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French Editors’ Preface


“Préface”
Socialisme ou Barbarie—Anthologie, 7–14


For anyone who participated in the group Socialisme ou Barbarie at any moment in its long—nearly 20-year—history (from 1949 to 1967), seeing it described today, in various places, as “legendary,” “famous,” or “mythical” stirs up strangely ironic feelings. The irony stems from the fact that, throughout its existence, this group—and the review of the same name, of which it published forty issues—remained invisible, or nearly so, and yet now, once dead, it has become mythical. A bitter irony: invisible or mythical, what is denied it is reality—its reality; for, mythical, it remains unrecognized; or worse: it becomes unrecognizable. Thus, to this irony is joined a strange impression: through this legendary aura, anyone who really knew this now-defunct group and journal no longer recognizes the deceased.


What has happened is that the S. ou B. group, though almost unknown during its lifetime, has been reconstructed after its death as the virtual point of origin wherefrom the trajectories of Claude Lefort, Cornelius Castoriadis, and Jean-François Lyotard—who appeared in the Parisian intellectual firmament in the course of the 1970s—are said to have diverged. Yet, rather than appeared, it would be fitting to say that they then became visible, the firmament’s configuration having wholly changed at that point in time. The group and its stars remained invisible so long as the left-wing, Marxist or anarchist, critique of the USSR, of Communist parties, and of their various subsidiary operations was subject, in the press, in publishing, and in the University, to the same censorship and to the same sorts of intimidation as in the factories. Only in the course of the 1950s and 1960s did the truth about the regimes of the Eastern-bloc countries little by little start to come out. Soon, though, that truth became so widespread that it rendered untenable any defense of those regimes and vain the intimidation and blackmail of being called reactionary. The intelligentsia rediscovered “democracy” and “human rights” and, in the 1970s, saw itself seized with a new mission: the denunciation of Communist totalitarianism. And so, this intelligentsia acknowledged its predecessors, including, among others, Lefort, Lyotard, and Castoriadis, who were, moreover—for those who retained some scruples—highly unlikely to be suspected of being reactionaries. Thus did the S. ou B. group find itself, years after its dissolution, suffused with a glory and a legend that were as blinding to its reality as the darkness to which it had been confined when it was alive.


This legend is deceptive on two key points. First of all, the group was not exclusively preoccupied with the critique of so-called Communist regimes; it was just as concerned with that of so-called liberal Western societies, and it never stopped working out a unitary critique of the two regime-types. In the second place, it was not a coterie of intellectuals but, instead, a group of revolutionaries for whom theoretical work was meaningful only with a view to action on the social and political level. And it was precisely because they considered themselves revolutionaries that they could not be satisfied with denouncing what was going on elsewhere but had to fight right here.


True, the reality of the group, especially its ambitions, is such that the reader of today who becomes aware of it through the texts brought together here will experience this same sense of strangeness and, undoubtedly too, irony. That is because this reality belongs to a now seemingly quite bygone period in the intellectual, political, and anthropological history of the workers’ movement. It carries on a tradition that dates back at least to Marx, who, in a logic considered absolutely necessary, connected theoretical analysis, militant activity, and the genuinely historical action of the masses. And it is this tradition that, in the minds of the twenty or so persons who founded the group in 1949, legitimates the exorbitant and—in the view of disenchanted people today—the odious or ridiculous ambition to work for the construction of an organization whose goal would be nothing less than worldwide proletarian revolution.


In fact, the group’s origin dates back to 1946, when the “Chaulieu-Montal” (Castoriadis and Lefort) Tendency was set up within the Trotskyist Fourth International. We will lay out the circumstances of the group’s birth in the Introduction to Part 1 of the present collection. Let us state here only that, at the end of World War II, it no longer appeared tenable to support the Trotskyist thesis that made of the USSR a “degenerated workers’ State”—that is to say, the necessarily ephemeral product of a momentary balance between the forces of the proletarian revolution and those of counterrevolution. Castoriadis, Lefort, and their comrades noted that the Soviet regime had survived the test of a terrible war and that, far from being on the verge of disappearing or metamorphosing, it was gaining strength and was on its way to expanding into Eastern Europe and, soon thereafter, the Far East. One thus had to look reality straight in the face and denounce Stalinist Russia as a society in which a new class, the bureaucracy, had collectively seized the means of production, imposing on the proletariat and the peasantry an exploitation and oppression that were worse than under bourgeois capitalism. One thus had to see, too, in parties and unions in the West that were the vassals of the Soviet Communist Party (CP), not instruments of working-class and popular emancipation but, instead, kernels of a future bureaucratic class and instruments in the service of its interests.


Stating this, backing it up with a well-documented, rigorous analysis still claiming to be strictly Marxist, and bringing out the implications this new assessment of reality entailed for upcoming social and political struggles—such was the task the group set for itself at the time of its foundation. In fulfilling that task, a lot of room was made for theory—that is why this group chose the review as the instrument for spreading its ideas—but the ultimate aim was practical, since these ideas were to help working-class militants to orient their struggle against their true adversaries, which were just as much the apparatuses of so-called working-class organizations as the capitalists and their States. This at-once theoretical and practical approach, which was political in the sense the workers’ movement gave to this word, carried the group until its self-dissolution in 1967. It was also expressed through an imperative, one the workers’ movement has not always imposed upon itself, far from it: constantly to examine critically and, if need be, to challenge ideas one has formulated oneself.


The break with Trotskyism was an inaugural emancipatory gesture. It afforded the initial impetus to a journey that could be described as an exploration of modernity and that was lived by those who followed it as an intellectual adventure, certainly, but also as a passionate one. When one gave oneself the shivers by noticing that “the emperor has no clothes” and shouting it out, when one shook off received ideas in order to get closer to reality and try to grasp it and comprehend it—and certainly, this was something to begin over again [recommencer] constantly—one could no longer do without such pungent pleasures.


Here we have another trait that surely makes it diﬃcult today to grasp the reality of the S. ou B. group. Though anchored in the tradition of political groups, its adventurous spirit distinguished it from many extreme or ultraleft groupuscules, which furiously tried to turn a profit on their tiny (and usually inherited) capital made up of firm, nay fixed, ideas in order to carve out a place for themselves in a miniature and, in fact, fictive political field.


This adventurous spirit was carried forth by a sort of underlying vehicle of the age, which could be described by the rather inane word optimism. At the time, we would have indignantly denied such optimism, as would most of our contemporaries. How could one call optimistic an era upon which the threat of atomic war was still weighing and during which every spontaneous collective initiative seemed doomed to be distorted, diverted to the benefit and for the use of one or the other of the two blocs? For, this was an era of bloody acts of repression, ferocious colonial wars, and harsh social struggles.


And yet, seen from here and now—that is to say, early in the twenty-first century in the West, where the prevailing sense is that of a rush toward catastrophe with no possible way out—the optimism of that bygone time is striking—and astonishing.


This was, first of all—as has been said often enough!—a period of economic growth, and especially of a kind of growth that, unlike what is happening today, was expressed in a general rise in “living standards” in the developed countries, that is to say, for the working classes, through access to consumer goods that were not just gadgets, and with relative financial security. True, while this was, for most people, the source of a certain amount of optimism, the group, for its part, analyzed such “progress” as a rationalization of capitalism, the least of the conditions capitalism had to fulfill in order to endure, and not a threat to its survival.


Much more revealing of a possible challenge to the capitalist order, as much the bureaucratic one as the bourgeois one, it seemed to us, were the new forms of revolt that arose during those same years—they, too, being signs and sources of optimism. Of highest importance were the workers’ insurrections that broke out in the People’s Democracies during the 1950s. They dazzlingly confirmed the existence of class struggle under bureaucratic regimes, as had been foreseen in S. ou B.’s analyses. And—a still more precious contribution—the ephemeral Hungarian Revolution sketched out the project of an entirely self-managed society, thus giving a new, profoundly emancipatory meaning to the word socialism.


Simultaneously, in the immense Third World, the uprisings of peoples oppressed and exploited by the Western powers via colonialism or by other means restored dignity to a huge portion of humanity, invented new modes of struggle both violent and nonviolent, and seemed to open up a bit, for the simple folk of those countries, the possibility of some mastery over their lives. Of course, S. ou B. never yielded to the charms of Third Worldism, but the group endeavored to understand and to bring to light, in their very ambiguities, the liberatory potentials these multiform movements harbored within themselves.


In the developed countries, too, though in less spectacular fashion, manifestations of a contestation of the bureaucratic-capitalist order began to surface, and S. ou B. endeavored to detect them and to clarify their meaning. In the factories, daily resistance, on the job, to the way work was organized, to production norms, and to the hierarchy sometimes, particularly in England, took a sharp turn. More often than before, social movements called into question labor conditions and set forth egalitarian demands. Youth began to protest against its subjection within the family, work, and education, as well as against the boredom and absurdity of the existences they were destined to live. Finally, the young people of that time, especially student youth, more and more often made itself the spearhead of political opposition movements in England (with the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament), in the United States, in Japan, and so on.


In fact, more than from the Third World, and perhaps even more than from the countries of the Soviet Bloc, it was from the most modern parts of the West that the group expected to see the forerunners of potential social upheaval, and in its effort to bring to light the traits that revealed the underlying nature of our world and presaged its future, one example inspired us: that of Marx and Engels, who dissected mid-nineteenth-century English society and discovered at work therein what was being manufactured for all modern societies. Our England was the United States. With burning curiosity, we followed what was going on there—not only, with the help of our comrades from the Detroit-based group Correspondence, the various movements of contestation (wildcat strikes, the Black Movement, the Youth Movement, etc.) but also the innovations of capitalism and the ideas it was working out so that it might understand itself, in particular via “industrial sociology.” America was, back then, much more critical of itself than it is today. In cinema, music, and literature many themes were being sketched out that would soon become those of a radical critique of “everyday life.” We most certainly were not blinkered, like Communist militants or so-called progressiviste intellectuals, who rejected as reactionary, nay even fascistic, everything that came from the United States. Yet our primeval Marxism left aspects of reality out of our field of vision, and in a way America taught us about life, this America that forthrightly displayed its investigations into the concrete organization of time and space, into the relations between men and women, young people and adults, into the forms and contents of education, and so on.


Herein resides the basic originality of the S. ou B. group: it lies in its bid to base a revolutionary perspective on the very movement of modernity. This bid was consciously taken up from the start, but only gradually did the group become aware of what it actually required. And this, too, unfolded like an adventure—an adventure that, however, did not advance aimlessly [à l’aventure], but in accordance with a tough-minded logic.


The break with Trotskyism over the “question of the nature of the USSR,” as was said at the time, brought with it from the start, that is to say, as early as the first issue of the review, two theoretical consequences. First of all, to characterize the Soviet bureaucracy as a class under the same heading as the bourgeoisie required that one abandon the criterion of the private appropriation of the means of production as a way of defining a capitalist society’s dominant class. Property is only the juridical form, as Chaulieu brought out in “The Relations of Production in Russia” (no. 2). The key thing is the effectively actual and exclusive exercise of the management of the means of production, including labor power. The pertinent distinction, therefore, is no longer between property owners and proletarians but between directors or “order givers” and executants or “order takers” [dirigeants et exécutants].


In the second place, if one denies that Communist parties and unions are the authentic representatives of the proletariat or its avant-garde, the question arises as to where the proletariat is, what it does, what it wants. S. ou B.’s response, which marks its deep break with Leninism, is that the proletariat exists nowhere else but in itself and that it is up to itself to manifest what it does and what it wants. In other words, these responses must be sought at the root, on the shop floor, where consciousness of exploitation and alienation is formed in the worker, but also consciousness of his capacities for creative interventions and self-organization in production as well as in his struggles. Here we have a line of research S. ou B. inaugurated in the very first issue, with the publication [in translation] of Paul Romano’s The American Worker, and that was to be pursued for a long time, particularly with the publication of texts by Daniel Mothé on his own experience as a worker at the Renault automobile factory. Lefort theorized its political import in “Proletarian Experience” (no. 11, December 1952). Correspondence in the United States, Unità Proletaria in Italy, and a bit later, Solidarity in England worked along this same path.


These initial theoretical innovations led in turn to other, more radical ones that would, around 1960, bring Castoriadis and a part of the group to break explicitly with Marxism. In the early years, however, and until 1958, the theoretical framework of Marxism appeared to the whole group as not only useful but suﬃcient for understanding the new realities—as the few militants coming from the Bordigist current, like Alberto Véga, who joined in 1950, insisted. It can nevertheless be stated that, even during this period, the slippage away from Marxism, or at least from a certain kind of Marxism, was becoming more pronounced. The decoupling of the notion of class from that of the ownership of the means of production, which had allowed the USSR to be described as a capitalist society, necessarily pushed into the background the role of the objective mechanisms flowing from the intrinsic necessities of capital and the imposition of the commodity form on all exchanges. The main motive force of present-day history was thenceforth the struggle between the two blocs and, more profoundly, class struggle.


On the other hand, the opposition between directors and executants, which was read as a class struggle, was in no way confined, as the opposition between capitalists and proletarians basically was, to the sphere of production. It may be located at all levels and in all manifestations of social reality. Here, this opposition meets up again, in some respects though not explicitly, with the basic substance of anarchist thought, which is centered around the struggle against domination. It was to become, for the group, the crucial analytical tool [analyseur] for everything that happens in capitalist society, which was bureaucratic in the East and liberal in the West—so much so that, little by little, S. ou B. would implement a critique not only of the relations that are formed at the point of production and that obviously retain their central importance but also of relationships between generations, between the sexes, in education, during leisure time, and so on.


A justification for the group’s gradual distancing of itself from the economistic and “productivist” side of Marxism may be found in the observation that modern capitalism no longer seemed doomed to collapse beneath its insurmountable objective—economic—contradictions (falling rate of profit, pauperization of the laboring masses, etc.). More and more clearly, Marxism could be summed up, for a large portion of the group, in the idea that men make their own history and that the history of societies, and in any case of modern society, is the history of class struggle.


Throughout the 1950s, little by little this idea was radicalized. Class struggle ended up no longer simply playing the role of motive force for changes in modern society. It was its very crisis; it was its analyzer, and it was the womb in which the project of a revolutionary—that is to say, an autonomous—society was formed. From this perspective, the only justifiable criterion the revolutionary might formulate with regard to the society in which he lives was the one whose elements are furnished to him by the struggle people conduct against it, from the elementary and sometimes unconscious resistance they put up against their being manipulated in their laboring lives and in many other life circumstances all the way up to massive confrontations against the established order. Likewise, the ideas the revolutionary might develop apropos of the society in which he aspires to live will not be found by him either in utopian concoctions or in an alleged science of history but in the creations of the workers’ movement, in its egalitarian demands, and in its self-organizational and direct-democratic practices.


All these ideas went, to say the least, beyond the bounds of Marxism. When Castoriadis brought them together into a coherent bundle in “Modern Capitalism and Revolution” (1960–1961) and then in “Marxism and Revolutionary Theory” (1964–1965), these bounds burst. The discussion to which those theses gave rise was quite lively within the group between, on the one hand, mainly Castoriadis and Mothé, and, on the other, Lyotard, Véga, Pierre Souyri, and Philippe Guillaume (not to be confused with [the negationist] Pierre Guillaume). It culminated in 1963 in a split. The S. ou B. group continued on, around Castoriadis and the review. The group Pouvoir Ouvrier (Workers’ Power) retained the monthly bulletin of the same title that had been put out for several years already. S. ou B. dissolved itself in 1967; Pouvoir Ouvrier would survive until 1969.


In 1958, the group had experienced another split, as expressed in the departure of Lefort, Henri Simon, and several other members. The disagreement, which had troubled the group since its creation, touched on its praxis, its politics. It flowed from the group’s analysis of the nature and role of so-called working-class organizations and bore, precisely, on the question of organization: Was it necessary to get organized and, if so, how? Opposed to the advocates of a—democratically, it was understood, and not hierarchically—structured organization (some were still saying party), one with defined contours and a program—that of the autonomy of the proletariat—were those who were denouncing the risk of bureaucratization of every organization that was distinct from the proletariat’s own self-organization in its struggles, that is to say, the risk that the organization might seek to play a directive leadership [d’une direction] role over the proletariat. In the first camp, notably, were Castoriadis and Véga; in the other, mainly Lefort and Simon. This disagreement is worth noting not only because, despite its, so to speak, fictive character (given the numbers in, and the marginality of, the group), it contributed, at least until 1958, to the structuring of the life of the group and was manifested on several occasions within the pages of the review, but also because it covered over a divergence that itself was never truly expressed therein, though it weighed upon the relationships between Lefort and Castoriadis in particular. That disagreement bears on the very nature of the postrevolutionary regime, such as it might be imagined and wished for. It goes without saying that the whole group violently rejected the idea of dictatorship by a party, even an “authentically” proletarian one, and unreservedly subscribed to the project of a full, active, direct democracy, the democracy of Councils. Yet when, in the final days of the Hungarian insurrection, the Greater Budapest Council defined the principles that were to ground a new kind of socialism, Lefort was the only one, within the group, to hail, among those principles, that of national representation, a Parliament, therefore, one that, alongside the Councils, would be the specific site of the political. He was also the sole one to use, in his analyses of bureaucratic society, the notion of totalitarianism. Yet it is in referring to Lefort’s subsequent writings on the political, democracy, and totalitarianism that one could, retrospectively, shed some light on what his thinking was when he was still participating in the S. ou B. group.


* * *


In presenting here a selection of texts that appeared in the S. ou B. review, we have wanted to offer to the reader of today the possibility of becoming acquainted with a collective effort at engaged political reflection that, though it bears on a past that is in many regards bygone, still appears to us to be capable of shedding light on many aspects of the present. For the most part, these texts are no longer accessible. The review’s forty issues are now unobtainable. The Christian Bourgois edition, in the Éditions 10/18 collection, of articles Castoriadis had published there is out of print.1 Some articles by Lefort and those by Lyotard on Algeria are still available, since they were reprinted in books, as is Mothé’s Journal d’un ouvrier.2 Yet, presented in such ways, those writings do not yield an idea of the collective elaboration to which they contributed and from which, in part, they proceeded.


In order to give due recognition to the collective character of this group effort—whose importance Castoriadis, in particular, was later to underscore when he noted how it had affected his own thinking—it would have been necessary to reproduce numerous articles and notes dealing with current events, including analyses of political events, social struggles,3 “social trends,” and critiques of books and films. It also would have been necessary to accompany the published texts with working documents, minutes of meetings, and so forth. But that was not possible within the framework of a one-volume publication. We thus had to limit our selection to the articles that are most revealing of the theoretical development of the group and, therefore, often to the authors that are recognized today. And yet, we were not able, in many cases, to furnish the full text of the articles retained, some of which are of book length.


On several levels, we therefore had to make choices, indeed highly restrictive ones. What guided us in these choices was basically the inside knowledge we have of the group’s thinking and of its development, since the six persons who carried through this work had all been members of the group. True, not all of us followed Castoriadis at the time of the 1963 split. We have endeavored to be impartial, aided in this effort by the benefit of time. This same benefit of time exposed us to the temptation to make retrospective judgments about this or that idea or position taken by the group: we have refrained from doing so.


We have divided the present collection into seven thematic sections that cover the main preoccupations of the group. These sections follow in an order that corresponds pretty much to the chronological order in which the themes broached came to the fore in S. ou B.’s work. In addition to the selection of texts, our intervention has been limited to rather brief introductory notes that set these texts back within their context and to summaries of portions of articles that had to be cut.


Notes


1. Translator/Editor (henceforth: T/E): Since the publication of this Preface in 2007, Éditions du Sandre (Paris) has begun republishing, in a multivolume set entitled Écrits politiques 1945–1997, Castoriadis’s S. ou B.-era writings that had been reprinted by 10/18 from 1973–1979, along with additional political writings by Castoriadis. All forty issues of S. ou B. are now available online at soubscan.org and the ambitious project of soubtrans.org will be to provide extensive translations, in a number of languages, of S. ou B. texts, including full versions of all the translations in the present English-language volume.


2. On the other hand, Philippe Gottraux’s thesis was published by Payot (Lausanne) in 1997 under the title Socialisme ou Barbarie. Un engagement politique et intellectuel dans la France de l’après-guerre. In its first part, it offers solid documentation about the group’s history, but its interpretation of that history is highly debatable. [T/E: See now also Stephen Hastings-King’s groundbreaking 2014 study: Looking for the Proletariat: Socialisme ou Barbarie and the Problem of Worker Writing (Leiden and Boston: Brill).]


3. In 1985, Acratie published a volume in which are to be found a number of articles, reprinted from the review, that dealt with workers’ struggles from 1953 to 1957. [T/E: Socialisme ou Barbarie. Organe de Critique et d’Orientation Révolutionnaire. Anthologie. Grèves ouvrières en France 1953–57 (Mauléon: Acratie).]




Translator/Editor’s
Introduction


What if the ways in which ordinary people lived their everyday lives and struggled against exploitation, oppression, and alienation were themselves bases for and prefigurations of social change? Theory would not need to be inculcated by outside specialists. And, like the actions of the State itself, attempts by political and labor organizations as well as by managers at all levels to substitute for people’s activity would constitute not just misrecognition of their tendencies toward autonomy but veritable power grabs—themselves subject to perpetual challenges from below.


Performing this radical reorientation, Socialisme ou Barbarie (Socialism or Barbarism, S. ou B.), an obscure, consistently shunned postwar French revolutionary organization since become “legendary,”1 concluded that the popular response to “rationalized” forms of outside control in a world divided into two competing “bureaucratic-capitalist” camps would be workers’ management—as was stunningly confirmed, against traditional Left expectations, by workers’ revolts in the Fifties in the East (East Germany, Poland, and Hungary) and by increasingly widespread challenges to established society in the Sixties in the West (including the May ’68 student-worker rebellion).2 Such critical thought not only examined the overall crisis of systems of domination but explored their contestation at the workplace, in changing relations between the sexes and generations, as well as within national liberation movements, bringing out “the positive content of socialism” while remaining clear-eyed about potential rebureaucratization of emancipatory struggles.


Initially formed in 1946 as the Chaulieu-Montal (Cornelius Castoriadis-Claude Lefort) Tendency within the Parti Communiste Internationaliste (PCI, the French section of the Trotskyist Fourth International), the group Socialisme ou Barbarie, which took its name from a Rosa Luxemburg formula,3 became, two years later, an independent revolutionary organization that endured, amid various internal controversies and splits, until its self-dissolution in 1967. From 1949 until 1965, its journal of the same name published forty issues of what are now recognized as some of the most creative and incisive analyses and visionary programmatic revolutionary texts of the second half of the twentieth century.


Seven decades after its inception, five decades after its “suspension sine die,” and one decade after the publication in France of a selection of the group’s writings, a Socialisme ou Barbarie Anthology has finally appeared that translates the complete French Anthologie while incorporating, for the English-speaking public, S. ou B. articles on American and British workers’ struggles. This collection restores the collective nature of the group’s adventure, where manual and intellectual workers, in contact with like-minded revolutionary organizations worldwide, reflected and acted together in anticipation of a nonhierarchical, self-governing society. The present volume also commences the Soubtrans Project www.soubtrans.org, an online multilingual collective effort to translate an ever-increasing number of the extant S. ou B. texts.


* * *


“Struggle” lies at the center of the S. ou B. experience as well as of the present Anthology. In the middle of the central fourth part of its seven-part thematically-organized selections, Chaulieu declares, “Those who look only at the surface of things see a commodity only as a commodity.” A traditional Marxist would anticipate here a long excursus on the “law of value” sure to evoke how, via “commodity fetishism,” “every product [is converted] into a social hieroglyphic”— that is, a mysterious code requiring a specialized caste of decoders. Instead, Chaulieu objects, “They don’t see in it a crystallized moment of the class struggle.” Recalling the theme of struggle at the point of production—present from the review’s very first issue and as adapted from Johnson-Forest (C.L.R. James-Raya Dunayevskaya) Tendency worker narratives—he asserts, “They see faults or defects, instead of seeing in them the resultant of the worker’s constant struggle with himself”—that is, his4 struggle both to participate in the collective labor he is obliged to perform and to parry irrational orders emanating from external management of that labor. “Faults or defects embody the worker’s struggles against exploitation. They also embody squabbles between different sections of the bureaucracy managing the plant.” Struggle here is historical in a strong sense and open-ended in ways that the “laws” of “scientific socialism” never were.


Struggle involving serious political commitment also marks the prehistory of this group later often retrospectively mistaken for a debating society that would have prepared the “intellectual” careers of some subsequently famous members. “Albert Véga”5 battled both Francoists and Stalinists in Civil War Spain. In France, Pierre Souyri fought in the Resistance as a teenager; “Daniel Mothé” and Benno Sternberg were active clandestinely under the Occupation. Lefort was organizing Parisian high-school students clandestinely during the War while in Greece Castoriadis, who had joined the Communist Youth at age fifteen, created a clandestine oppositional group and review by age nineteen. Georges Petit, a self-described “sympathizer and fighter for a crypto-Communist organization,” struggled, after his Gestapo arrest and deportation to German concentration camps, to combine imperative outward submission with an ongoing critical take on his internment, including the Communists’ role within the prisoners’ hierarchy. Jean-François Lyotard was one of several “suitcase carriers” in the group who were supportive of the Algerian FLN. Students who joined later viewed S. ou B. as dispensing the education they could not receive at University.


The Chaulieu-Montal Tendency was set in motion one evening in 1946 when Lefort, who had been “holding weekly meetings that drew, on average, one hundred people” at Lycée Henri IV and later created a “network of work groups,” attended a PCI meeting. Hearing Castoriadis speak there, he was won over by the latter’s nonorthodox argument about the Russian bureaucracy even before the presentation ended. Lefort’s companion urged him to introduce himself and soon the three were living together. This growing tendency fought for two years to alter Trotskyist analyses and policies from within,6 garnering praise for Castoriadis from Trotsky’s widow Natalia Sedova, collaborating with the Gallienne and Munis tendencies, and beginning a longstanding, fruitful collaboration with the Johnson-Forest Tendency (later Correspondence) when members Raya Dunayevskaya (Trotsky’s former secretary) and “Ria Stone” (Grace Lee [Boggs]) visited Paris in 1947 and 1948.


A form of struggle we might call creative internal conflict already appeared as the Chaulieu-Montal Tendency prepared to leave the Fourth International. Castoriadis advocated a delayed but decisive public break designed to maximize recruiting efforts and build a new revolutionary organization committed to struggle for workers’ autonomy; Lefort demurred, to the point of briefly suspending his participation, as he wished, instead, to constitute quietly but immediately a separate group of reflection that recognized the autonomy of workers’ struggles. The journal’s subtitle, “Organ of Critique and Revolutionary Orientation,” perhaps expresses in part an overlapping compromise as well as an ongoing tension between these contrasting visions. That first short-lived split was followed over the years by others—key ones of which are presented below through competing texts published in the review by the opposing protagonists—starting with a struggle in April 1949, when Lefort again temporarily departed, over how to position the group in relation to the sudden, promising but limited appearance of antibureaucratic, working-class “Struggle Committees.”7 Indeed, the inaugural “Presentation” (March 1949) had stated that “the classic saying [‘Without revolutionary theory, no revolutionary action’] has meaning only if it is understood to be saying, ‘Without development of revolutionary theory, no development of revolutionary action.’”8 So, the struggle over how to further revolutionary theory was central to the group’s disputatious and fecund history from the first text in that first issue until Castoriadis’s final S. ou B. text, “Marxism and Revolutionary Theory,”9 where he concluded that one must choose either to remain Marxist or to remain revolutionary.


Even the group’s self-dissolution a year before May ’68 (a decision preceded by two years of arguments)10 did not end the strife. Some joined an effort to reconstitute the group during the events,11 while others, like Lyotard to his subsequent regret, bitterly rejected all cooperation.12 More relevant to S. ou B.’s republication history,13 Lefort soon decided to reprint his S. ou B. texts separately, along with other writings, in Éléments d’une critique de la bureaucratie (1971). This unilateral decision by a prolific cofounder (who definitively left the group in 1958) made it diﬃcult to envision an exhaustive reprinting.14 Thus began, the next year, the compiling and then the reissuance of Castoriadis’s principal contributions to the review in eight volumes (1973–1979).15 Later, Lyotard published his main S. ou B. texts in La Guerre des Algériens (1989).16 The anarchist publisher Acratie made a first, quite limited effort in 1985 to bring together a collection of texts from the review: Socialisme ou Barbarie: Chronique des grèves en France en 1953 et 1957.17 It was only in 2007 that Acratie brought out, initially via private subscription, the more comprehensive Anthologie, where one could read for the first time in one place an illustrative sampling of the review’s contents as well as the various sides of the group’s main disputes.


* * *


This strife has extended even into the preparation of the present translation.18 Upon completion in 1992 of the last volume of Castoriadis’s Political and Social Writings (PSW), I announced a project Castoriadis enthusiastically supported: “to publish [a volume of S. ou B.] translations in the not-too-distant future.”19 That hope was long delayed, first by publication diﬃculties with my other Castoriadis translations in the years prior and then subsequent to his 1997 death.20 Finally, in 2001, after identifying a potential publisher, I began to approach former members but encountered, sometimes, a longstanding animus, especially toward Castoriadis, dating back at least to their early exits or after the group’s breakup—some of which rubbed off on me, his translator, by association.21 Leaving the selection of texts for a potential anthology in French and then in English translation to a group of certain former members, I discovered that my interlocutors, who had unresolved feelings toward Castoriadis and thus, it would seem, toward me, had misrepresented my intentions to this group, and I was eventually barred from translating the Anthologie I had helped instigate, which finally appeared a half decade later. Even the generous offer of the University of Michigan Library (which houses the world-renowned Labadie Collection of Social Protest Material) to scan for free all forty S. ou B. issues in collaboration with the Cornelius Castoriadis/Agora International Website www.agorainternational.org aroused suspicions, and an anonymous collective instead had to initiate the Soubscan Project www.soubscan.org. Only in 2013, when the Victor Serge Foundation obtained Acratie’s green light after certain former members relented, did the current translation project start to become a concrete possibility.


Of course, translation itself is disturbing.22 The process whereby “foreign ideas [are introduced] into what we think of as a determinate yet evolving literary community or ‘body politic,’ so as to open that body to the possibility of a considered assimilation of something that is not (yet) itself”23—thereby also transforming the text beyond recognition for readers in the original language—involves struggle, as it inherently creates suspicions and opens issues on both sides of the linguistic divide. My friendly and supportive predecessor, “Maurice Brinton” (London Solidarity’s late cofounder Christopher Agamemnon Pallis), endeavored to adapt Castoriadis’s S. ou B.-era writings to a working-class audience within Britain’s specific context. Brinton had given the 1957 version of “On the Content of Socialism”24 a more workerist bent than was warranted by the French original while here and there altering the text and inserting defensive footnotes regarding certain points, e.g. Castoriadis’s recognition that some form of money (“signs”) would continue to exist in a self-managed society based on the principles of “absolute wage equality” and “consumer sovereignty.” At the time, even this altered translation drew the ire of some sectarians.25 As recently as 2011, the Socialist Party of Great Britain declared its position (unchanged since 1904) “vindicated” against both Castoriadis and Solidarity, while misrepresenting “On the Content of Socialism” as simply a “blueprint” (though every French and English version explicitly denied this)26 and avoiding any substantive dialogue.27


When editing this and other Brinton translations for PSW, I tried to bring them closer to the originals while respecting his excellent work. I have now gone even further toward restoring the original, and without including, for the Anthology, those notes and comments Castoriadis added later. Readers are urged to consult them (found in PSW), but in keeping with the French Editors’ avowedly antianachronistic aim, the present translations may be read as better reflecting the original context.28


Brinton chose evocative terms—“order-givers”/“order-takers”—to translate dirigeants/exécutants, which designate the principal classes engaged in struggle, starting in the workplace, during the age of bureaucratic capitalism, when the conflict between the property-owning bourgeoisie and propertyless proletarians gave way to the division between those who manage production, the economy, and society and those who must carry out “fundamentally contradictory” managerial commands. Brinton’s militant translations were not concerned with presenting Castoriadis’s writings as a whole and in historical context. In PSW, I adopted “directors”/“executants,” so that the reader would understand the connections with “execution” and direction—which translates variously as “(giving) direction,” “management,” and “leadership,” depending on the context, and sometimes with multiple overlapping meanings. This more literal choice becomes even more significant when Castoriadis’s S. ou B. texts are reset alongside others’. The extended struggle between Castoriadis and Lefort over la direction révolutionnaire—“revolutionary leadership”—becomes clearer: In what sense can one speak of leadership (direction), even a generally noncoercive one of “ideological struggle and exemplary action,” if, from the very first issue, overcoming bureaucratic capitalism entailed the suppression of the directors/executants division? Their lively and shifting exchanges over the “organization question” reveal an imperfect but true dialogue of far-reaching implications, in both content and form, for today’s radicals.29


* * *


Highlighting the group’s “creative internal conflict” should not leave one with the impression that a Castoriadis/Lefort rivalry adequately symbolizes its concerns and accomplishments. Many other voices may be heard here. Hearing those voices helps round out people’s understanding and appreciation of S. ou B. as a revolutionary group concerned with: “Proletarian Experience” (not limited here to Lefort’s eponymous editorial but also including writings by American and French working-class authors Paul Romano—a Johnson-Forest Tendency member and factory worker—and “Mothé”—a worker at Renault); the workers’ struggle against the “Communist” bureaucracy (“Hugo Bell”—a pseudonym for Sternberg—and “Véga” on East Germany, plus a broad array of texts on the 1956 “Hungarian Insurrection,” which S. ou B. can be said to have foreseen); as well as anticolonial struggles and the tendency toward bureaucratization in such struggles (“François Laborde”—pseudonym for Lyotard—on the Algerian War), along with resistance thereto (“Pierre Brune”—pseudonym for Souyri—on “The Class Struggle in Bureaucratic China”).


Despite not having previously translated these authors, their texts posed few problems.30 I shall mention just one. Mothé uses the reflexive verb se débrouiller—which can generally mean “to manage” (not in the sense of “management” but of “getting by”)—to describe how workers in a work collective engage in “improvisational coping” (my improvised suggestion for coping with the translation of this word) and how managers in the hierarchy also practice—individually—such improvisational coping. In order to cope with this verb’s richness, I have also occasionally translated it as “to make do.”31 This bit of colloquial near-redundancy should foster philosophical interrogations as much as highlight how—in the grips of a managerial bureaucracy that mandates worker participation at the same that it strives to undermine all such attempts at participation by excluding or circumventing autonomous decision-making32 (effective exercise of autonomy rendering the manager’s role redundant, in both the British and general meanings of that term) and in the face of technical changes designed to remove the human element from production—workers express, through their collective activity, the maxim “Necessity is the mother of invention.” Necessity refers here to the unfree nature of work when managed from the outside, and invention refers both to executants’ organizational creativity and to their constant adaptation to as well as adaptation of technical production processes (themselves technical innovations).33


Nor should the fact that public recognition of S. ou B. was mostly34 belated leave one with the impression that the group was detached, spinning utopias in isolation. Besides previously mentioned cooperation with the Gallienne, (Grandizo) Munis, and Johnson-Forest tendencies, let us note that “Véga” and “Mothé” were among the Bordigists who entered the group in 1950 (much to Lefort’s consternation). Communication and collaboration with James and Dunayevskaya of Correspondence continued into the 1950s, and well beyond then with Grace Lee and her Detroit autoworker husband Jimmy Boggs, who influenced the group’s views on the woman and minorities questions. A significant discussion between Chaulieu and Council Communist Anton Pannekoek on workers’ councils and revolutionary organization appeared in the review in 1954. Free radicals such as anti-Algerian War activist Pierre Vidal-Naquet—who secured publication for Mothé’s first book—and artist/poet Jean-Jacques Lebel—who penned for the review an obituary of Munis comrade Benjamin Péret—actively sympathized. Along with André Breton and members of Arguments, Castoriadis and Lefort helped found a “Committee of Revolutionary Intellectuals” at the time of the Hungarian Revolution. Even after Lefort’s definitive departure, he joined Castoriadis in a “Cercle Saint-Just” along with historians Vidal-Naquet35 and Jean-Pierre Vernant as a way of developing broader outside ties and new themes when the group was wracked in the early 1960s by conflicts between “the Tendency” and an “Anti-Tendency” (Véga, Lyotard, Souyri). As Pouvoir Ouvrier (the name of its popularized monthly until the 1963 split), S. ou B. published a joint text with Unità Proletaria (Italy), Socialism Reaﬃrmed (later Solidarity; Great Britain), and Pouvoir Ouvrier Belge (Belgium) following a May 1961 “conference of revolutionary socialists.”36 Solidarity was key to S. ou B.’s emphasis on the shop stewards’ movement in Britain, and Solidarity pamphlets containing S. ou B. translations were smuggled aboard trawlers into Poland where they were read by some Solidarność founders. Castoriadis’s 1995 “Raoul” (Claude Bernard) obituary recalls the group’s ongoing efforts to draw disaffected Trotskyists and others into a wider coalition.37 There were contacts with the “All-Japan League of Student Self-Government” (Zengakuren) and, via Solidarity, with Berkeley Free Speech Movement (FSM) leader Mario Savio. And let us not allow subsequent invectives to make us forget that L’Internationale Situationniste cofounder Guy Debord, who saw his political education transformed through contact with the review in the second half of the 1950s, penned in 1960, with “Canjuers” (Daniel Blanchard), the “Preliminaries Toward Defining a Unitary Revolutionary Program”38 between IS and S. ou B. before himself briefly joining the latter group.


This wider engagement with like-minded revolutionaries worldwide may be read in the pages of S. ou B. and this Anthology via articles whose inspiration and actual words originated abroad. In addition to Romano’s and Stone’s The American Worker, serialized in the first eight issues, and Jack Weinberg’s FSM article in the last issue, the text now titled in English “Wildcat Strikes in the American Automobile Industry” translates a Correspondence account of autonomous labor action and “The English Dockers’ Strikes” draws heavily upon an article published in Contemporary Issues, a magazine published in London and New York by Josef Weber’s post-Trotskyist American/British/German “Movement for a Democracy of Content.”


* * *


Of course, any one-volume Anthology and this short Introduction cannot satisfactorily summarize two decades of contributions from a highly heterogeneous and contentious collective. Nor could any such limited publication persuasively present what the American historian of the group, Stephen Hastings-King, calls the overall “collage” effect S. ou B. successfully created—through editorials, articles, and analyses, worker narratives and strike reports, polemics and programmatic texts, book and film reviews, letters to the editor and reprinted clippings from establishment and alternative presses, etc.—in order to depict a “mounting wave” of revolutionary activity in the age of bureaucratic capitalism.39 The French Editors considered several ways of presenting the review through various choices of texts before adopting the thematically-organized selections to be read here. This, too, was a struggle—one well executed, for it forms a positive basis for the larger Soubscan and Soubtrans projects mentioned above, where that effect becomes much more evident.


In conclusion, I mention that this translation project was not simply an individual undertaking. My heartfelt thanks to Bill Brown, Andrea Gabler, Stephen Hastings-King, Clara Gibson Maxwell, and Harald Wolf, whose exemplary encouragement and support helped ensure a successful outcome to this modest quarter-century struggle.


—David Ames Curtis, March–April 2016


[N.B.: Curtis’s original translations from the French and his editing of extant English-language texts and translations ultimately have been edited anonymously as a public service for the present nonprofit print and online publication.]


Notes


1. Or still ignored: an entire volume devoted to The Politics of Jean-François Lyotard (London and New York: Routledge, 1998) lacks all mention of Lyotard’s Socialisme ou Barbarie involvement.


2. May ’68 student leader Daniel Cohn-Bendit, along with older brother Gabriel (who had attended S. ou B. meetings), publicly acknowledged their and others’ debt to S. ou B. in Obsolete Communism: The Left-Wing Alternative, trans. Arnold Pomerans (London: André Deutsch Ltd., 1968), 18.


3. This formula had antecedents in Engels and the young Marx and was also voiced by Trotsky; see: David Ames Curtis, “Socialism or Barbarism: The Alternative Presented in the Work of Cornelius Castoriadis,” Autonomie et autotransformation de la société. La philosophie militante de Cornelius Castoriadis, ed. Giovanni Busino (Geneva: Droz, 1989), 293–322 http://www.academia.edu/13495706/Socialism_or_Barbarism_The_Alternative_Presented_in_the_Work_of_Cornelius_Castoriadis


4. So as to avoid anachronism, we retain throughout the translation the sexist “he” and “him” extant at that time.


5. For “Véga” (Alberto Masó) and “Daniel Mothé” (Jacques Gautrat), we follow their own practice of continuing to use their publishing pseudonyms. See the second Annex for a list of pseudonyms.


6. Lefort was elected to the PCI’s Central Committee.


7. Despite their conflicts over organizational and philosophical matters, “in the face of major events (French politics, East Berlin, de-Stalinization, Poland, Hungary and Algeria),” Lefort stated in a 1975 interview (Telos, 30 [Winter 1976–77]: 177), “Castoriadis and I found ourselves so close that the texts published by either of us were also in large part the product of the other.”


8. CR , 36. (See the third Annex for a list of Abbreviations of Castoriadis Volumes.)


9. Now in IIS.


10. A small group calling itself alternatively “Communisme ou Barbarie” and “Groupe Bororo” was the “quite slender, but significant, thread of historical continuity” between S. ou B. and the March 22 Movement that helped instigate the May ’68 protests. See PSW3, 122, n. 1.


11. A longer version of a mimeographed text distributed during the protests—“Reflect, Act, Organize” (the first part of “The Anticipated Revolution,” now in PSW3)—appeared in June 1968 as La Brèche—the first published book to reflect on the events—under Castoriadis’s pseudonym Jean-Marc Coudray and accompanied by texts from Lefort and Edgar Morin.


12. See PSW3, 85–87, for my note analyzing Lyotard’s retrospective take on his behavior.


13. Based on an early 1990s interview with former S. ou B. member Alain Guillerm who subsequently passed away.


14. With far better connections and fewer direct conflicts, Arguments (1956–1962), the review cofounded by S. ou B. collaborator Morin, was, by contrast, able in 1976 to reprint its issues in their entirety, reorganized topically, with French government aid.


15. This selection, extensively translated in the three-volume PSW series, included unsigned editorials, anonymous texts, and articles that Chaulieu/Paul Cardan/etc. coauthored with other members, as well as Chaulieu-Montal Tendency texts and new post-S. ou B. Castoriadis essays and introductions, several of which were written expressly for this collection.


16. Sternberg and Mothé were able to rework some of their S. ou B. articles into books published while the review was still in existence.


17. Acratie’s publisher, Jean-Pierre Duteuil, helped found the March 22 Movement with Daniel Cohn-Bendit.


18. In recounting forthrightly the diﬃculties I faced in executing the present translation project (honesty being the translator’s duty when making self-reflective contributions to the International Republic of Letters), I feel no animosity toward erstwhile participants in the group. Those who struggled therein have my full esteem and merit other people’s critical admiration for their lonely but steadfast engagement in such an exemplary, original undertaking riven by creative conflicts that took their emotional toll. If any former members wish to add their views in an ongoing dialogue, I will be glad to print such contributions at www.soubtrans.org, where the present Introduction will also appear.


19. PSW3, 87–88, n. 3.


20. The year of his death finally saw the publication of World in Fragments, The Castoriadis Reader, and a Thesis Eleven Festschrift I edited. On Plato’s “Statesman” appeared in 2002.


21. Thus, a “transference” away from the psychoanalyst Castoriadis had become and toward me. Unrelated to the S. ou B. translation project, former member Henri Simon, confusing me with a professor at an “American academic review,” went so far as to point to Castoriadis’s association with me to claim that Castoriadis had become a dreaded “intellectual.” See n. 46 in Correspondance Chaulieu (Castoriadis)-Pannekoek 1953-1954, ed. Henri Simon (Paris: Échanges et Mouvement, 2001). Simon promised to correct this gross case of mistaken identity but instead posted the text online: http://www.mondialisme.org/spip.php?article934. [June 2017 addition: Interpreting the “animus” mentioned in the body of this Introduction in purely personal and “sentimental” terms (whereas the context was primarily political and organizational, since it related to certain former members’ “early exits” from S. ou B. or their time “after the group’s breakup”), Simon took exception to this “animus” statement as well as the present footnote. His proof that he remained on good “personal” terms with Castoriadis? Castoriadis continued to send him books with “amicable” dedications! In fact, Simon’s mention of the “American academic review” in question (Telos) was part of a laughably absurd theory he had devised around a typo (“1915,” placed in sequence after 1917), which Castoriadis, with my alleged help, would have supposedly introduced in order to avoid mentioning “1919” and thus to block the “historical current” of “council communism.” In fact, this 1976 text—typed directly in English by Castoriadis many years before I had ever met him—was simply badly edited and sloppily typeset by Telos, as was its custom; the correct date (“1919”) appears in both the 1979 French translation and my subsequent English-language editing (PSW3). Despite having been exposed in this way as both ridiculous and the fomenter of an instance of mistaken identity involving my name, Simon refuses, even today, to remove from the internet this false identification. Yet I do not take the matter personally: Simon equally refused to acknowledge, let alone reply to, a devastating, in-depth critique of his entire pamphlet (Jean-Luc Leylavergne’s February 2003 “Remarques sur la brochure: Correspondance Pierre Chaulieu–Anton Pannekoek 1953-1954; présentée et commentée par Henri Simon (Échanges et Mouvement 2001),” https://collectiflieuxcommuns.fr/160-remarques-sur-la-brochure?lang=fr). What we can retain from this minor contretemps, mentioned for illustrative purposes, is that struggle continues to underlie the internal and external relations of this now-defunct group, sometimes in the most profound and productive ways, sometimes in the pettiest of fashions. Of additional note: Simon informed me that he, too, was excluded (like me, but also other of his fellow former S. ou B. members) from providing input to the self-selected French editorial committee that prepared the Anthologie.]


22. See my 2004 Castoriadis conference paper: http://1libertaire.free.fr/Castoriadis45.html.


23. See my Translator’s Foreword to Lefort’s Writing: The Political Test (Chapel Hill: Duke University Press, 2000), x.


24. Workers Councils and the Economics of A Self-Managed Society (London: Solidarity, 1972).


25. Adam Buick, “Solidarity, the Market and Marx,” [Libertarian Communist], 2 (April 1973): 1–4 http://socialismoryourmoneyback.blogspot.com/2009/12/solidarity-market-and-marx.html.


26. Solidarity’s added diagrams, with illustrated hedgehogs, perhaps fostered the false impression that “On the Content . . . ” was meant as a “blueprint” (rather than the summary and extrapolation of workers’ struggles it explicitly declares itself to be), but, unlike Isaiah Berlin’s dour underground Archilochus-inspired hedgehogs that allegedly “know one thing” alone, Solidarity’s hedgehogs—said to be “prickly” and resistant to “being interfered with”—gambol about, read “Poetry by Benjamin Péret,” collectively discuss specific factory blueprints, and are even seen among the stars in Solidarity’s illustrations.


27. ajohnstone, “Vindicated: Solidarity’s ‘market socialism’” http://socialismoryourmoneyback.blogspot.com/2011/02/vindicated-solidaritys-market-socialism.html (February 18, 2011).


28. The libertarian publisher Acratie studiously made no copyright claims to the material it published in its S. ou B. Anthologie, and thus the present translations of S. ou B. articles (differing from texts published later in French and English), as well as translations of the Anthologie’s introductions and apparatus, proceed on that same basis: a radical educational public service.


29. The knowing reader will nevertheless be amused, retrospectively, to see Castoriadis, later the critic of representation and elections, declaring in 1957: “councils will be composed of representatives who are elected by the workers”—even when followed by the provisos “responsible for reporting to them at regular intervals, and revocable by them at any time, and unit[ing] the functions of deliberation, decision, and execution”—and Lefort, the philosopher of “representation” and of “the political” as expression of inevitable “social division,” asserting that the “working class . . . cannot divide itself . . . cannot alienate itself into any form of stable and structured representation without such representation becoming autonomized.” Moreover, “Democracy is not perverted by the existence of bad organizational rules” may sound like it came from Castoriadis’s 1996 critique of Habermas/Rawls/Berlin (“Democracy as Procedure and Democracy as Regime,” now in: http://www.notbored.org/RTI.pdf), but it is Lefort who employs this argument against Castoriadis during their 1952 confrontation over “revolutionary leadership.”


30. My thanks to Stephen Hastings-King (and Viewpoint Magazine) for allowing me to use his online translation of “Proletarian Experience” as the basis for the version published here.


31. Neither should “to make do” be confused with “to make/do,” my translation for Castoriadis’s key IIS term faire, wherein both “making” and “doing”—the imaginary dimension of creative human action, or teukhein (as contrasted with “representing/saying,” or legein)—are involved. After completing the first draft of this Introduction, it was pointed out to me that “making do” is also offered as a translation for se débrouiller by Deborah Reed-Danahay in “Talking about Resistance: Ethnography and Theory in Rural France,” Anthropological Quarterly, 66:4 (October 1993): 221–29.


32. In his 1971 obituary of S. ou B. member Benno Sternberg, surreptitiously published in Les Temps Modernes (Sartre, who had refused to acknowledge S. ou B.’s existence in print, was already blind by that time, and the obituary was signed simply “C.C.,” as former member Christian Descamps has pointed out), Castoriadis attributed to Sternberg and to his early 1950s studies of the East German proletariat under Stalinism the formulation of the participation/exclusion dichotomy that lies at the base of bureaucratic capitalism’s “fundamental contradiction.” (See now “Benno Sternberg-Sarel,” translated in: http://www.notbored.org/PSRTI.pdf, 256.)


33. “The action of the proletariat, in fact, does not only take the form of a resistance (forcing employers constantly to improve their methods of exploitation), but also that of a continuous assimilation of progress and, even more, an active collaboration in it. It is because workers are able to adapt to the ceaselessly evolving pace and form of production that this evolution has been able to continue. More basically, because workers themselves offer responses to the myriad detailed problems posed within production, they render possible the appearance of the explicit systematic response called technical innovation. Aboveboard rationalization is the self-interested takeover, interpretation, and integration from a class perspective of the multiple, fragmentary, dispersed, and anonymous innovations of men engaged in the concrete production process” (Lefort, “Proletarian Experience,” in Part 2).


34. At its height after the Hungarian Revolution, S. ou B. had approximately one-hundred members and the review printed 1,000 copies per issue. Nevertheless, as Castoriadis jestingly said, “If all [the people who later claimed to be supporters] really had been with us at the time, we would have taken power in France somewhere around 1957.”


35. Pierre Lévêque and Vidal-Naquet’s Cleisthenes the Athenian: An Essay on the Representation of Space and of Time in Greek Political Thought from the End of the Sixth Century to the Death of Plato (1964), trans. David Ames Curtis (Atlantic Highlands, New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1996), was one fruit of this dialogue.


36. “Socialism or Barbarism,” now available at: http://www.notbored.org/PSRTI.pdf


37. “Raoul,” translated in ibid. This list of international contacts and collaborators is far from exhaustive.


38. Translated by Ken Knabb in the Situationist International Anthology (Berkeley, CA: Bureau of Public Secrets, 1981), 305–10, now available at: http://www.bopsecrets.org/SI/prelim.htm. Blanchard’s remembrances of his collaboration with Debord appears in translation as “Debord, in the Resounding Cataract of Time” here: http://www.notbored.org/blanchard.html


39. Looking for the Proletariat: Socialisme ou Barbarie and the Problem of Worker Writing (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2014).




PART ONE


BUREAUCRATIC SOCIETY


“La Société bureaucratique”
Socialisme ou Barbarie—Anthologie, 15–18


There are two reasons, of different natures, why the present Anthology opens with a section devoted to bureaucratic society. On the one hand, the critical analysis of bureaucratic society—that is, the society of the so-called socialist countries—and then of the phenomenon of bureaucracy as the essential trait of all modern societies was at the center of the theoretical work of the Socialisme ou Barbarie group from beginning to end. On the other hand, this theme lies at the very foundation of this group’s first principles: in a way, the phrase bureaucratic society can be said to offer, in condensed form, the response the group’s founders, those young revolutionary militants, gave to what was then called the Russia question—the question the degeneration of the October Revolution and the bureaucratization of the workers’ movement posed for so-called Left Marxist currents (Workers’ Opposition, Councilists, Bordigists, Trotskyists, etc.).


The Socialisme ou Barbarie group was set up in 1946 as a “tendency” within the Parti Communiste Internationaliste (PCI)—that is, the [French section of the] Trotskyist Fourth International. It was known as the “Chaulieu-Montal Tendency,” from the pseudonyms for Cornelius Castoriadis and Claude Lefort, its main organizers. This tendency officially broke from the PCI in 1949 in order to become the “Socialisme ou Barbarie group,” which was meant to be the kernel of a new revolutionary organization.


Why, in 1946, was there this initial distancing from the Trotskyist movement? At the end of World War II, the face of the “Soviet bureaucracy” (the phrase then in use within the Trotskyist current to describe the set of social groups that had exercised power in Russia since the end of the Russian Civil War) had taken on a quite different appearance from the one that could be attributed to it in 1923. Back then, Trotsky had characterized it as the product of a momentary balance between the forces of world revolution and those of counterrevolution—in other words, as a necessarily ephemeral historical product, since it was destined to be swept away by the victory of one or the other of those two protagonists. Now, here one was seeing this social formation exiting from the war victorious over the Third Reich, just like the ruling classes of the capitalist countries, while the dictatorship it was exercising in Russia itself had become more uncontested than ever, and, finally, it was swarming into Eastern Europe—and would soon do the same in the Far East. The Trotskyist thesis had proved untenable, and so the Soviet bureaucracy had to be unmasked as an exploitative and oppressive stratum, the same as the bourgeoisie, and the USSR as a capitalist society of a new type. Consequently, the task of the revolution in Russia, as elsewhere, would not simply be, as the Trotskyists claimed, to drive from power a group of parasites but to overthrow established social relations. Such appeared (very schematically) to be, in the view of the young militants of the “Chaulieu-Montal Tendency,” the new realities of 1946.


Nineteen-Forty-Seven and 1948 were going, again from their standpoint, to clarify the world situation and its prospects for the future. The hopes and illusions raised by the Resistance and the Liberation, particularly in France and in Italy, had very quickly vanished. In all the countries exiting from the war, the living conditions and labor conditions of the working classes were quite harsh indeed (with the exception, to some extent, of North America). People were slaving away at work, starving and, in winter, freezing to death. In France, for example, “bread riots” broke out in 1947 and, in October, the daily bread ration was lowered to 200 grams, or less than the level set at the height of the War.


Little by little, the division of the world decided at Yalta was becoming a reality. In Eastern and Central Europe, the Communist parties tightened the USSR’s grip on these States. As for France and Italy, they became firmly anchored within the Atlantic camp. Suddenly, the powerful CPs of those two countries (in France, the Parti Communiste Français [PCF] was garnering nearly a third of the vote in elections) abandoned their pro-Reconstruction policy of national unity and entered into opposition. This new strategy had been dictated by the Kremlin. Yet it was also a tactical necessity: in France, the Spring ’47 strike at the Renault automobile factory and those that followed during the Summer and Fall, particularly in the coalfields, obliged the PCF to side with its proletarian base against the Government. Already, the hegemony of the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT, General Confederation of Labor) over the working class appeared threatened: anti-Communist elements brought about a split within this French labor union confederation and created, in April 1948, the Confédération Générale du Travail-Force Ouvrière (CGT-FO, General Confederation of Labor-Workers’ Force).


Nineteen-Forty-Eight was when the world truly entered into the Cold War. In February, there was the “Prague Coup”—that is, the seizure of power by the CP, but also and straight afterward the escalating and intensified exploitation of working-class manpower. In June began the Berlin Blockade, initiated by the Soviets. The United States soon found itself in the grip of McCarthyist fever and the American military budget exceeded the total amount of credits allotted for the Marshall Plan over a five-year period. To many, beginning with Charles de Gaulle, World War III seemed unavoidable.


In the first issues of the review, many ideas that seemed vital at the time and that astonish us today express how much one was in the grip of circumstances during this dark period: society and even capitalist civilization were said to have entered into a phase of decline; the ruling classes were said to be capable of survival only by imposing on the proletariat overexploitation, which would inevitably entail, in the end, lowered labor productivity and therefore a regression in productive forces; it was said, moreover, that these ruling classes would no longer tolerate democratic freedoms, however illusory those freedoms might have been; and, finally, they were said to be readying to hurl humanity into a new war, one infinitely more destructive than the one from which humanity had barely just exited.


Unless, that is, the proletariat transformed “their” war into “its” war—that is to say, revolution. Here was an idea the group endeavored to elaborate during this period on the theoretical level, and which it condensed into the formula “socialism or barbarism.” In the event of a new war, it did not suffice to advocate revolutionary defeatism in both camps. One had to help the proletariat become aware of the means this war would place into its hands for its own liberation. This is the thesis expounded upon in particular by Philippe Guillaume (Cyrille Rousseau) in “La Guerre et notre époque” (War and our era), published in issue 3: The proletariat is the principal actor in modern production as well as the collective repository of technology, and it retains this role in times of modern industrial and mechanized warfare.


“We regard this war,” wrote Guillaume,


as a decisive moment for the world system of exploitation, and that is so not only because, there, it will shake the material and political foundations of the opposing exploitative regimes but also because the masses will experience capitalism and the bureaucracy for themselves on a scale and at a level that are without comparison to everything that has gone before. Of course, having that experience under those conditions includes some profoundly negative aspects, but such experience will also be had precisely at the moment when the masses will have at its disposal weapons and techniques that are indispensable for drawing decisive conclusions about the effective seizure of power by the proletariat. War may be the path of barbarism; that is undeniable. But a revolutionary policy with respect to modern warfare can also give the proletariat the weapons it needs to achieve ultimate power for itself.


Trotsky had already written in 1939:


[I]f the international proletariat, as a result of the experience of our entire epoch and the current new war, proves incapable of becoming the master of society, this would signify the foundering of all hope for a socialist revolution, for it is impossible to expect any other more favorable conditions for it.1


In the present part of this Anthology, we reprint large excerpts from three texts: the article entitled “Socialism or Barbarism,” drafted by Castoriadis but published as the Editorial for the first issue of the review and therefore reflecting the positions of the group as a whole; “The Relations of Production in Russia,” signed “Pierre Chaulieu” (Castoriadis) and published in the second issue of the review; and, finally, “Stalinism in East Germany” (nos. 7 and 8), signed Hugo Bell (Benno Sternberg).


D.B.


Notes


1. T/E: Leon Trotsky, “The USSR in War” (September 1939), first published in The New International, 5:11 (November 1939): 325–32. Reprinted in In Defense of Marxism (New York: Pioneer Publishers, 1942), 9.
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The Editorial for the first issue, which took as its title the terms of the dilemma posed in 1915 by Rosa Luxemburg, draws a picture of the world situation in early 1949 from the revolutionary, Marxist, anti-Stalinist standpoint. Yet at the same time, it marks the ideological point starting from which the group’s thinking was going to evolve, as the rest of this Anthology will show.


This text was meant to remain firmly anchored in Marxist thought. Society is analyzed there in terms of classes; classes are defined by the collective relations that are formed at the point of production; the dynamic of capital and, in particular, the movement that tends toward its concentration constitute the main engine of modern history, and so on. This text also remains to a large extent Leninist: it takes up again the Leninist theory of imperialism—correcting it, however, in the light of the results of World War II, since that war did not culminate in a new unstable coalition of powers but in the polarization of world capital around two antagonistic blocs. Likewise, this text does not challenge the idea of a dictatorship of the proletariat, in the aftermath of the revolution, on the condition that this not be the dictatorship of the party.


This editorial no less manifests its striking originality. Such originality stems not so much from the characterization of the Soviet bureaucracy as a new class. That idea was in the air since well before the War and discussed openly within the Trotskyist movement. What gives this editorial its unique accent and the force that was going to propel the group onto an original theoretical path is that it recognizes in the proletariat the role of principal protagonist of its history, including its defeats—for example, for having let the 1917 Revolution give birth to a new exploitative regime—this being the recognition of the proletariat’s capacity to manage production and organize socialist society.


After an introduction that synthesizes a characterization of the situation “a century after the Communist Manifesto,” and which we reprint below, the first part, “Bourgeoisie and Proletariat,” opens with a reminder of the way world capitalism had evolved up to and including World War II, putting the accent on the process of capital concentration and on the growing role of the State. The situation in the aftermath of the War may be summarized in two traits: concentration of world capital into two poles, and a difference in the nature of these two poles: in one, Russia, capital and the State have organically merged; in the other, centered around the United States, “big business [ le grand capital] has not yet become completely identical with the State.” Yet capital is destined to amalgamate on a world scale and the two systems to merge, a process that can come about only through war.


The second part, “Bureaucracy and Proletariat,” reexamines the evolution of the workers’ movement up to 1914. The creation of powerful organizations allowed one to obtain reforms and to better the condition of at least a portion of the proletariat (the “workers’ aristocracy”). Yet that, too, culminated in the constitution of a bureaucracy and of a stratum linked to the bourgeoisie, whence the Sacred Union in 1914. The proletariat reacted to the catastrophe of war only afterward: in the Autumn of 1917 in Russia, then in Germany, Hungary, and so on. The author next inquires into the reasons for the defeat of the European revolution between 1918 and 1923. We reprint below, after the introductory pages, his analysis of the degeneration of the Russian Revolution, which closes the second part, then the entire third part, “Proletariat and Revolution.”





A century after the Communist Manifesto was written and thirty years after the Russian Revolution, the revolutionary movement, which has witnessed great victories and suffered profound defeats, seems somehow to have disappeared. Like a river approaching the sea, it has broken up into rivulets, run into swamps and marshes, and finally dried up on the sands.


Never has there been more talk of “Marxism,” of “socialism,” of the working class, and of a new historical era. And never has genuine Marxism been so distorted, socialism so abused, and the working class so often sold out and betrayed by those claiming to represent it.


The bourgeoisie, in various superficially different but basically identical forms, has “recognized” Marxism and has attempted to emasculate it by appropriating it, by “accepting” part of it, by reducing it to the rank of one of a number of possible doctrines. The transformation of “great revolutionaries into harmless icons,” of which Lenin spoke forty years ago, is taking place at increasing tempo. Lenin himself has not escaped the common fate.


“Socialism,” we are told, has been achieved in countries numbering four hundred million inhabitants, yet that type of “socialism” appears inseparable from concentration camps, from the most intense social exploitation, from the most atrocious dictatorship, and from the most widespread brutish stupidity. Throughout the rest of the world the working class has been faced for almost twenty years now with a heavy and constant deterioration of its basic living standards. Its liberties and elementary rights, achieved only through years of struggle against the capitalist State, have been abolished or gravely threatened.


On top of all this, millions of people are now realizing that we have no sooner emerged from the Second World War than we face a third one, which, it is generally held, will be the most catastrophic and terrible ever seen.


In most countries the working class is organized in gigantic trade unions and political parties, numbering tens of millions of members. But these unions and parties are every day more openly and more cynically playing the role of direct agents of the bosses and of the capitalist State, or of the bureaucratic capitalism that reigns in Russia.


Only a few minute organizations seem to have survived the general shipwreck, organizations such as the “Fourth International,” the Anarchist Federations, and a few self-described “ultraleftist” groups (Bordigists, Spartacists, Council Communists). These organizations are very weak, not only because of their numbers (numerical strength by itself is never a criterion), but above all because of their political and ideological bankruptcy. Relics of the past rather than harbingers of the future, they have proved themselves utterly incapable of understanding the fundamental social transformations of the twentieth century and even less capable of developing a positive orientation toward them.


Today the “Fourth International” uses a spurious faithfulness to the letter of Marxism as a substitute for an answer to the important questions of the day. Some vanguard workers are to be found, it is true, in the ranks of the Trotskyist movement. But there they are constantly twisted and demoralized, exhausted by an activism devoid of all serious political content, and, finally, discarded. With the small amount of strength it can muster, the “Fourth International” plays its comical little role in this great tragedy of the working class’s mystification when it puts forward its class-collaborationist slogans, like “Defense of the Soviet Union,” for a Stalino-reformist government, or, in more general terms, when it masks the reality of today behind the empty formulas of yesterday.


In some countries, the Anarchist Federations still enjoy the support of a number of workers with a healthy class instinct—but those workers are very backward politically, and the anarchists keep them that way. The anarchists’ constant refusal to venture beyond the sterile slogan “No Politics,” or to take theory seriously, contributes to the confusion in the circles they reach. This makes anarchism one more blind alley for workers to get lost in.


Meanwhile, various “ultraleftist” groups cultivate their pet sectarian deviations, some of them (like the Bordigists) even going so far as to blame the proletariat for their own stagnation and impotence, others (like the Council Communists) living happily in the past and seeking therein their recipes for the “socialist” kitchens of the future.


Despite their delusional pretensions, all of them, the “Fourth International,” anarchists, and “ultraleftists,” are but historical memories, minute scabs on the wounds of the working class, destined to be shed as the new skin readies itself in the depths of its tissues.


A century ago, the revolutionary workers’ movement was constituted for the first time when it received its first charter, the Communist Manifesto, from the brilliant pen of Marx and Engels. Nothing shows better the strength and depth of this movement, nothing can give us more confidence as to its future than the fundamental and all-embracing character of the ideas on which it was founded.


The imprescriptible merit of the Communist Manifesto and of Marxism as a whole was that it alone provided a granite foundation upon which a solid, unassailable edifice could be built. The Manifesto had the everlasting merit of helping us understand with blinding clarity that the whole history of humanity—until then presented as a succession of chance events, as the result of the action of “great men,” or even as the product of the evolution of ideas—was the history of class struggle. It showed that this struggle between exploiters and exploited has gone on in each epoch, within the framework set by given levels of technical development and given economic relations created by society itself.


The Manifesto showed that the present period is that of the struggle of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie, of the productive, exploited, and oppressed class against the idle, exploitative, and oppressing class; that the bourgeoisie develops the productive forces and the wealth of society ever further, unifies the economy, the conditions of life, and the civilization of all peoples while at the same time it increases both the misery and the oppression of its slaves.


The Manifesto proclaimed that the bourgeoisie is developing not only the forces of production and social wealth but also an ever more numerous, more cohesive, and more concentrated class of proletarians. The bourgeoisie educates this class and even drives it toward revolution. The bourgeois era allowed one, for the first time in history, to raise the question of the total abolition of exploitation and of the building of a new type of society, and to raise it not on the basis of the subjective wishes of social reformers but on the basis of the real possibilities created by society itself. Finally, the Manifesto showed that the proletariat alone can be the essential motive force for the social revolution. Driven forward by the conditions of its life and disciplined over a long period of time under the capitalist system of production and exploitation, the proletariat would overthrow the ruling system and reconstruct society on a communist basis.


From the very outset, Marxism outlined a framework and orientation for all revolutionary thought and action in modern society. It even succeeded in foreseeing and predicting many of the delays and difficulties the proletariat would encounter on the road to its emancipation. But the evolution of capitalism and the development of the workers’ movement itself have given rise to new difficulties, unforeseen and unforeseeable factors, and previously unsuspected tasks. Weighed down by these new difficulties, the organized revolutionary movement folded. At the present time, it has disappeared.


The first job confronting those who wish to rebuild the revolutionary proletarian movement is to become aware of the tasks confronting the movement today and to respond to these problems.


Roughly speaking, we can say that the profound difference between the situation today and that of 1848 is the appearance of the bureaucracy as a new social stratum tending to replace the traditional bourgeoisie in the period of declining capitalism.


Within the framework of a world system based on exploitation, new economic forms and new types of exploitation have appeared. While maintaining the most fundamental features of capitalism, these new forms differ significantly from traditional capitalism in that they have superseded and broken radically with such traditional capitalist forms as the private ownership of the means of production. These new economic forms even superficially resemble some of the objectives the workers’ movement had set itself, objectives such as the statification or nationalization of the means of production and exchange, economic planning and the coordination of production on an international scale.


At the same time, and intimately connected with these new forms of exploitation, appeared the bureaucracy. This is a social formation that previously existed in embryonic form, but which now, for the first time in history, has crystallized and established itself as the ruling class in a whole series of countries.


The bureaucracy was the social expression of these new economic forms. As traditional forms of property and the bourgeoisie of the classical period are pushed aside by state property and by the bureaucracy, the main conflict within society gradually ceases to be the old one between the owners of wealth and those without property and is replaced by the conflict between directors and executants in the production process. In fact, the bureaucracy justifies its own existence (and can be explained in objective terms) only insofar as it plays a role deemed essential to the “management” of the productive activities of society and, thereby, of all other forms of activity.


The importance of this replacement of the traditional bourgeoisie by a new bureaucracy in a whole series of countries resides in the fact that, in the majority of instances, the roots of this bureaucracy seem to lie within the working class itself. The core around which the new ruling strata of technicians, administrators, and military personnel crystallized was none other than the leadership strata from the trade unions and “working-class parties” who have achieved various degrees of power after the first and second imperialist wars. This bureaucracy, moreover, seems capable of achieving some of the original objectives of the workers’ movement, such as “nationalization” and “planning.” And these achievements seem to provide the bureaucracy with the best basis for its continued domination.


The clearest result of a whole century of economic development and of the development of the workers’ movement itself appears to be as follows. On the one hand, the traditional organizations (such as trade unions and political parties) that the working class continually created for its emancipation regularly transformed themselves into the means for mystifying the working class. Oozing out of every pore came the elements of a new social stratum. Climbing onto the backs of the workers, this social stratum sought to achieve its own emancipation, either by integrating itself into the capitalist system or by preparing and finally achieving its own accession to power. On the other hand, a whole series of measures and programmatic demands, once considered progressive and even radically revolutionary (such as agrarian reform, nationalization of industry, planning for production, monopolization over foreign trade, international economic coordination), have been fulfilled, usually by the actions of the workers’ bureaucracy, sometimes by capitalism itself in the course of its development. This has taken place without there resulting for the toiling masses anything other than a more intense, better coordinated, and, in a word, rationalized exploitation.


The objective outcome of this evolution has been a more efficient and more systematic organization for exploiting and enslaving the proletariat.


These developments have given rise to an unprecedented ideological confusion concerning the problems of how the proletariat should organize for struggle and of how working-class power should be structured and even of what the program for the socialist revolution should be.


Today it is this confusion concerning the most fundamental problems of the class struggle that constitutes the main obstacle to rebuilding the revolutionary movement. To dispel it, we must analyze the main features of capitalist development and of the evolution of the working class during the last hundred years.


[ . . . ]


A fundamental question therefore has to be answered on the morrow of every successful revolution. Who will be the master of society once it is purged of the capitalists and their tools? The power structure of the new regime, its political form, the relationship between the working class and its own leadership, the management of production, the type of system prevailing in the factories, all these are but particular aspects of this general problem.


Now, in Russia this problem was resolved quite rapidly when a new exploitative stratum, the bureaucracy, came to power. Between March and October 1917, the struggling masses had created organs that expressed their aspirations and that were to express their power. These organs, the soviets, immediately came into conflict with the provisional government, which was the instrument of the capitalist class. The Bolshevik Party was the only organized group advocating the overthrow of the government and the conclusion of an immediate peace. Within six months it had acquired a majority in the soviets and was leading them toward a successful insurrection. But the result of this insurrection was the enduring establishment of the Party in the seat of political power and, through the Party and as it degenerated, of the bureaucracy.


Once the insurrection was over, the Bolshevik Party showed that it conceived of the workers’ government as its own government. The slogan “All Power to the Soviets” soon came to mean, in reality, “All Power to the Bolshevik Party.” The soviets were quickly reduced to the role of mere organs of local administration. They retained for a while, it is true, a certain autonomy. But this was only because of the needs of the Civil War. The “dispersed” form the Civil War took on in Russia often made it difficult, if not downright impossible, for the central government to exercise authority.


This relative autonomy of the soviets was to prove quite temporary. Once normal circumstances were reestablished, the soviets were forced to become once again local executive organs, compelled to carry out without dissent the directives of the central power and of the party in command. They progressively atrophied through lack of use. The increasing antagonism between the masses and the new government found no organized channels through which it might express itself. Even when this antagonism took on a violent form, sometimes reaching the point of armed conflict (as in the Petrograd strikes of 1920–1921, during the Kronstadt insurrection, during the Makhno movement), the masses of the workers opposed the Party as an unorganized mass and not through the soviets.


Why this antagonism between the Party and the class? Why this progressive atrophy of the soviets? The two questions are intimately interconnected. The answer to both is the same.


Long before it took power, the Bolshevik Party contained within itself the seeds of the developments that could lead it into complete opposition to the mass of the workers. It based itself on Lenin’s conception (outlined in What Is to Be Done) that the Party alone possessed a revolutionary consciousness (which it inculcates into the working class). The Party had been built on the idea that the masses themselves could attain merely a trade-union consciousness. It had been built of necessity under the conditions of Czarist Russia as a rigid clandestine apparatus of cadre elements, carefully selecting the vanguard elements of the working class and of the intelligentsia. The Party had educated its members in the conceptions of strict discipline and in the notion that whatever others might say, the Party was always right. Once in power, the Party identified itself completely with the Revolution. Its opponents, whatever ideology they might advocate or whatever tendency they might belong to, could then only be “agents of the counterrevolution” as far as the Party was concerned.


From these conceptions it followed quite easily that other parties should be excluded from the soviets and made illegal. That these measures most often were unavoidable cannot be disputed. But the fact remains that “political life” in the soviets was soon reduced to a monologue—or to a series of monologues—by Bolshevik representatives. Other workers, if they wished to oppose the policy of the Party, could neither organize to do so nor oppose the policy of the party effectively without organization.


Thus the Party very rapidly came to exercise all power, even at the lowest levels. Throughout the country it was only through the Party that one could gain access to higher positions. The immediate results were twofold. On the one hand, many Party members, knowing themselves to be uncontrolled and uncontrollable, started “achieving socialism” for themselves: They started solving their own problems by creating privileges for themselves. On the other hand, all those throughout the country who had privileges to defend within the framework of the new social organization now entered the Party en masse, in order to defend these privileges. Thus it came about that the Party rapidly transformed itself from an instrument of the laboring classes into an instrument of a new privileged stratum, a stratum the Party itself was exuding from its every pore.


Confronted with these developments the working class was quite slow to react. Its reactions were feeble and fragmented. We are now approaching the key to the whole problem. The new duality between soviets and Party was quickly resolved in favor of the Party. The working class itself often actively assisted this evolution. Its best militants and most devoted and class-conscious offspring felt the need to give the Bolshevik Party everything they had and to support it through thick and thin (even when the Party was clearly opposing the will of the masses). All this proved possible because the working class, taken as a whole, and in particular its vanguard, still conceived of the problem of its historical leadership in terms that, however necessary they may have been at this stage, were nonetheless false.


Forgetting that “there is no supreme savior, neither God nor Caesar nor tribune,” the working class saw in its own tribunes, in its own Party, the solution to the leadership problem. It believed that once it had abolished the power of the capitalists, it had only to confide this leadership role to the Party to which it had given its best people for that Party to act automatically in the class’s exclusive interests.


To start with, the Party did in fact act in the interests of the working class and for rather longer than might have reasonably been anticipated. Not only was the Party the only one constantly on the side of the workers and peasants between February and October 1917, not only was it the only one to express their interests at the critical juncture; it was also the indispensable organ for the final crushing defeat of the capitalists, the one to which the workers and peasants are indebted for the successful outcome of the civil war. But already, in playing this role, the Party little by little was becoming detached from the masses. It finally became an end in itself, the instrument of and the framework for all the privileged members of the new regime.


When considering the birth of this new privileged stratum, one must distinguish the purely political aspects, which are only its expression, from the far more important economic roots.


In a modern society the major part, and in particular the qualitatively decisive part, of production is the part carried out in factories. For a class to manage a modern society, it must actually manage the factories themselves. The factories determine the overall orientation and volume of production, the level of wages, and the pace of work—in short, all the problems whose solution will determine in advance the direction in which society’s structures will evolve.


These problems will be solved in the interests of the working class only if laboring people solve them themselves. But for this, it is necessary for the proletariat as a class to be before all else master of the economy, both at the level of the general management of industry and at the level of the management of each particular enterprise. These are but two aspects of the same thing.


This management of production by the workers themselves assumes an additional importance in modern society. The entire evolution of the modern economy tends to replace the traditional distinction between owners and the propertyless with a new division and opposition between directors and executants in the productive process. If the proletariat does not immediately abolish, together with the private ownership of the means of production, the management of production as a specific function permanently carried out by a particular social stratum, it will only have cleared the ground for the emergence of a new exploitative stratum, which will arise out of the “managers” of production and out of the bureaucracies dominating economic and political life.


Now, this is exactly what happened in Russia. Having overthrown the bourgeois government, having expropriated the capitalists (often against the wishes of the Bolsheviks), having occupied the factories, the workers thought it quite natural to hand over management to the government, to the Bolshevik Party, and to the trade-union leaders. By doing so, the proletariat was abdicating its own essential role in the new society it was striving to create. This role was inevitably to be taken over by others.


Around the Bolshevik Party in power, and under its protective wing, the new boss class gradually took shape. It slowly developed in the factories, at first disguised as directors, specialists, and technicians. This took place all the more naturally as the program of the Bolshevik Party left the door open to such an evolution, and at times even actively encouraged it.


The Bolshevik Party proposed certain economic measures that later formed one of the essential points in the program of the Third International. These measures consisted first of all in the expropriation of the big capitalist trusts and in the forced merger of certain smaller enterprises; second, in the essential field of the relations between the workers and the apparatus of production, the measures centered around the slogan “Workers’ Control.” This slogan was based on the alleged incapacity of the workers to pass directly to the management of production at factory level and above all at the level of the central management of the entire economy. “Control” was to fulfill an educative function. It was, during the transitional period, to teach the workers how to manage, and they were to be taught by ex-bosses, technicians, and production “specialists.”


But “control” of production, even “workers’ control” of production, does not resolve the problem of who really directs production. On the contrary, it implies quite clearly that, throughout this entire period, the problem of effective management was actually being resolved in quite a different way.


To say that the workers “control” production implies that they do not manage it. The Bolsheviks called for workers’ control. They had little confidence in the workers’ ability to manage production. There was a fundamental opposition of interests, at first latent, between the workers, who “control,” and others, who actually manage production. This antagonism created in the production process what amounted to a duality of economic power. Like all situations of dual power, it had to be resolved quickly: Either the workers would press forward, within a short period, toward total management of production, reabsorbing in the process the “specialists,” technicians, and administrators who had risen from their ranks, or the latter would finally reject a type of “control” that had become an encumbrance to them, a control that was increasingly a pure formality, and would install themselves as absolute masters over the management of production. If the State cannot tolerate a condition of dual power, the economy can tolerate it even less. The stronger of the two partners will quickly eliminate the other.


During the period preceding the expropriation of the capitalists, “workers’ control” had a positive meaning. As a slogan, it implies the working class’s invasion into the command stations of the economy. After the expropriation of the capitalists, such control can give way only to the complete management of the economy by laboring people. Otherwise “workers’ control” will merely prove to be a protective screen used to conceal the first steps of the nascent bureaucracy.


We now know that in Russia “workers’ control” led precisely to this last development. The conflict between the mass of workers and the growing bureaucracy was resolved in the interests of this bureaucracy. Technicians and “specialists” from the old regime were kept on to perform “technical” tasks. But they rapidly merged with the new strata of administrators that had risen through the ranks of the Party and of the trade unions. They soon began to demand unchecked [sans contrôle] power for themselves. The “educational function” of workers’ control played right into their hands. It did not help the working class at all. Instead, it laid the economic foundations for the new bureaucracy.


There is little mystery about the subsequent growth of the bureaucracy. Having dealt first with the proletariat, the bureaucracy then turned against the privileged elements in town and country (the NEPmen and the kulaks) whose privileges were based on traditional bourgeois types of exploitation. The extermination of these remnants of the old privileged strata proved quite easy for the bureaucracy. In its struggle against these elements, the bureaucracy had at its disposal even more advantages than a trust enjoys in its struggle against small, isolated entrepreneurs.


The bureaucracy embodies the natural tendency of the modern economy toward the concentration of the forces of production. It rapidly overcame the resistance of the petty capitalist and the rich peasant strata, which are hopelessly doomed to disappear even under capitalism. After a bourgeois revolution, the development of the economy itself precludes a return to feudalism. Similarly, a return to the traditional, disjointed, and anarchic forms of capitalism was no longer an option in Russia. The return to a regime of exploitation as a result of the degeneration of the revolution could express itself only in new forms, in the accession to power of a new stratum expressive of the new economic structures, themselves imposed by the natural tendency toward ever more complete concentration.


The bureaucracy rapidly proceeded to the complete statification of production and to “planning.” It initiated the systematic exploitation of both the economy and the proletariat. In the process, it proved capable of developing Russian production to a considerable extent. This development was imposed upon it by the need to increase its own unproductive consumption and especially by the need to expand its military potential.


The clear significance for the proletariat of this type of “planning” appears when we look at the real wages of the Russian worker. As a result of the October Revolution, wages had increased 10 percent between 1913 and 1928. Later on they fell to half their prerevolutionary levels, and at present they are even lower. The aforementioned development of production indeed is being held back more and more by the contradictions of the bureaucratic regime and above all by the drop in labor productivity. This is the direct result of bureaucratic overexploitation.


As the bureaucracy consolidated its power in Russia, the parties of the Third International underwent a comparable evolution. They became completely detached from the working class and soon lost entirely their revolutionary character. Bearing down upon them were the dual pressures of decaying capitalist society and of the centralized apparatus of the Third International, which itself reflected the bureaucratization of Russian society. The International increasingly came under the control of the Russian bureaucracy.


The “Communist” parties gradually became completely transformed. They were becoming converted into instruments of the foreign policy of the Russian bureaucracy at the same time that they were beginning to serve, in their respective countries, the interests of those broad strata of the trade-union and political bureaucracies that were emerging from within the ranks of labor. It was the capitalist regime’s crisis and decay that were forcing these strata to break with capitalism and with its traditional reformist representatives. Together with an increasing number of technicians in the bourgeois countries, these strata began to see the bureaucratic-capitalist regime that had come to power in Russia as the perfect expression of their own interests and aspirations. The high point of this development was reached at the end of World War II. Taking advantage of the conditions left by the war, of the collapse of entire sections of the bourgeois regime in Europe, and of the military support of the Russian bureaucracy, Communist parties took over political power in a number of European countries and set up regimes based on the Russian model.


World Stalinism today binds the ruling strata of Russia and the satellite countries with the cadres of the “Communist” parties of other countries. Stalinism represents the point of intersection of three distinct trends: the structural evolution of world capitalism, the disintegration of traditional society, and the political development of the workers’ movement.


From the economic point of view, Stalinist bureaucratism expresses the fact that it is becoming more and more difficult to continue to produce within the outdated framework of bourgeois property relations and that the exploitation of the proletariat can be organized to infinitely greater advantage within a “nationalized” or “planned” economy.
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