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LETTERS

To THE EbpITOR:

In her article on A. M. Kollontai (Slavic Review, June 1973) Barbara Evans
Clements refers on page 323 to Lenin’s “famous interview” with Klara Zetkin
as having taken place in 1919, The date was autumn 1920. On page 330 Professor
Clements writes that “Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution . . . asserted that
in an agrarian society like Russia’s, with its weakly developed bourgeoisie, the
proletariat and peasantry would have to lead the capitalist stage of development.
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The workers, having accomplished that [What happened to the peasants?], would
move on to build socialism with the assistance of general European revolution.”
The author’s source for this statement is Deutscher, The Prophet Armed (New
York, 1954, pp. 148-50). A re-reading of those pages by me reveals that Professor
Clements has just about turned what Deutscher wrote on its head. Deutscher con-
cludes his discussion on the subject of Trotsky’s permanent revolution as follows:
“Trotsky . . . argued that the working class would by its own political supremacy
in the revolution be compelled to carry the Russian Revolution from the bourgeois
to the Socialist phase, even before the Socialist upheaval had begun in the West.”

Referring on page 331 to Lenin’s State and Revolution, Professor Clements
tells us that this is a “work scholars label unrepresentative of his political theory.
Its anarchism may have been foreign to Lenin’s world view. . . .” I could not agree
less. State and Revolution envisions the revolutionary state as constructed in the
same authoritarian spirit upon which, fifteen years earlier, Lenin's Chio delat’ had
founded the theory of the autocratic revolutionary party. Lenin’s noted pamphlet
spells statism with a capital S, and the existing “proletarian dictatorships” in Rus-
sia, China, Cuba, Yugoslavia, Albania, North Viet Nam, and North Korea evince
few signs of “withering away.” The very expression “withering away” is, of
course, a mistranslation into English of Lenin’s Russian word “dies off” (the
state, that is), which, in turn, merely translates what Engels had written in Ger-
man. But the phrase “withering away” does, in fact, quite truly render Lenin’s
intention—one of his great contributions to Marxism-Leninism—that the revolu-
tionary state, once achieved, should endure for an extremely long time. In State
and Revolution Lenin writes: “Consequently, we have a right to speak solely of
the inevitable withering away of the state [this is from an English translation]
emphasizing the protracted nature of this process and its dependence upon the
rapidity of development of the higher phase of communism; leaving quite open the
question of lengths of time, or the concrete forms of withering away, since material
for the solution of such questions is not available” (Lenin, Collected Works, New
York, 1932, vol. 21, bk. 2, p. 225). In 1918, when defending his dictatorship
against Kautsky’s attacks, Lenin wrote: “This historical truth is that in every
profound revolution, the prolonged, stubborn and desperate resistance of the ex-
ploiters, who for a number of years retain important practical advantages over the
exploited, is the rule. . . . The transition from capitalism to communism takes an
entire historical epoch. Until this epoch is over, the exploiters inevitably cherish
the hope of restoration. . . . In these circumstances, in an epoch of desperately
acute war, when history presents the question of whether age-old and thousand-
year-old privileges are to be or not to be—at such a time to talk about majority
and minority, about pure democracy, about dictatorship being unnecessary. . . .
What infinite stupidity and abysmal philistinism are needed for this!” (Lenin,
Collected Works, Moscow, 1965, vol. 28, pp. 252-54).

To Lenin, the dictatorship of the proletariat meant nothing less than the
dictatorship of the bourgeoisie turned upside down. It had nothing whatever in
common with anarchism, except in the sense of a vague hope targeted for some
distant and completely unpredictable future.
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