when they Jjoin. Certainly,the idea "Neither East nor West; but
International Socialism" is superficially attractive to people enter-
ing left wing politics who have been heavily indoctrinatedy a8 we 811
have, about what goes on behind the "Iron Curtdain". But it ‘dis''an
oversimplification that is fundamentally incorroct. If we were to
say "Enst over West, but for a Sscialist International”, it would be
an equal oversimplification but not a fundamentally incorreet one.
A slogan on such a level of generality is not very helpful, but there
is a difference betwoen the two of some significence. The argument
over State capitalism does need more analysis.

State caps., as they are affectionalely known, argue that
State capitalism is different from plain GREltllle (when ypu challenge
the view that it is the same). But, logically, in order for it to
remain capitalism, there must be something in common. The following
three arguments arc adduced (together or seperately) :-

a. Exploitation. The labour power of those who produce is

exploited and alienated. True (there are economic arguments as to
whether even exploitation is an appropriate term, but let us amccept
it to be =o here). But this has also been true of every other soeial
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form that has been known %o man imitive communism = yet We
don't eall feudalism, capit sm, or slavery, capitalism. In each
type of society, the exploit as a different basis; and the
society develops in different waye, justifying us giving them diff-
rent names. Thus. however objectionable exploitation of workers
in in the Soviet 1 it is no reason for calling that couniTy

capitalist.

b. Industri alizations 'he Soviet bureaucracy has

o

generalized commodity production o

perd formed the "historical" tasks of the capitalist class by industr-
jalizing, therefore it is capitalist. Tony Cliff, who has made

the only systematic modern presentation ol the Stale capitalist viewW;
2ay3 1=

"Both periods (youthful cﬂpiialian and State capitalism) are
sharacterized by the use of compulsion in addition to the autematic
mechanism of the economic laws. The synthesis of State capitallsm
with the youthful tasks of capitalism gives the Hlt.l;n bursaucracy
an unlimited appetite for surplus value o™ 7 (p.123 of Rusgia, my

italics. )
Put what ie the "automatic mechanism of the econo
rives this "unlimited appetite for surplus value"

there is neo competetive pressure 7 There is a
society. Marxists argue that it is that of a competot
ed on profit.

item ;rcﬂducd is egquivalent to the caplitaliat. 1t ia, labour incl-
uded, & commodity to him' j; the use of & commodity is totally incid-
ental to its [19111 making capacity. In LLL: system; accumulation
derives not from the motives of the capite but because those
who do not acecumulate will in the long or term be eliminated
by those who do. Capitalists do not accumulate for acoumuletion's
salge. They accumnulata because they will be climi if they don'ta
Acquisitive motives grow out of the structural de that are made
on enireprencurs. The same essentiel logic is at work today, but
the growth of monopoly and oligopoly has occcurred on an internation
al seale (imperi: ly as a means of trying te protect again-
g% the harshne logic und the cconomie contradictions it
generates. led the International analysts to call

o - ] . P Iy e T s
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The same loglc & ) sed above patently doea not operate
in the Soviet Union (unle=ss nrr1uou+ ii below is used), since gencral-
jized commodity production, and its consequeont competetive profit logic
was eliminated, except in the agricultural sector, a8 a result of the
October Revolution. Even Cliff is forced to admit that this is
"partizl negation" of capitalism. But it is not capitalism at all
What the worker does in the society and how the products are priced is
totally subject to planning. There have been huge, inevitable
problems because of the very low lewvel of economic development when

he socialist remolution has occurred in the Soviet Union and similar
states. These apart, the mistakes made are due to the substituiion
over & historical period of a dietatorship of bureaucrais i
dictatorship of the proletariat, and to the consequent
nation wide debnte as to rosource allocation.

e




[ The World Market. The third argument is that the effect
of the world market on the Soviet Union mekes it a capitalist society,
whatever its internal arrangements, since it is forced to szct in a
capitalist way. There are two grounds for such an argument :- (i)
that armaments' competition makes it capitalist, and (ii) that the
pressure of the world market makes it capitalist.

(i.) Armaments' Compatition. It ie quite c¢lear that the Sov-
iet Union does compete with the West in terms of armaments, since its
soeial system would be overthrown by force if it did not. It also
competed with Germany in the war, and before it. auch a competition
does put a considerable restriction on the freedom with which the bur-—
gaucracy can allocate resources. But arme production has been an
important means of stabilizing ecapitadism (some State caps., especizlly
Kidron, say the only means). It is very profitable to some large
corporationss it provides wages for large numbers, and thus helps

to stabilize the consumer market: It is mot a stabilising feotor in
the Soviet Union, but an irritant - it diverts rosources which could
otherwise be allocsted to production of consumer goods or to imppoving
the gquality of life, and/or reduces the incoms which could be paid to
workers, in both ways encouraging negative feelings. Thus, while the
arms race grossly distorts rosource allocztion in the Soviet Iniony
the logic of the two cases is different.

ﬂiln} The Pressure of the World Market. This argument is
very weak. The foreign trade of the Soviut Union with the West is a
tiny proportion of the national income compared to that of the capit=
alist countries. It is largely in inecssential arsas. The total
olimination of exchanges with the impcorialist countries would make a
negligesable e¢ffect on the Sévict cconomy, and the same has been true
ever since 1917, with the exception of the war years, when military
ald was of significance. Any actual analysis of the goods exzchanged
shows this without possibility of refutation, therefore no I.S. com-
rades have produced one or madec use of one.

If this argument hsld, we could have expocted cconomic daov—
elopments in the Soviet Union to have corresponded to those in the
imperialist countries. But this has not toen the cese. In the
capitalist boom years up to 1929, the Sovict cconemy grew very modest-
lya. In the great capitalist depression, the Sovict economy grew at
its fastest pace, as the first 5 year plan was implemented. In the
25 post—war yoars, there was no great boom in the producticon of cons-
umer goods as thore was in the West. This iz because the logic of a
soclalized economy is different from that of one charactorized by
comnodity production : the distortions in the former result f-om the
control of the State by bureaucrats.

A Transiticnal Type of Sceiety. Because the economic logic of
the Soviet Union is not capitalist, that does not mean that it is
gocizliast oither. Nor does it meéan that there is an inevitabla move

towards socialism. It is best to think of the Soviet Union as a post-
capitalist socicty in transition to socialism, but distorted-to such a
degrec by bureaucratic control of power that there arc increasingly
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powerful tendencie restoration, not of state capitalism,
but of capitaliast ound in the West. In the most recent
period; large sectio Soviet bureaucracy are incressingly
ttracted by the life styles of the wealthier in the West, and they
re prepared to begin the jeopardisation of the socialised property
elationships by schemes which will allow the edport of Sovied
resowrces,; such ch a trend has gone much

H -'J
n

as tha® with Fiat
further in Yugoslavia, where, with a much greaier dependence on ?D?cLﬂ:
rade, socialised properity relstionshipe are now seriously threatet
These trends, which are very real, could lead to the res tcr,‘t.'l"- of
capltalism if the working class does not deal with its bureaucracy

The economic basis of the att chicn of such "market socialist" schem-
eg lies in the incressifg inefficicency of an ever more complex
being run by an inflexible centralized huraauurﬂcyr WanAg the
developments have an explanation which has a different basis from one
deriveéd from capitaliam. They do not show that either Russia or
Yugoslavia is now capitalist.

=]
=

If the 1917 revelution did overthrow capitalism in the U.S5.25.1.
the State cape. admit, then it must have been restored at some per-
for their argument to hold. Most of the State caps.s includi
5 rke this period to be that around the first 5 year plah (1920-

icughly, during this period, Stalin eliminated the Kulaks, and
d

7

ted the leadership of the Russian Revolution and their follow-
ers. 'hﬁ society was ruled with a brutality and in an atmosphere

of suspicion that will forever remain an abomination to civiliz

Yet it be stated that, far from the restoration of capitalizm,
it was is period that the sceclalized property relationships T
ulting from the 1917 Revolution were consolidated. The rise
Kulaks and their personal accumulation of capital occcurred becafse
politio: [ he stalinist burea 829 i
uted existerce of ttc rime,
o o age to count thom,. at !
year the Kulaks as a throat, created thu industrial
bgs=o any further threat of that type, and also
provided the means for the Soviet Union to defend itsslf against the
phyeical overthrow by imperialism. These achievemonts could haveg

been made relat painlessly in 12 years instead of 5 or 6, if the
Left Opposition; whth their alternative programmo for morc rapid
industrialation the earlier peric had triumphed over Stalin. But
it is ironic ti the State caps. consider this period to have consiit-
utod 2 ecounter-revolution.
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What In Fact Happoned ¥ In faect, the degeoeneration of the
Soviot Revolution began much earlier, and was incvitable in the

of further revolutions in other morc sdvanced capitalist countries.
The basis of the Regplution was tho Russian working class, the most
politically advanced working class in the world, but a wvery small
It was eliminated by the military intergention of 14 capitalist arr




the entire working elassbecamo Red soldicrs, and was Teplaced by poasa=

nta, who ravaged the factorie=n. Socialist uppositiuﬂ?partiﬂs had to
be banned becauso they adopted poligies which would have led to the
olimination of the revolution. 0ld Czarist administrators were once

more preéssed into serviee in the administration. By 1923; a bureau=
cratic administretion had becomo astablished in place of =& dietator-
ghip of the proletarizat. S+alin as party gacretary controlled the
mosens of power, and, by totally throttling iteelf through its= acocpi—
ance of the abolition of footion and dondency within the Party, the
Loft Opposition made jts élimination certain. Thus; & burcaucratic
administration cmerged, and consolidated itself in DOWCT, baged on

the socialised proporty relationships of the revolution, but distort—
ing them. This is tho basis for calling the Soviet Union,; as tho
Fourth Intornational does; & digtorted, or degenerated workers'! state.

If thc Soviet Union is gapitalist, what iz necoded is a roval-—
ution to change the logic of its social structure — in our countries
e noocd to eliminate commodity production for profit as the basis of
tho system — thibs would be a complete cconomic and social revolution,
gince 211 our ingtitutions, habits of thought even have come over time
to be profoundly rolated to the cconomic system of capitalisms But
what is required in +he Soviet Union is not the abolition of commodity
production, which has been achigved alreadys but the re-cstablishment
of the dictatorship of the proletariat over decisions as to Tesgurce
allocation (and cverything clse) — that 18, a chenge in Eoliticul
organization, in what marxisits call the supersiruciurc, thus a pelit-=
ieal rovolution. The mistakes of the State caps. hocome important in
the actual development of revolutionary movements in Bast KEuropeé,
somothing which affects us profoundly, sinec as mombers of an Intorn-
ational, we aroc actively trying to assist the dovelopment of soctions
in those countrics.

1f the Soviet Union is capitalist, tho logic of 1ts relations
with the Third World should reduplicatc thoso of the imperia ist count-
Tics. The logic of imperialism n.mdprdcvelopa" theeo countrics -
makes them relativelys end in Solc coges oven absolutely pooriT and
poorer, and reduccs them agacntially to ToW matorials producing dep—
endoncices (sinco nominal political independenco is largely moaninglo=
B55 ). 1t is clear that tho Soviet Union's rolations with othor worker's
statcz do not corrospond to thosc of freternal spoialist countrics,
sinco it buys cheap and solls dear., But tho logic of the relationship
docs notb lecad to the development of undordcvolopment, but on the cont—
TArYs b0 jndustrialization. The force of this apgument is soon whaon
Wo compara countrics which a fow yoars ago wero at about thc same level
of oconomic dcvolopment — Chinn with India, or Pakistan, ¥orth with So-
uth Tigtnam, North with South Korea, Cuba with the Dominican Ropublic,

g b
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Indecd, the thoory of Statc capitalism leads to somo VOTy Queex
positions indeed in regard to the over-gxploited nations. 1t is




difficult to put one's full heart into supporting reveolutionary action
which can only tead to the establishmont of varieties of capitaliom.
By the logic of State caps.' own argumcnts, it hardly matters il new
sgetiong of the world are removed from the “141 list world markaet,

if that market is so all pervasive that the & of the world already
romoved from it has its character doterminced by that market. No

foeling underlics why tho State caps. felt able to pull

Vietnam Sglidarity Campaign aftor the big demonstration

As an TI.5. member quite bluntly put it, "It was a peg to
: b on. The State capitalist view itsclf logically leads to
such a2 position, but a lot of members of the I.5. group would be very

ol

unhappy if they roalized it.

CONCLUSION.

We have tried to give an outline of why the debate
about the nature of tho Soviet Union is important, and why theories of
State capitalism arc inadequatc sconomieally, higstorically and in
thoir implications. This relates back to why such theories are

largoely confined to Britain. Thoe loose structure of the 1.5.,
its cheap worker-oricntod newspapor and stimulating journal have boen
attractive to many young radicals horo. But the low level of undor=

standing of key political problems, of which the theoory of Stato cap-
italism ia onc major cxamplc zmong others, leads to disunity and pol-

itical mistakes which eould be avoided, and which will be moroc and
more sBcrious in their consequences as the orgonized loft grows. in
the antime, wo will work together with I1I.5. comrades on specifie

¥
political lissubs whore we ArC in agrocmont, while carrying oy a sharp
argumont with thom ovoer tho othors

The Btatc cap. position is put by Tony Cliff in Hussia - A

Theory. The alternative economic programme of the Left Opposi

Marxist Analysis. A full eoonomic analysis of the nature of the
workors'! atates is given by E.Mandel in Vol.II of Marxist Economs:

sutlined in E. Preobrazhensky, The New Economics. The degoneoration of
the Sovict Union is documentod in E.H.Carr, The Bolshewik Rovolution,
Vol.2,ch.1l7, and Socialism in On¢ Country, Vol.l, chs. 2 and 3, which

should be read together. The cxtont of the degeneration is shown in

Trotsky's The Revolution Betrayed, which also summarizes State capit-
1list argumenta. Relovant scctions of Deutschor's 3 volume blography
of Trotsky summarize all tho argumcnts involved (The Prophot Armed,
The Prophet Unarmcd, 1 Fhe Prophot Qutcast. ). Pinally, the I.M.G.

has publishod two polcmical pamphlots by Erncst Mandel, The Inconsist-
i o g
encies of State Capitalism, and Thoe Mystificationas of State Capitaliom.

Al_ thosec arc available from Red Books, 182, Pentonville Road, London,
i
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