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Welcome to the second issue of the Australian Marxist 
Review for 2017, a year that has already thrown down 
major challenges to the working class and its allies in 
Australia and around the world. Issue #65 has a strong 
historical and theoretical focus and begins with Rob 
Gowland’s article “Why Russia?”. In it he explains the 
unique conditions existing in Russia in 1917, that not 
only allowed for the overthrow of Tsarism and the sei-
zure of state power by the working class, but also the 
maintenance of that power in the face of the seemingly 
overwhelming military might of imperialism. 

The theme of the October Revolution continues in the 
first of a two part series by Michael Hooper on the his-
torical context of Bolshevik actions and their reasoning 
following the October Revolution. In “Cause and conse-
quences: Changes in Bolshevik policy from the October 
Revolution until Lenin’s death” part one, the specific ac-
tions of the Bolsheviks from the seizure of power until 
the onset of the civil war in 1918 are examined to show 
why they were necessary at that time and to provide his-
torical lessons relevant for Communists today in their 
own struggles.

The second instalment of Craig Ryan’s series, “On the 
Illegality of War” focuses on the concept of the suscep-
tibility of international law to influence and reinterpreta-
tion. These reinterpretations can lend international law 
a progressive character to aid the struggle against impe-
rialism or can be used by imperialist powers to further 
“legitimise” and strengthen their domination. 

While imperialist states are busy cementing their power 
in place, the world hurtles towards a climate catastrophe. 
In his article, “The Protection of Nature by the Soviet 
Government”, Dionysis Vourtsis explains in detail some 
of the ground-breaking achievements of Soviet scientists 
in the field of ecology, especially afforestation and cli-
matology, and their efforts to protect the Soviet Union’s 
natural environment. 

Finally, we have an extended discussion piece submit-
ted as a reply to David Matters’ article, “The study of 
practice is necessarily linked to practice”, which hopes 
to develop on the question of theory and practice.

We encourage readers to submit articles and discussion 
comments for inclusion in the next issue of the AMR. 
Reader feedback and comments are always appreciated! 

Editorial



1

AMR

Why Russia?
Rob Gowland

In the early part of the 19th century the industrial revolu-
tion grew apace. As industry grew, so did the number of 
industrial workers. It was quickly and glaringly apparent 
that the people who actually created the wealth – those 
who toiled in the mines and mills and those who trans-
ported both the raw materials and the finished product 
– did not receive compensation commensurate with their 
actual input. The wealth they produced was in fact ap-
propriated by a class who owned rather than toiled. The 
appallingly dangerous and unhealthy working conditions 
of those who did toil also prompted many serious think-
ers to question the validity of a social system that would 
tolerate – let alone take advantage of – such iniquities. 

Some thought the solution lay in abolishing all author-
ity. Workers languishing under ruthless and uncaring 
bosses backed by the power of police and soldiers often 
found anarchism appealing but it was unable to sustain 
a viable vision of a workable future. The other solution 
that resonated with workers and intellectuals alike was 
Socialism. 

Various concepts were advanced as to how to achieve 
and operate a social system in which those who pro-
duced the wealth would own the wealth, in which those 

who toiled would run the country and where society was 
organised to benefit them and not an exploiting class of 
parasites. Marx and Engels put it on a scientific basis and 
showed not only how Socialism could be achieved but 
how it would be achieved. 

Nevertheless, even among those who claimed to be 
Marxists there were various sectional interests and 
competing approaches. Scientific socialists argued 
with utopian socialists; some championed the working 
class while others put their faith in the peasantry; some 
thought trade unions were revolutionary while others 
preferred reform to any type of revolution. 

In the late 19th century, the seeming impossibility of 
overturning the autocratic power of the ruling class in 
the most developed countries led some of those who 
were impatient for change to resort to individual acts of 
terrorism, hoping to provoke a change of policy by toss-
ing a bomb under some big wig’s carriage. Lenin’s older 
brother was one such. His execution for trying to kill 
the Tsar was one of the factors that convinced Lenin of 
the futility of individual acts of terror and that the only 
effective way to bring about social change was through 
mass action, led by a revolutionary party.

Workers of the Schmidt factory man barricades during the 1905 revolution.
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Most revolutionaries of the time thought that the first 
country where the workers would be likely to take power 
– however temporarily – would be one of the developed 
capitalist countries of Europe. It certainly seemed logi-
cal: surely such a move would be led by the most ad-
vanced workers, which of necessity meant you needed 
an industrialised country in order to have an industrial 
working class. And surely that working class would have 
to be the moderately well-educated if they were to grasp 
the complexities of Marxism or some other philosophy? 
In some countries, such as Russia, the bulk of the popu-
lation were peasants rather than industrial workers and 
many were actually illiterate.

And yet it was in Russia that the Revolution took place. 
It should not have surprised anyone: there had already 
been an attempted revolution in 1905. Although Stalin 
was able to sustain an uprising in the south of the country 
against Tsarist rule for two years, the 1905 Revolution 
proved abortive because the necessary conditions for a 
successful revolution had not yet matured. 

For a revolution to be successful, you need a revolution-
ary situation. That is a situation that is classically defined 

as one where the ruling class can no longer rule in the 
old way and the people refuse to go on trying to live in 
the old way. In Russia in 1905, the Tsarist ruling class 
had suffered a crushing defeat in the East at the hands 
of Imperial Japan and the people were seething with 
discontent. But they had not yet given up on their insti-
tutions and their ruling class was still able to exercise 
its power to rule. However, although 1905 was abortive, 
it taught the Russian revolutionaries some valuable les-
sons in the actual practice of revolution.

The single most important consideration determining 
why the Revolution broke out in Russia, however, was 
the nature and calibre of the revolutionary party itself. 
The Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (RSDLP) 
had been formed by Lenin and although it had to operate 
underground his continued leadership meant it had a very 
developed political understanding. The biggest faction 
in the party was made up of those who supported Lenin’s 
position – known as the “Bolsheviks” (the majority). The 
minority were called “Mensheviks”. Although their rela-
tive sizes changed in subsequent years, the names stuck.

Soldiers of the imperial powers on parade in Vladivostok during the Russian Civil War, 1918.
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Prior to WW1, the Socialist parties of Europe had been 
united in their opposition to an imperialist war. But 
when it came, all but two of them caved in to jingoism 
and jumped on board the war bandwagon. The two that 
did not were the Spartacus League in Germany and the 
Bolsheviks in Russia. Lenin was so disgusted by this be-
trayal of principle by most of the Social Democrat par-
ties that he announced that he would no longer be known 
as a Social Democrat but in future would call himself 
a Communist. His followers have called themselves 
Communists ever since. 

Lenin correctly characterised the First World War from 
the outset as essentially a trade war. It was a war for 
the possession and domination of markets, resources and 
colonies. Lenin called for the Bolsheviks to campaign 
to turn what was essentially a predatory imperialist war 
into a class war: “Peace to the villages, war on the pal-
aces!” he cried.

The huge, lumbering, poorly equipped and shockingly 
led Tsarist army suffered terrible losses. Its troops were 
reduced to retaking at the point of a bayonet at night the 
trenches they lost to artillery barrages in daylight. Tsarist 
troops were peasants conscripted off their farms. As the 
war dragged on, they became acutely concerned for the 
welfare of their families who faced starvation if the men-
folk were not able to return to work the land. 

Revolutionary organisations (“soviets”) were formed 
in the cities and in the armed forces. Agitation for and 
against the war – and for and against revolution – raged 
openly where possible and underground where neces-
sary. Political parties of all persuasions produced news-
papers and flyers. Political agitators found ready audi-
ences – this was after all literally a matter of life and 
death. 

In February of 1917, Russian capitalism decided the 
prosecution of the war could no longer be left to the 
Tsarist aristocracy. The hereditary princes and grand 
dukes had made a total botch of the military campaigns. 
Grumblings among the populace had turned to mutinies 
and strikes, so the capitalists put themselves at the head 
of a popular revolt and overthrew the Tsar. European-
style bourgeois democracy was declared to be the way 
forward for Russia and a Provisional Government was 
installed. 

However, the new “democratic” capitalist regime was 
still committed to protecting Russia’s colonial posses-
sions and developing its markets. It had no intention 
of ending the grievously unpopular imperialist war 
and sought to continue it while trying to suppress the 
Bolsheviks and other opponents of the war. So unpopu-
lar was the war that in July there was an abortive upris-
ing against it. Although the Bolsheviks warned that an 
uprising at that time was premature, they were obliged 

to support it. As they had predicted, it failed and Lenin 
had to go into hiding to avoid capture by the Provisional 
Government.

Forced to continue fighting an unwanted war against 
Germany and its allies, the Russian army continued to 
disintegrate. Soldiers in droves walked away from the 
front. There were non-stop mass meetings and delega-
tions to the capital, Petrograd, all seeking to try to influ-
ence the course of the war or to stop it altogether.

Military discipline collapsed. In the navy, officers who 
got stroppy with their mutinous crews were likely to 
be put in a sack, tied up and dropped over the side. In 
the army, soldiers threatened their officers at gun point, 
causing many officers to tie red ribbons to their shoulder 
straps as evidence of their revolutionary sympathies.

In the Petrograd Soviet there was almost continuous 
debate. The Soviet had been dominated by reformist 
Mensheviks (social democrats) but increasingly sup-
port was swinging towards the Bolsheviks and their 
outstanding leader, Lenin. His keen analytical brain left 
his opponents floundering as his argument that an armed 
revolutionary uprising was necessary accorded with the 
historical conditions.  

The Mensheviks attempted to steer the people’s revo-
lutionary sentiments into a less “radical” direction by 
advancing the slogan “Soviets without Bolsheviks”, but 
the people quickly realised that without Bolsheviks the 
soviets would be toothless tigers. 

By November of 1917 (October in the old inaccurate 
Tsarist Russian calendar still being used at the time) 
Lenin judged the time had come for the Revolution to 
succeed. It called for fine judgement. A day too soon 
and it would fail; delay a day too long and it would also 
fail. On the evening of October 25 (November 7 new 
style) armed workers, soldiers and sailors seized the 
Winter Palace, the bridges over the Neva River, the Post 
Office and other important centres. The “Provisional 
Government”, still issuing decrees to which no one paid 
any attention, was arrested. 

Lenin mounted the rostrum at the Petrograd Soviet and 
announced that the Revolution had been carried out. The 
old Menshevik leadership of the Petrograd Soviet was 
swept away, replaced by the Bolsheviks and their then 
allies the Left Social Revolutionaries, a peasant-based 
party. (The next year, 1918, the Left SRs would turn 
against the Bolsheviks. Viewing the harsh terms of the 
peace of Brest Litovsk as a “betrayal of the revolution”, 
they assassinated the German ambassador in an attempt 
to restart the war with Germany and at the same time 
tried unsuccessfully to organise a coup against Lenin 
and the Bolsheviks. It was put down the same day.)
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The line is advanced by anti-Communists in today’s 
Russia that what took place in November 1917 was not 
a revolution but merely a putsch, an armed seizure of 
power by a small group of ruthless individuals. The lie 
to that is given by the determination with which the peo-
ple of revolutionary Russia defended their new society, 
despite intense privation. 

At first, the forces of imperialism thought that they 
could deal with the revolution in Russia without diffi-
culty while continuing the world war. But the world war 
had destroyed too many lives and too many communi-
ties. The call by the new Soviet government in Russia 
for an immediate end to the war resonated with people 
everywhere. It quickly became clear to the leaders of the 
imperialist powers that they would have to bring their 
global war for colonies and markets to an abrupt end or 
face the possibility of revolution spreading far and wide.

The Russian Empire had already fallen over. Within 
the year, the German, Turkish and Austro-Hungarian 
empires would follow suit. In addition, there would be 
mutinies in the French and British armies, as soldiers ex-
pressed their anger at the way the war was dragging on. 
The United States was the only Great Power that emerged 
from the First World War with its economy more or less 
intact. Britain and France suffered enormous economic 
damage. And yet, when it became apparent that revo-
lution might break out in several countries, Britain and 
France joined with other imperialist powers in trying to 
wipe out the revolutionary threat.

Dressed in rags, the Russian workers and peasants stood 
firm in their support of a new government that had done 
away with the rule of the hated aristocracy but had yet 
to make the Soviet Of Workers’, Soldiers’ and Peasants’ 
Deputies into an effective administration. The civil war 
that was soon launched by the forces of reaction lasted 
until 1922, cost thousands of lives and caused tremen-
dous destruction in a country that was technologically 
undeveloped before the war even began. Moreover, the 
Russian Civil War was marked by terrorism on an un-
precedented scale, as the Whites gave vent to their hatred 
of “upstart” workers and peasants. The refined brutality 
of Kolchak’s White army in Siberia was so extreme that 
it revolted the US interventionist force that was supposed 
to assist him. The Americans refused to co-operate with 
Kolchak and the rumour was immediately spread that 
the US commander had “become a Red”.

Japan and the USA had invaded Siberia. Britain and 
France had invaded European Russia. Ten other coun-
tries also invaded parts of revolutionary Russia. Which 
brings us to the other reason it was important to the suc-
cess of the revolution that it took place in Russia in 1917: 
it would not have been successful in a smaller country 
at that time.

When WW1 broke out, many armies still dressed their 
troops in brightly coloured uniforms. Aircraft and tanks 
as weapons were almost unknown. In the trench warfare 
on the Western and Eastern fronts, artillery, machine 
guns, poison gas, high explosives and flame throwers 
took a dreadful toll. But when imperialism tried to aid 
the armies of the counter-revolution in Soviet Russia 
they found that the size of the country made trench war-
fare impractical. A fluid, mobile warfare was called for. 
Tanks and armoured cars, however, were scarce: most 
transport was horse-drawn, armies moved on foot.

Across the vast expanse of Russia – occupying no less 
than one sixth of the world’s land surface – these rela-
tively slow-moving forces struggled for supremacy, 
revolution versus counter-revolution. And counter-
revolution, with imperialist support, came close to crush-
ing the revolution. It did crush the revolutionary regime 
that took power in Hungary and put down the attempted 
revolution in Germany. But although the combined forc-
es of the counter-revolutionary Whites and the foreign 
Interventionists occupied huge tracts of Red territory in 
Russia, the Soviet government continued to function and 
the Russian people continued to fight tenaciously on its 
behalf. 

The technology of the time meant that the White forces 
were unable to overpower the Reds before popular pres-
sure began to make itself felt in the various Interventionist 
states for the repatriation of their soldiers. After all, peo-
ple said, the World War is over, so why are our men still 
fighting abroad? And workers’ organisations in numer-
ous countries (including Australia) came out in defence 
of the first Socialist state with a very effective “Hands 
Off Russia!” campaign.

Although Britain provided the Whites with a number of 
tanks – the “super-weapon” of 1918 against the trenches 
and barbed wire of the Western Front – the war in Russia 
was not trench warfare, and by the time the tanks arrived 
and went into action they could do little to affect the out-
come: the Reds had won.

The Russian workers and peasants, taking advantage of 
their country’s size and topography and supported by a 
global workers’ movement, had defeated several large 
and (for the time) well-equipped counter-revolutionary 
armies supported by the armed forces of 14 capitalist 
countries. The world would not see a similar one-sided 
debacle for imperialism until the United States was de-
feated in the Vietnam War.
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The following is part one of a multi-part se-
ries exploring the Post-October Revolution 
situation in Russia, the challenges facing the 
Bolsheviks and how they faced and defeated 
each of these immense challenges. Through 
this examination, Michael Hooper draws a 
number of conclusions that are relevant for 
examining the conduct of modern socialist 
states and improving the work of Communist 
Parties in countries like Australia.

The formation of the first socialist state was a momen-
tous occasion for working people all over the world. 
Despite the passage of time, the lessons of one hun-
dred years ago remain as important to the Communist 
movement today as they did at the time of the October 
Revolution. The challenges facing the Bolsheviks, their 
actions and their reasons for taking them provide in-
sights into the conduct of modern socialist states and 
may help modern Communist parties avoid the mistakes 
that threatened to destroy the fledgling Soviet Republic. 
In part one of this series, the first nine months of Soviet 
power will be presented in two sections, the immediate 

aftermath of the seizure of power and the first counter-
attacks by the bourgeoisie, followed by the temporary 
breathing space provided by the Brest-Litovsk peace 
where the Bolsheviks began the first period of social-
ist construction. In each section, the challenges facing 
the Bolsheviks, their policies and the rationale for these 
policies will be presented. In later parts, to be printed at 
a later date, the Civil War and the New Economic Policy 
periods that followed will be examined using the same 
pattern before lessons applicable to modern conditions 
will be drawn from the above four periods of Soviet 
history.

Consolidation of working class 
power (November 1917 to 
June 1918)

Immediate steps 
On November 7th, 1917, the guns of the cruiser Aurora 
announced the beginning of a new stage in history. The 
Bolshevik pamphlet, To the Citizens of Russia, declared: 
“The Provisional Government has been deposed. State 

Cause and consequences: Changes 
in Bolshevik policy from the October 
Revolution until Lenin’s death 
Part One
Michael Hooper

A meeting of the Council of Peoples’ Commissars with Lenin at the back in 1918.
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power has passed into the hands of the organ of the 
Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies” 
(p.236). At 10:45pm, on the very night of the storming 
of the Winter Palace, the Second All-Russian Congress 
of Soviets was convened at the Smolny, the Bolshevik 
headquarters. What immediate challenges lay before the 
Congress of Soviets and how would it wield its newly 
won state power? 

The class enemy answered these questions for the 
Bolsheviks, just as it had created the conditions that 
necessitated the October Revolution. Within days of the 
successful revolution in Petrograd, Alexander Kerensky, 
former leader of the bourgeois provisional government, 
raised several Cossack units under General Krasnov to 
attack the capital. A day later, members of the “Socialist-
Revolutionary Party” (SR), a petty bourgeois party 
representing minor agrarian exploiters, formed the 
“Committee for the Salvation of the Fatherland and the 
Revolution”, which contrary to its name, was a counter-
revolutionary organisation that organised mutinies 
in Petrograd. Unlike Petrograd, where the revolution 
was practically bloodless, Moscow saw heavy fighting 
for days. The comparative difficulty of the uprising in 
Moscow was partly due to another kind of counter-rev-
olution that would continue to plague the Bolsheviks for 
decades to come – betrayal from within.

On the Central Committee of the Russian Socialist 
Democratic Labour Party Bolshevik (Bolsheviks) there 
was a small and vocal minority who opposed any upris-
ing and instead advocated merely taking part in elections. 
For a short time after the February bourgeois revolution 
there was a space for open and legal political work, 
which the Bolsheviks enthusiastically used. However, 

the Provisional Government’s crack-down, following the 
April demonstration against the continuation of the war, 
proved in blood that open and legal means were no longer 
appropriate. Zinoviev and Kamenev hadn’t learned this 
lesson and continued to argue on the Central Committee 
against an uprising. Two days after their defeat on the 
Central Committee, Zinoviev and Kamenev published 
an article in the Menshevik paper, Novaya Zhizn, public-
ly divulging the plan for an uprising. Lenin condemned 
the pair, stating: “Can you imagine an act more treacher-
ous or blacklegging any worse?” (“Letter to Bolshevik”, 
p.217). Not only was this a gross breach of discipline, 
an act that would spread confusion among workers and 
undermine the uprising, it also gave advanced warning 
to the counter-revolutionaries who began preparing in 
earnest. Unlike in Petrograd, the counter-revolutionaries 
successfully deployed large numbers of loyal troops to 
Moscow, using the advance notice they received, hence 
the especially difficult uprising.

In the face of reaction, from within and without, the pri-
mary challenges facing the Bolshevik-led Soviets could 
be nothing other than the smashing of the power of the 
exploiters and consolidating working class power. This 
fact was clearly understood, as their policies and actions 
demonstrated. At the Second All-Russia Congress of 
Soviets, the Decree on Peace, Decree on Land and the 
structure of the new Soviet government were all estab-
lished. The Decree on Peace called on the belligerents 
of World War One to agree to an immediate armistice 
while the Decree on Land abolished private ownership 
of land; turned 400 million acres of land belonging to 
the Tsar, monasteries and landlords over to the peas-
ants; and released the peasantry from paying rents total-
ling 500 million roubles a year. All mineral resources, 

The Smolny was the Bolsheviks’ headquarters during  
the October Revolution.
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forests and waters became property of the whole peo-
ple, while all large scale enterprises were nationalised. 
The final major act of the Congress was to create the 
Soviet Government, which took the form of the Council 
of Peoples’ Commissars. In the days following the 
Congress, the armed assaults of the counter-revolution-
aries were defeated by armed workers and revolutionary 
soldiers who would later form the core of the Red Army. 

The decisions of the Second Congress immediately 
demonstrated the Bolshevik’s commitment to the slogan 
“land, peace, bread”, which embodied the immediate 
demands of Russian workers and peasants. Now, having 
won power, the Bolsheviks were in a position to turn 
their principled policy into action.

The Constituent Assembly, which nominally ruled 
Russia after the February Revolution in 1917, remained 
a steadfast enemy of the Soviets and a legal façade for 
anti-Soviet activities. In his draft resolution to dissolve 
the Constituent Assembly, Lenin argued “To relinquish 
the sovereign power of the Soviets, to relinquish the 
Soviet Republic won by the people, for the sake of the 
bourgeois parliamentary system and the Constituent 
Assembly, would now be a step backwards and would 
cause the collapse of the October workers’ and peasants’ 
revolution.” (“Draft Decree” p.435). Lenin’s draft was 
accepted and the Constituent Assembly was dissolved.

With the defeat of the class enemy’s initial counter-attack, 
the Bolsheviks turned to securing a respite from the ex-
ternal onslaught of German imperialism. Unsurprisingly, 
the imperialist powers ignored the Decree on Peace and 
German forces continued to advance into Russia. It is 
also worth noting that the old Tsarist generals, Cadets, 
SRs and Mensheviks all supported continued hostilities. 
The Bolsheviks alone took a consistent stand against the 
imperialist war. Aside from being a matter of principle, 
and in the interests of the workers and peasants, an end 
to the war was necessary because the old Tsarist army 
was ruined. The History of the CPSU(B) described the 
situation: “... the country was in a state of economic dis-
ruption, when war-weariness was universal, when our 
troops were abandoning the trenches and the front was 
collapsing.” (p.215). To continue fighting under these 
circumstances would have been absurd. The new Soviet 
government managed to halt the German behemoth 
with an armistice agreement on December 5. All that 
remained was to sign a peace treaty.

Once again, the spectre of betrayal raised its head. 
Trotsky and his group of “Left Communists” agitated 
against peace with Germany and actively sabotaged the 
negotiations. Using his position as leader of the Soviet 
peace delegation, Trotsky broke off negotiations and 
informed the Germans that the Soviet Republic would 
unilaterally disarm and demobilise! The declaration was 

welcomed in Berlin, prompting a renewed assault on the 
fledgling Soviet Republic. Twelve days after Trotsky’s 
unilateral declaration, Germany demanded new terms 
for peace more onerous than those Trotsky had turned 
down. The Central Committee accepted these terms and, 
at the cost of large swathes of valuable land, finally won 
peace. 

In response to this news, the Left Communist domi-
nated Moscow Regional Bureau of the Party adopted a 
resolution expressing a lack of confidence in the Central 
Committee and their intention to ignore the Central 
Committee’s decisions in regard to peace with Germany. 
The explanatory note of the resolution stated, “In the 
interests of the world revolution, we consider it expe-
dient to accept the possibility of losing Soviet power 
which is now becoming purely formal.” (“Strange 
and Monstrous” p.69) Lenin criticised this position as 
“strange and monstrous” (p.69), taking it to task in his 
article of the same name. He questioned how world 
revolution could possibly benefit from the loss of work-
ing class power in Russia and exposed the empty phrase 
mongering about “ruthlessly suppressing counter-revo-
lution”, when the policy advocated by the Lefts would 
result in the victory of counter-revolution domestically. 
The Left Communists and their views would be defeated 
at the Seventh Congress which opened on March 6, 
1918. 

The signing of the Brest-Litovsk peace and the open-
ing of the Seventh Congress of the Russian Communist 
Party (RCP) marked the closing of the first period of the 
Soviet Republic’s existence. The Bolsheviks weathered 
the first blows of the counter-revolutionaries; delivered 
on their promises to the workers and peasants; began the 
formation of a working class state apparatus; and won a 
breathing space in which to begin socialist construction. 

In Lenin’s analysis, the Bolsheviks had largely achieved 
the first two of three necessary tasks, which were to firstly 
“convince, the majority of the people that its programme 
and tactics are correct” and secondly to “capture politi-
cal power and to suppress the resistance of the exploit-
ers” (“The Immediate Tasks of the Soviet Government” 
pp.241-242). In the following period, the Soviet govern-
ment would begin work on “... the immediate task and 
one which constitutes the peculiar feature of the present 
situation, namely, the task of organising administration 
of Russia.” (“The Immediate Tasks ...” p.242).

From expropriation to 
organisation
In the opening of his pamphlet, The Immediate Tasks of 
the Soviet Government, published in April of 1918, Lenin 
stated, “Thanks to the peace which has been achieved ... 
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the Russian Soviet Republic has gained an opportunity 
to concentrate its efforts for a while on the most impor-
tant and most difficult aspect of the socialist revolution, 
namely, the task of organisation.” (“The Immediate 
Tasks ...” p.237). Thus it was, in the respite won by the 
Brest-Litovsk peace that a period of economic work 
began. During this period, the Bolsheviks faced the task 
of organising the economic life of a devastated country, 
where economic ruin, hunger and unemployment were 
growing steadily worse. They would be dogged at every 
step by the actions of opportunists, domestic class en-
emies and then eventually invasion from the imperial 
powers. 

According to Lenin, the fledgling Russian Soviet 
Republic faced two “principal misfortunes”, hunger 
and unemployment (“The Immediate Tasks ...” p.266). 
The increasingly serious nature of the food situation 
is reflected in Lenin’s works. In an April speech to the 
Moscow Soviet, Lenin warned “... the terrible spectre of 
approaching famine and mass unemployment confronts 
us ...” (“Speech in the Moscow Soviet of Workers’, 
Peasants’ and Red Army Deputies” p. 232), while in 
his May thesis on the contemporary political situation, 
Lenin wrote: “... the disorganised food situation has be-
come extremely acute and in many places has led to real 
hunger ...” (“Theses on the Present Political Situation” 
p.361). Ten days later he addressed the Congress of 

Commissars for Labour, saying “We now have to face 
the most critical moment, when hunger and unemploy-
ment are knocking at the door of an increasing number 
of workers, when hundreds and thousands of people are 
suffering the pangs of hunger ...”(“Speech at the Second 
All-Russia Congress ...” pp.399-400). 

The general ruin of the economy was no less serious 
than the famine. The previous government of Russia had 
left to the Bolsheviks “... a heritage of disruption and ex-
treme economic ruin” (“Speech at the Second All-Russia 
Congress ...” p.399). Shortages of fuel were common and 
where goods existed, the means to transport them did 
not. The rail and methods of inland water transport were 
either in ruins or disorganised by workers influenced by 
anarchism. Lenin made the urgency of the situation clear 
in a letter to the workers of Petrograd, stating:

There is also an acute shortage of bread for 
machines, i.e., fuel; the railways and factories will 
come to a standstill, unemployment and famine 
will bring ruin on the whole nation, if we do not 
bend every effort to establish a strict and ruthless 
economy of consumption and proper distribution. 
We are faced by disaster, it is very near. An 
intolerably difficult May will be followed by a still 
more difficult June, July and August.

(“On the Famine”.  
In Lenin Collected Works Vol. 27 p.393)

The causes of this disastrous situation were numerous. 
As mentioned earlier, the Bolsheviks inherited a ruined 
country. Lenin wrote “Romanov and Kerensky left to the 
working class a country utterly impoverished by their 
predatory, criminal and most terrible war, a country 
picked clean by Russian and foreign imperialists.” (“On 
the Famine” p.393). The effects of the First World War 
were also felt in the imperialist centres, as in Germany 
where “... the health of poorer urban dwellers was se-
riously compromised as a result of nutritional deficien-
cies” (Home Fires Burning p.22). If the richest countries 
of Western Europe suffered food shortages and fed their 
working class ersatz food made with such delicacies 
as saw dust, what could be expected in dysfunctional 
Russia? Worse still, the Soviet Republic had surrendered 
large tracts of prime agricultural land, coal fields and 
other fuel sources to the Germans as part of the Brest-
Litovsk peace. This sudden loss, combined with the 
enormous indemnity payments to Germany, was keenly 
felt.

These problems were compounded by the sabotage and 
wrecking activities of bourgeois and petty bourgeois 
elements. While the poor and workers suffered from 
hunger, class enemies engaged in profiteering in food 
and grain. The bourgeoisie acted to disrupt fixed prices, 
the distribution of grain and the state grain monopoly in A poster depicting a kulak hoarding grain.
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general, seeking ways to profiteer or engage in bribery 
and corruption. Lenin placed the blame for the famine 
squarely on these class elements, stating:

The famine is not due to the fact that there is no 
grain in Russia, but to the fact that the bourgeoisie 
and the rich generally are putting up a last decisive 
fight against the rule of the toilers ... on this most 
important and acute of issues, the issue of bread.

(“On the Famine” p.391)

Rich peasants (kulaks) and petty bourgeois merchants 
worked together to profiteer and undermine Soviet power 
while capitalists in cities closed their businesses and fled 
the country with everything they could carry, leading to 
a mass exodus of capital. Lack of capital would hamper 
the Soviet economy until long after Lenin’s death. 

It wasn’t only the petty-bourgeoisie as a class that 
threatened the October revolution, but their mentality 
which infected some workers and peasants. “We have 
one extremely dangerous secret enemy” Lenin told the 
Moscow Soviet “... more dangerous than many open 
counter-revolutionaries; ... this enemy is the anarchy 
of the petty producer” (p.232). Lenin summarised the 

outlook of the petty producer as “I’ll grab all I can – 
the rest can go hang” and stated that “... a new Kornilov 
will grow from each petty proprietor, from each greedy 
grabber” (p.232). It is an outlook that embraces private 
property as sacred, opposes state control and resists or-
ganisation, discipline and self-sacrifice. 

Two serious manifestations of this trend among the 
working class were anarchism and a lack of labour 
discipline. Lenin stated: “It is now particularly clear 
to us how correct is the Marxist thesis that anarchism 
and anarcho-syndicalism are bourgeois trends, how ir-
reconcilably opposed they are to socialism ...” (“The 
Immediate Tasks ...” p.254). Organisations such as the 
Water Transport Workers Trade Union believed that all 
management of their industry should be carried out by 
their union. Lenin rejected these demands stating that 
the union had spent three weeks arguing and “crusad-
ing” against the centre while the boats went unrepaired 
and water transport ground to a halt. This kind of resist-
ance to accounting and control, stemming from a petty 
bourgeois anarchistic outlook, was a form of sabotage, 
whether conscious or unconscious. On this topic, Lenin 
said: “... it is those who violate labour discipline at 
any factory, in any undertaking, in any matter who are 

Trotsky meeting the German Delegation at Brest Litovsk. His mishandling 
of negotiations cost the young Soviet republic dearly.
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responsible for the sufferings caused by the famine and 
unemployment” (The Immediate Tasks ... p.266). He 
further commented: “The fight to instil into the people’s 
minds the idea of Soviet state control and accounting, 
and to carry out this idea in practice ... is a great fight of 
world-historic significance, a fight between socialist con-
sciousness and bourgeois-anarchist spontaneity”(p.254).

The final contributing factor to the dire straits the 
Bolsheviks found themselves in was their own failure 
to effectively manage and organise expropriated prop-
erty. This point is summarised well in Lenin’s Immediate 
Tasks of the Soviet Government where he said:

If we decided to continue to expropriate capital at 
the same rate at which we have been doing it up 
to now, we should certainly suffer defeat, because 
our work of organising proletarian accounting and 
control has obviously ... fallen behind the work of 
directly “expropriating the expropriators”.

(p.246)

It is clear that the Bolsheviks faced the dual economic 
and political tasks of organising the accounting and 
control of everything they had expropriated while sup-
pressing class enemies and their representatives. Lenin 
identified the key tasks ahead as: “... the introduction of 
the strictest and universal accounting and control of the 
production and distribution of goods, raising the produc-
tivity of labour and socialising production in practice” 
(The Immediate Tasks ... p.241). The emphasis on the 
word “practice” demonstrates that the issuing of decrees 
is not sufficient for ensuring the actual implementation 
of policy, and the difficulty that the Bolsheviks had on 
this score. 

At this time, a number of policies more often associated 
with the NEP were first introduced. Lenin argued for the 
hiring of bourgeois experts with high salaries, making 
agreements with bourgeois cooperative societies on fa-
vourable terms, “one-man management” of enterprises, 
piece rates and Taylorism. Other policies included the 
consolidation of state monopolies; improving the func-
tioning of state banking (attracting deposits, simplify-
ing transactions, abolishing queues); compulsory labour 
service for former exploiters; and the organisation of 
state organs to effectively run the national economy, 
especially in transport. While these measures sufficed 
for the cities, the question of the kulaks and organisa-
tion in the vast Russian countryside required additional 
measures. 

On the question of ensuring the food supply, Lenin 
called for a state grain monopoly, banning all private 
trade of grain, compulsory delivery of surplus grain to 
the state at fixed prices and making the hoarding of grain 
illegal. This was part of the policy of the “food dictator-
ship”. Force was to be used against class enemies who 
attempted to starve the Soviet Republic into submission. 
Complementing the aforementioned policies would be 
the reorganisation of grain transportation, the building 
of grain reserves and a just distribution controlled by the 
state to ensure the rich couldn’t benefit. However, as was 
the case in the cities, the real challenge was realising de-
crees in practice. Lenin said: “Our state grain monopoly 
exists in law, but in practice it is being thwarted at every 
step by the bourgeoisie”. (“On the Famine” p.393)

Rather than merely issuing decrees and hoping for 
the best, or employing a bureaucratic apparatus, the 
Bolsheviks relied on advanced elements of the working 

An anti-kulak poster.
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class to enforce the food dictatorship in practice and to 
form alliances with friendly class forces in the country-
side. Lenin insisted that:

... a great “crusade” must be organised against 
the grain profiteers, the kulaks, the parasites, the 
disorganisers and bribetakers, a great “crusade” 
against the violators of strictest state order in the 
collection, transportation, and distribution of bread 
for the people and bread for the machines.

(“On the Famine” p.396)

The motive force of this great crusade were the ad-
vanced, class conscious workers. Lenin called for “... 
tens of thousands of advanced and steeled proletarians” 
able to educate and provide leadership to poor peasants 
in the struggle against the kulaks, disciplined enough to 
avoid the temptations of bribery or banditry and devoted 
enough to suffer the hardships of the crusade, to go to 
the countryside (“On the Famine” p.396). 

As ever greater numbers of advanced workers departed 
for the countryside, Committees of Poor Peasants were 
established. These committees served to organise the 
struggle against kulaks, just as urban Soviets allowed 
workers to organise against the capitalists. By keeping 
account of food, these committees helped to expose 
kulak hoarding and profiteering. Through them and with 
the help of advanced workers, poor peasants confiscated 
surplus food hidden by kulaks and redistributed land. 
These measures not only helped reduce the effects of the 
famine, but also weakened the kulaks and strengthened 
the dictatorship of the proletariat in the countryside. 

While the working class and poor peasants were locked 
in a life or death struggle with the domestic class enemy, 
elements pretending to be friends of the revolution once 
again reared their heads and threatened the peoples’ 
gains. Left-Socialist Revolutionaries, former members 
of the Socialist Revolutionary party who sided with the 
Bolsheviks in November of 1917, demonstrated their 
adherence to petty bourgeois interests and class forces. 
Despite earlier cooperation with the Bolsheviks, Left 
SRs sided with the “Left” Communists in opposing 
the Brest-Litovsk peace and argued for continuing the 
war with Germany. Further, they opposed the forma-
tion of poor peasants committees and measures against 
the kulaks, as their social base was the rich peasantry. 
(A History of Soviet Russia: The Bolshevik Revolution 
1917-1923 – Vol.1 p.162) 

Things came to a head in June at the 5th All Russian 
Congress of Soviets when the Left SRs withdrew in pro-
test at the failure of their pro-kulak motions, the reinsti-
tution of the death penalty (SRs were perfectly happy 
with extra-judicial killings, terrorism and assassination, 
but were against a legally sanctioned death penalty) 

and the continued Brest-Litovsk peace. Following their 
withdrawal from the conference, Left SRs hatched a 
plot to provoke war with Germany by assassinating the 
German ambassador, which was ultimately successful. 
Next, Left SRs launched armed uprisings in major cities, 
coinciding with British, French and American landings 
on the Russian coast. The SR terrorist, Boris Savinkov 
was funded by the French to establish terrorist cells with 
the aim of assassinating Lenin (The Great Conspiracy 
Against Russia p.13). 

In the four-month period between the signing of the 
Brest-Litovsk peace and the 5th Congress of Soviets, 
the Bolsheviks took advantage of the respite from war to 
organise the administration of Russia. Rather than rul-
ing by decree, they paid close attention to the real, ma-
terial conditions and to solving real material problems 
in practice. These problems were always resolved with 
the class interests of the proletariat and their allies, the 
poor peasantry, in mind. In the face of vicious reaction 
from domestic and eventually foreign class enemies, the 
Bolsheviks staved off the worst of the famine, salvaged 
the tattered remains of the Tsarist economy, putting it to 
work in the interests of the working class and rallied the 
workers and poor peasants to face the coming civil war. 
Had the Bolsheviks failed at any of those practical tasks, 
or buckled under the pressure of domestic class enemies, 
they and the revolution would have been swept away in 
the sea of blood unleashed by the resulting White Terror.

The uprising of Czech soldiers in the process of being 
repatriated, the landings by the imperialist powers and 
the open terrorism of Left SRs (with assistance from im-
perialist intelligence agencies), marked the end of the 
respite won by the Brest-Litovsk peace. In part two of 
this series, the context and reactions of the Bolsheviks 
to the civil war and then the second period of peace-
ful construction known better as the NEP will be exam-
ined, providing a number of lessons directly relevant to 
analysing the current situation of modern socialist states, 
and advice for the work of our own Party in the coming 
years.

Implications for the modern 
reader
The lessons of the October Revolution and the following 
months are as numerous as they are significant. Every 
one of Lenin’s speeches, pamphlets and letters during 
this period provides valuable insight into the process of 
consolidating working class power and achieving social-
ism under incredibly difficult circumstances. However, 
not all of these lessons are immediately useful to 
Marxists in countries like Australia or for comrades at-
tempting to make sense of the current socialist countries. 
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The first lesson that is particularly applicable to modern 
socialist states is that the class struggle continues to per-
sist even during periods of peaceful socialist construc-
tion. The Bolshevik experience demonstrates that do-
mestic and foreign class enemies do not recognise class 
peace unless they are exercising their own class dictator-
ship over the exploited masses. The willingness of revo-
lutionaries to forgive class enemies, as demonstrated by 
the Bolsheviks when they released chief White gener-
als such as Krasnov, is repaid with treachery and the 
blood of workers. Even during periods where the “pri-
mary focus” may be economic development, the class 
struggle must never be sidelined or forgotten. Socialist 
economic construction is a political task with a specific 
class character that takes place not simply to raise liv-
ing standards or productive forces, but to strengthen the 
dictatorship of the proletariat, and advance society along 
the path of Communism. It is a task that must, accord-
ing to Marx and Lenin, gradually exclude exploiters and 
teach workers to manage society in ever decentralising 
ways. Although temporary and partial retreats in times 
of desperation are acceptable, they must be carried out to 
achieve a specific measurable change, with a class con-
scious attitude and a clear Communist goal lain before 
the proletariat. 

A more directly applicable lesson for modern comrades, 
regardless of circumstances, is the danger of opportun-
ism within Communist parties. Empty phraseology by 
comrades disguising their lack of understanding, or 
principles, is a curse on our movement today, just as 
it was one hundred years ago. Empty ultra-left slogans 
advancing reactionary processes in practice, such as 
those of the Moscow Regional Bureau condemning the 
Brest-Litovsk peace, betrayed the revolutionary cause 
they pretended to uphold. The Soviet government strug-
gled for many years against the open rightists and the 
left-sounding allies in their midst. We have our share of 
these elements in Australian political life, too, and it is 
our task to point out the consequences of their corrosive 
politics in our movement and lead the struggle against 
them.

“Revolutionary” groups that end up supporting US im-
perialism in the Middle East and elsewhere, characters 
who substitute barren, jargon-laden “analysis” for practi-
cal forms of struggle and all manner of distractions from 
the role of the working class and its Party abound in an 
increasingly confused political scene. I will examine the 
struggle of Lenin and the Bolsheviks further in the next 
part of this essay in an effort to draw out the keys to their 
success at a critical time in the history of their Party and 
their revolution.
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Editorial Note: This article appears in four 
parts with the first part published in issue 64 
of this journal.

IV. For the struggle  
against war
The argument for the appropriation of international 
law by the world’s progressive forces has particular ap-
plication to the struggle to prevent war. Koskenniemi 
has identified a way in which a dialectical approach 
towards international law can be used in the anti-war 
struggle via incorporation of a deconstructionist sensi-
bility. Identifying that a dialectical materialist approach 
is essential to “a properly historical view”, through 
its recognition that historical development is achieved 
through the conflict of opposites involving “moments of 
challenge, collapse and construction”, Koskenniemi has 
applied a dialectical understanding to the postmodernist 
philosophy of deconstructionism.1

He argues that political struggle in “postmodernity” is 
also understood as being waged over the meaning of 
legal symbols: “... words such as ‘sovereignty’, ‘democ-
racy’, ‘human rights’, ‘jus cogens’, or ‘terrorism’, for 
example.”2

Deconstructionism:

points to the radical indeterminacy (or 
‘undecidability’) of the symbolic and redescribes 
social conflict in terms of (political) conflict over 
what social symbols should mean – whose action 

1	 Bothe M, “Terrorism and the Legality of Pre-emptive Force” (2003) 14 
European Journal of International Law 227 at p 228.

2	 Though this does not abrogate the role of the UN Security Council. Article 
51 provides that the exercise of self-defence is unimpaired “until the Security 
Council has taken measures necessary to maintain international peace and 
security” (emphasis added). The Article also requires states taking measures 
in self-defence to immediately report these to the Security Council. Finally, 
Art 51 provides that such measures “shall not in any way affect the authority 
and responsibility of the Security Council under the present Charter to take 
at any time such action as it deems necessary in order to maintain or restore 
international peace and security.” See also Bothe, “Terrorism and the Legality of 
Pre-emptive Force”, pp 228 - 229.

they should support, whose action they should 
condemn.3

While deconstructionist philosophy, with its focus on 
form and repudiation of content, essentially serves the 
interests of political reaction, Koskenniemi has shown 
that its method is dialectical in nature. In this under-
standing, where dialectics demonstrates “the historical 
contingency of the social”, he says “... deconstruction 

3	 Under Art 39 of the UN Charter it is up to the Security Council to determine 
whether the peace etc is threatened, and, on that basis, to decide what action 
shall be taken under Art 42 to maintain or restore international peace and 
security. To this end, the Security Council may also decide to authorise measures 
“not involving the use of armed force” (eg interrupting economic relations) 
under Art 41. See also Bothe, “Terrorism and the Legality of Pre-emptive Force”, 
pp 228 – 229.

On the illegality of war
Part 2
C T Ryan

Koskenniemi has applied a dialectical 
understanding to the postmodernist philosophy of 
deconstructionism.
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performs the work of dialectics by showing the radical 
instability of forms of representing society.”4

In elucidating the operation of a “dialectical-deconstruc-
tive analysis”, Koskenniemi recognises that the decon-
structionist part of the process focuses on the constant 
conflict of ideas about the meanings of legal concepts 
(sovereign authority is legitimate depending on its effec-
tiveness or on its virtue, legal obligation is founded on a 
command theory or on a theory of justice, etc). Without 
applying a dialectical understanding, this ideological 

4	 See: Charlesworth H and Maxwell C in The Australian, 24 March 2003; 
Bartram D and others in The Australian, 18 March 2003; Kelly P in The Australian, 
12 March 2003; Harris T, “Lawyers in bid to hold Diggers back”, The Australian, 
20 March 2003, p 4; Kritsiotis D, “Arguments of Mass Confusion” (2004) 15 
European Journal of International Law 233 at pp 241 - 242, 252 - 254, 265 - 
267; Carty, “The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom ‘Contribution to 
International Law’”, pp 144 - 145.

conflict is played out in a discursive way and leads to 
idealist interpretations of historical developments (eg 
the “clash of civilisations”) in which “the conditions of 
the emergence or decline of such ideas remain shrouded 
in mystery.”5

Out of the (dialectical) clash between dialectics and 
deconstructionism,6 however, emerges a new decon-
structionism strengthened by its recognition of the so-
cial origins of conflicting ideas and representational 
forms. Dialectical materialism too is strengthened by 
its incorporation of the deconstructionist method. While 
dialectical/historical materialism has always recognised 

5	 Carty, “The Iraq Invasion as a Recent United Kingdom ‘Contribution to 
International Law’”, p 144; Kritsiotis, “Arguments of Mass Confusion”, pp 253, 
265.

6	 Charlesworth and Maxwell, The Australian, 24 March 2003.

The UN Charter’s prohibition against the use of force against the political independence and territorial 
integrity of states and legitimising imperialist intervention in states that do not comply with the new order.
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the important role of ideas and ideological conflict in 
helping shape historical development, deconstruction-
ism provides an additional dimension by which this 
process may be explored.

Koskenniemi notes that the contesting ideas stand in 
dialectical relationship to each other; they are recipro-
cal, dynamic, constantly coming into and going out of 
existence. He locates ideological conflict in the context 
of real historical tensions; ideological dichotomies are 
“articulations of positions in concrete, historically situ-
ated political struggles.” The “radical instability” in 
ideological interpretations of legal concepts is tempo-
rarily resolved in “concrete history” by the particular 
“configuration” and hierarchy of forces at any one time 
and the decisions taken in that context, which establish 
particular legal regimes and determine what interpreta-
tions of legal concepts will prevail.7

Koskenniemi stresses that what deconstructionism 
brings to this analysis of ideological conflict over legal 
concepts is recognition of the “indeterminacy” of each 
ideological framework; indeterminacy which dialec-
tics would explain as arising from each framework 
containing within itself the seeds of its own negation. 
Deconstructionism does not trump dialectics – rather, 
enhanced by a dialectical analysis, deconstruction-
ism would now understand legal concepts as not being 
“carriers of fixed meanings” but as other surfaces upon 
which social conflict plays out. Conceived as such, this 
“irreducibly political character” of law would not deny 
its nonetheless legal character: “It would merely point to 
the inevitable moment of choice in favour of one con-
tested meaning against another.”8 Deconstructionism 
understood and applied dialectically thus demonstrates 
both the fluidity of legal concepts, and their openness to 
ideological counter-interpretation and appropriation via 
conclusive political decisions made in the context of any 
prevailing social order.

Such an understanding of law liberates the ideological 
debates about legal concepts from the paralysing confines 
of “abstract and unhistorical” liberal reformist thinking.9 
This is achieved by pointing to the social foundations 
of the contesting ideas and therefore to the real trans-
formative potential of progressive action around legal 
questions. Koskenniemi phrases this in terms of political 
decisions being made as to whether to maintain or chal-
lenge a particular legal structure: 

7	 Harris, “Lawyers in bid to hold Diggers back”; Bartram and others, The 
Australian, 18 March 2003.

8	 Harris, “Lawyers in bid to hold Diggers back”.

9	 And “... on the use of legal concepts and terminologies such as 
‘authorization’ and ‘material breach’ and ‘ceasefire’ – and upon the notion of 
precedent”: Kritsiotis, “Arguments of Mass Confusion”, p 244.

dialectics grasps the world as history for which 
change and practice are central. ... It is the 
dynamism of practice ... not the internal forms 
of diplomacy or the market that accounts for 
change.10

In illustrating the potency of the right decision being 
made at the right time, Koskenniemi identified the in-
ternational movement that condemned the war in Iraq 
as illegal under international law. That articulation of 
the war as illegal – that decision by the world’s peoples 
– raised the issue to the level of the US-led coalition’s 
actions amounting to a universal violation affecting 
everyone (and not simply being an affair between the 
US and Iraq). In turn the “emancipatory promise” of in-
ternational law was revealed: specifically in constructing 
“a sense of universal humanity through the act of invok-
ing it.”11 Such popular, mass mobilisation against war, 
has the potential to positively influence the development 
of customary international law through contributing to 
the satisfaction of its subjective constitutive element, the 
opinio juris of states, as will become clearer later.

The point is: the people in action, around progressive 
causes, will influence international law in a progressive 
direction. The particular susceptibility of international 
law to change is underlined by the conflict over meanings 
and interpretations of legal concepts in its discourse, fa-
cilitated by its own internal structure and dynamics. The 
awareness that international law is susceptible to change 
and appropriation on the basis of ideological struggle is 
certainly shared by the dominant imperialist powers in 
the world. Chimni has described how in recent decades, 
international capitalism, led by “the foremost imperial 
state, the United States”, has been seeking, in the context 
of accelerated globalisation and in the absence of “a glo-
bal countervailing power”, to redefine the international 
law on the use of force; basically trying to overturn 
the post-Second World War consensus around the UN 
Charter’s prohibition against the use of force against the 
political independence and territorial integrity of states 
(Art 2(4)) and legitimising imperialist intervention in 
states that do not comply with the new order. Against 
this drive, Chimni calls on progressive forces to recon-
struct international law creatively and imaginatively.12

Calling for ideological struggle to appropriate interna-
tional law in progressive interests is not to say that such 
struggle should substitute for other forms of struggle. 
Law has its limitations. Chimni for one recognises its 
limitations and class character.13 Bearing in mind what 
has been said above about the fluidity of contradic-

10	 Kritsiotis, “Arguments of Mass Confusion”, pp 267 – 269.

11	 Kritsiotis, “Arguments of Mass Confusion”, pp 265 – 267.

12	 UN Security Council Resolution 1441 (2002) para 12.

13	 Kritsiotis, “Arguments of Mass Confusion”, p 267.
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tory interpretations of legal concepts, we should also 
be mindful of Miéville’s argument that the legal forms 
around which the conflicting arguments are made will 
inevitably be “ripe for counter-appropriation” and that 
the interpretations that will prevail will be those of pow-
erful states in the world.14

But accepting the possibility of counter-appropriation by 
the great powers is not an argument for doing nothing. 
Dialectics teaches us that things are always coming into 
and going out of existence, that history is not made by 
any one ruling class but unfolds in the context of class 
struggle; this means that, inevitably, international law is 
a contested – and contestable – realm. History shows 
that international law is open to progressive forces argu-
ing successfully for their interpretations of legal forms 
and concepts; it is a matter of asserting and claiming 
validity for their interpretations. The people in struggle 
change international law, as they do the world.

A. A contested realm 
That international law is a contested and contestable 
realm, is sharply revealed by the attempts in recent 
decades to re-shape the international law borne of the 
Second World War, particularly since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. As referred to above, Chimni noted that 
during the Cold War there was broad consensus around 
the operation of Article 2(4) of the UN Charter contain-
ing the general prohibition on the use of force by states.15  
The breakdown of that consensus has been manifested 
in a number of ways, including, for example, the at-
tempt by the imperialist powers to have the doctrine of 
humanitarian intervention incorporated in “an emerging 
bourgeois imperial international law in a bid to establish 
global political domination.”16 The development of this 
and other interventionist doctrines (eg the responsibil-
ity to protect doctrine employed in relation to the inter-
ventions in Libya in 2011 and, more recently, in Syria) 
17attests to the central role envisaged by the imperialist 

14	 Kritsiotis, “Arguments of Mass Confusion”, p 267.

15	 They also echo the arguments of other legal commentators who challenged 
the rationale of implicit UN Security Council authorisation, argued by the 
imperialist powers to justify their bombing of Kosovo and Iraq in the late 1990s.

16	 Shearer I, 2003 – The Year of International Law: The Legality of the Iraqi & US 
War (NSW Young Lawyers, 2003).

17	 See the report of the Security Council meeting at which Resolution 1441 was 
adopted (at UN document S/PV.4644): the US representative said at p 3 – “As we 
have said on numerous occasions to Council members, this resolution contains 
no ‘hidden triggers’ and no ‘automaticity’ with respect to the use of force. If 
there is a further Iraqi breach, reported to the Council ... the matter will return 
to the Council for discussions as required in paragraph 12.”; and the British 
representative said at p 5 – “Let me be equally clear ... as a co-sponsor with the 
United States of the text we have just adopted. There is no ‘automaticity’ in this 
resolution. If there is a further Iraqi breach of its disarmament obligations, the 
matter will return to the Council for discussion as required in paragraph 12.”

powers for their military forces in the global expansion 
of transnational capital.18

It has been argued that if a doctrine of humanitarian in-
tervention in some circumstances did exist prior to 1945:

the reluctance of states to invoke it in the post-war 
period prior to 1991 suggested that it [had] not 
survived Article 2(4), [of the] UN Charter. But the 
end of the Cold War and the arrival of President 
Saddam Hussein [had] proved catalysts for change 
... .19

There are a number of instances of this change. In 1991 
following the defeat of Iraq in the first Gulf War and 
the suppression of rebellions in the north and south of 
the country by the government of Saddam Hussein, the 
UN Security Council adopted Resolution 688 which rec-
ognised there was a severe humanitarian crisis in Iraq, 
particularly in the north where the local Kurdish popula-
tion were seeking refuge following the suppression of 
their rebellion. The draft of what became Resolution 688 
had been submitted to the Security Council by Belgium, 
France, Britain, and the United States.20 Resolution 688 
was the precursor of intervention in Iraq by the military 
forces of the United States, Britain, and France to estab-
lish “safe havens” for displaced Kurds and “no fly zones” 
in the country’s north. As if to attach legal credibility to 
the humanitarian intervention doctrine, or perhaps indi-
cating its tentative status, Resolution 688 also stated that 
the repression of the rebellions in Iraq threatened inter-
national peace and security in the region – an allusion to 
the enforcement power available to the Security Council 
under Chapter VII of the UN Charter to take action in 
response to threats to international peace and security.21

The British Foreign Office recognised an evolution in 
the law concerning humanitarian intervention, stating 
in 1992 that Britain committed forces to support the es-
tablishment of the ‘safe havens’ because: “We believe 
that international intervention without the invitation of 
the government of the country concerned can be justi-
fied in cases of extreme humanitarian need.”22 Even 
without relying on a Security Council Resolution, the 
British Government was prepared to argue there was a 

18	 Including the other permanent members: China, France, and the Russian 
Federation.

19	 For example, the representative of China said: “The text no longer includes 
automaticity for authorizing the use of force. According to the resolution that 
has just been adopted, only upon receipt of a report ... on Iraq’s non-compliance 
and failure to cooperate fully in the implementation of the resolution, will the 
Security Council consider the situation and take a position.” (at UN document S/
PV.4644, p 13).

20	 Kelly, The Australian, 12 March 2003.

21	 See: Overington C, “Reality bites for headstrong superpower”, The Sydney 
Morning Herald, 17 February 2003; The Australian, 12 February 2003 and 7 
March 2003; The Weekend Australian, 15 - 16 February 2003.

22	 Charlesworth and Maxwell, The Australian, 24 March 2003.
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UN Security Council.

customary international law principle23 of humanitarian 
intervention that justified the intervention in Iraq, as “in-
ternational law ... develops to meet new situations and 
that is what we are seeing now in the case of Iraq.”24

Following the Iraq precedent, in 1992 intervention in the 
former Yugoslavia (specifically Bosnia and Herzegovina) 
and in Somalia was authorised under Security Council 
resolutions ostensibly to enable the provision of humani-
tarian assistance in areas where there was war.25

Connected with this particular interpretation of hu-
manitarianism as justifying military intervention, was 
an ideological attack on the prevailing meaning of state 
sovereignty. Article 2(4) of the UN Charter prohibits the 
use of force by states “against the territorial integrity or 
political independence of any state”. Given this prohi-
bition, it is unsurprising that complementing the efforts 
of the imperialist powers to consolidate the doctrines of 
humanitarian intervention and pre-emptive attack in in-
ternational law, and simultaneously serving the globalis-
ing interests of transnational capital, is the attempted 
“reconfiguration” of the principle of sovereignty: it 
being characterised as an “anachronism” in certain situ-

23	 See: The Weekend Australian, 8 - 9 March 2003; The Australian, 13 March 
2003; The Weekend Australian, 15 - 16 March 2003. Chile was warned by the 
US that a pending free-trade deal with it could be delayed, and Guinea and 
Cameroon were threatened by the US that it might not support loans both 
countries needed. Aside from the issue of securing another Security Council 
resolution authorising war, Turkey was subjected by the US to both threats and 
inducements in respect of billions of dollars in aid/loans to secure its agreement 
to allowing US troops on its soil for the invasion of Iraq.

24	 The Sydney Morning Herald, 8 - 9 February 2003.

25	 The Australian, 18 March 2003; The Guardian Weekly, 20 - 26 March 2003. 
“The US has the sovereign authority to use force in assuring its own national 
security,” said President Bush (The Australian, 19 March 2003).

ations.26 Questioning the legitimate existence of certain 
states, legitimises armed intervention against them. 

An instance of this ideological process of de-legitimising 
particular states and legitimising new interventionist doc-
trines, was the 1995 Global Cultural Diversity Conference 
in Sydney. Hosted by the Australian Government for 
the International Year for Tolerance and attended by UN 
Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali, it was held 
in the early years following the collapse of the Soviet 
Union and the socialist governments of eastern Europe, 
and against the background of the violent disintegration 
of Yugoslavia. The Australian Government representa-
tives called for the state to be re-defined and crudely ar-
gued a case for the dismemberment of states27 including 
by intervention – “non-interference in the internal affairs 
of other countries – these days [having a] ... much re-
duced meaning”. Counterposing humanitarianism to the 
principle of respect for state sovereignty as if they were 
mutually inconsistent, the Australian Foreign Minister 
stated: “the UN Charter is at least as much ... about the 
protection of human rights ... as it is about protecting 
the territorial integrity of states ...”. The UN Secretary 
General alluded to the UN’s changing perception of its 
role in the mid-1990s, namely, pursuing a “global mis-
sion of ... supporting democratisation” in the world.28

While the process of reconfiguring state sovereignty 
was important to the international law strategy of the 

26	 This will be discussed in the next section.

27	 This is a body of international law conceptually distinct from treaty-
made law, and it essentially develops through the practice of states and their 
perceptions of their legal obligations. See also footnote 83.

28	 Bothe, “Terrorism and the Legality of Pre-emptive Force”, pp 228 – 230.
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imperialist powers to help facilitate their course of mili-
tary aggression, by the late 1990s their drive to war had 
also become evident in their increasingly disdainful ap-
proach towards existing legal procedure. In 1998 force 
was used against Yugoslavia by the US and against Iraq 
by the US and Britain who claimed legal authority to 
do so in the absence of explicit Security Council au-
thorisation. The US conflated the UN Security Council’s 
condemnation of Yugoslavia in relation to Kosovo in 
Resolution 1199 with an authorisation to use force, 
which the Resolution did not explicitly contain. The US 
argued that the Resolution contained implicit authorisa-
tion for the use of force by NATO. Later in the same 
year, the US and Britain bombed Iraq without Security 
Council authorisation, claiming legal authority to do so 
on the basis that Iraq had failed to cooperate fully with 
UN weapons inspectors in violation of the cease-fire. 
Lobel and Ratner argued that the claims by the US and 
Britain in relation to Kosovo and Iraq that they could 
legally use force on the basis that there was implicit 
authorisation from the Security Council, amounted to a 
violation of the UN Charter.29

Lobel and Ratner stressed that for the use of force 
against a state to have been properly authorised by the 
UN Security Council it is necessary that the Security 
Council should have taken an explicit decision to that 
effect, and that authorisation could not be inferred on the 
basis only of other Security Council resolutions in rela-
tion to the state concerned, that did not contain explicit 
authorisation, even if the resolutions were condemnatory 
of the state’s actions. Lobel and Ratner argued that the 
requirement for explicit Security Council authorisation 
stemmed from underlying principles of the UN Charter, 
including: “that force be used in the interest and under 
the control of the international community and not in-
dividual countries”.30 The implicit Security Council au-
thorisation argument was one the supporters of the 2003 
war against Iraq would return to.

In contrast to the position of Lobel and Ratner, Wedgwood 
suggested that the war over Kosovo may have signalled:

the emergence of a limited and conditional right 
of humanitarian intervention, permitting the use of 
force to protect the lives of a threatened population 
when the decision is taken by what most of the 

29	 Bothe, “Terrorism and the Legality of Pre-emptive Force”, p 231. See also 
Harris, Cases and Materials on International Law, p 896

30	 Bothe, “Terrorism and the Legality of Pre-emptive Force”, pp 227, 236.

world would recognize as a responsible multilateral 
organization [NATO] and the Security Council 
does not oppose the action.31

In 2000, Dupuy referred to the very extensive interpreta-
tion of the provisions of Chapter VII of the UN Charter 
(which provide the Security Council with authority to 
take military action in circumstances where the peace is 
threatened) or Security Council resolutions made pursu-
ant to it, and alternatively, the ignoring of those provi-
sions and resolutions. This was illustrated by reference 
to the actions of the US, alone or in alliance with Britain, 
in bombing Iraq to compel its government to disarm.32  
Dupuy identified a weakening of the post-war system 
of collective security as operating via the UN Security 
Council, and pondered whether, in the context of glo-
balisation, there was a strategy aimed at:

replacing the legal norms and procedures set up 
after the Second World War by the predominant 
reign of market forces ... to deregulate the 
international system ... [to substitute] the laws of the 
market for legal norms ... .33

That in this era (around the turn of the century) the re-in-
terpretation by the major imperialist powers of long-es-
tablished principles of international law prohibiting the 
use of force, was emblematic of an increasingly brazen 
preparedness to gain their ends by military aggression, 
can be seen in British Ministry of Defence documents 
such as the Strategic Defence Review of 1998 which 
stated that in the post-Cold War era Britain “must be 
prepared to go to the crisis” instead of having the crisis 
come to it. Carty concluded in 2005 that: “the threat and 
use of force are becoming once again an integral part of 
UK national policy.”34

The efforts of imperial powers to interpret international 
law in such a way as to justify and excuse their mili-
tary adventures are well demonstrated by the experience 
of the Iraq War. In part three of this series, the themes 
discussed above will be examined through a case study 
of the Iraq War, allowing readers to see these principles 
applied in practice.

31	 Quoted in Sofaer AD, “On the Necessity of Pre-emption” (2003) 14 European 
Journal of International Law, 209 at p 211.

32	 “Every measure will be taken to defeat Saddam”, The Australian, 19 March 
2003, p 4.

33	 Bothe, “Terrorism and the Legality of Pre-emptive Force”, pp 232 – 233.

34	 Kritsiotis, “Arguments of Mass Confusion”, p 255.
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The Soviet Union developed some of the world’s most 
significant contributions to ecology, revolutionising sci-
ence in fields such as climatology, while also introduc-
ing pioneering forms of conservation. Aside from its fa-
mous zapovedniki, that is, nature reserves for scientific 
research, it preserved and even expanded its forests. As 
environmental historian Stephen Brain observed, the 
USSR established “levels of forest protection unparal-
leled anywhere in the world”. Beginning in the 1960s 
the Soviet Union increasingly instituted environmental 
reforms, and in the 1980s was the site of what has been 
called an “ecological revolution”.

From the 1960s onward, Soviet ecological thought grew 
rapidly together with the environmental movement, 
which was led primarily by scientists. In the 1970s and 
’80s it evolved into a mass movement, leading to the 
emergence in the USSR of the largest conservation or-
ganisation in the world. These developments resulted 
in substantial changes in society. For example, between 
1980 and 1990 air pollutants from stationary sources fell 
by over 23 per cent.

The Soviet Union also played a very important role in 
the development of global ecology. Soviet climatolo-
gists discovered, and alerted the world to, the accel-
eration of global climate change; developed the major 
early climate change models; demonstrated the extent to 
which the melting of polar ice would create a positive 
feedback loop, speeding up global warming; pioneered 
paleoclimatic analysis; and constructed a new approach 
to global ecology as a distinct field based on the analy-
sis of the biosphere. Soviet ecology can be divided into 
roughly three periods: 

1. Early Soviet ecology, characterised by revolutionary 
ecological theories and key conservation initiatives from 
the 1917 revolution up to the mid-1930s; 

2. The middle or Stalin period, from late 1930s to the 
mid-1950s, dominated by purges of the USSR’s leading 
ecological thinkers, rapid industrialisation and aggres-
sive reforestation; 

3. Late Soviet ecology from the late 1950s to 1991, 
marked by the development of a dialectical “global 
ecology” and the emergence of a powerful Soviet en-
vironmental movement, responding in particular to the 
extreme environmental degradation of the decade fol-
lowing Stalin’s death in 1953.

After the victory of the October revolution in Russia, the 
Bolsheviks supported and implemented a groundbreak-
ing ecological policy. Lenin had strongly embraced eco-
logical values, partly under the influence of Marx and 
Engels, and was deeply concerned with conservation. He 
read Vladimir Sukachev’s Swamps: Their Formation, 
Development and Properties and was affected by the 
ecological spirit of Sukachev’s pioneering text in com-
munity ecology. Immediately after the October 1917 
revolution, Lenin supported the creation of the People’s 
Commissariat of Education under the leadership of 
Anatoli Lunacharsky, which was given responsibility 
for conservation. In 1924 the All-Russian Conservation 
Society (VOOP) was created with an initial member-
ship of around one thousand. Lenin and Lunacharsky 
were strong supporters of an ecological policy targeted 
towards rural sustainability, biodiversity and ecological 
research. All that despite the desperate economic situa-
tion in which the young Soviet state was found due to 
the destruction that the first world war caused and the 
unrestrained ferocity of the three-year civil war, waged 
against Soviet Russia by the Whites and the armies of all 
the most powerful capitalist countries.

Soviet Russia pioneered ecological theory and prac-
tice. Key Soviet ecological thinkers, besides Sukachev, 
were the Bolshevik government’s scientist Vladimir 
Vernadsky, who published his epoch-making The 
Biosphere in 1926 – the term “biosphere” includes the 
totality of an open system that supports all life and its 
interaction with the atmosphere and the energy com-
ing from the sun; Alexander Oparin, who in the early 
1920s developed the main theory of the origins of life; 
the brilliant plant geneticist Nikolai Vavilov, who dis-
covered the primary sources of germplasm or genetic 
reservoirs (known as Vavilov areas), tied to the areas 
of earliest human cultivation around the world. Others, 
such as the leading Marxist theorist and close Lenin as-
sociate Nikolai Bukharin and the historian of science 
Y Uranovsky, generalised such discoveries in terms of 
historical materialism. Bukharin, following Vernadsky, 
emphasised the human relation to the biosphere and the 
dialectical interchange between humanity and nature. 
Zoologist Vladimir Stanchinsky pioneered the develop-
ment of the energetic analysis of ecological communities 
(and trophic levels), and was a leading promoter and de-
fender of the zapovedniki (national parks). Stanchinsky 
was the editor of the USSR’s first formal ecology jour-
nal. Physicist Boris Hessen achieved worldwide fame 

The protection of nature  
by the Soviet government
Dionysis Vourtsis
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for reinterpreting the history and sociology of science in 
historical materialist terms.

The Commissariat of Education, with Lenin’s back-
ing, was the first in the world to establish the celebrated 
ecological reserves, called zapovedniki, namely, large 
tracts of land which were made inviolable to any form 
of human intervention other than ecological research. By 
1933 there were thirty-three zapovedniki, encompassing 
altogether some 2.7 million hectares. Logging, hunting, 
crop cultivation and tourism were completely forbidden 
in these areas. Zapovedniki were linked to a nationwide 
network for the study and effective protection of nature.

Two days after the October Revolution, the crucial de-
cree on land was passed, abolishing the private owner-
ship of land. All land, forests, rivers and lakes, all natu-
ral resources became public property, so a plan could 
be set up for their sustainable use and renewal. In 1918 
the Bolshevik government passed the decree On Forests, 
which set up a Central Administration of Forests of the 
Soviet Republic, with the mission of reforestation and 
sustainable forest management. Forests were divided 

into an exploitable and a protected sector. Another law 
on forests was passed in 1923, which further strength-
ened the protected status of forests. 

In January 1919 the civil war was at its peak. The 
Bolshevik-controlled areas had been severely curtailed 
around Moscow and Petersburg. The White armies were 
ready to attack Moscow and Petersburg, US, British, 
French and Japanese troops had occupied and control-
led key Soviet ports, and much of the fertile land of 
Ukraine was under the control of the Germans. Under 
this dire situation, Lenin took time to personally meet 
with the famous agronomist Podiapolsky. Lenin request-
ed Podiapolsky to immediately draft national legislation 
for nature protection and for the establishment of the 
first national park. When the Soviet land was retaken by 
the Red Army, the decree drafted by Podiapolsky, On 
the Protection of Monuments of Nature, Gardens and 
Parks, was signed by Lenin. In 1919 Lenin had passed 
the decree On Hunting Seasons and the Right to Possess 
Hunting Weapons, which prohibited the hunting of the 
endangered moose and wild goats and established closed 

Lenin (Left) and Lunacharsky (centre).
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seasons for the hunting of all other animals to prevent 
them becoming too scarce.

The leadership of the Soviet Union under Joseph Stalin 
eliminated a number of previously influential scientists 
including Hessen, Vavilov and Stanchinsky. Vavilov, 
who [may have] criticised Trofim Lysenko’s theory of 
adaptive inheritance in favour of Mendel’s theory of ge-
netic inheritance, was imprisoned, where he died a few 
years later of malnutrition. In 1927, the issue of using the 
zapovedniki for “acclimatisation” research (removal of 
wild and domestic plants and animals from their original 
habitat and placement in new habitats in an attempt to 
transform nature) arose in Soviet biology. Sukachev and 
Stanchinsky strongly defended the zapovedniki against 
those promoting the acclimatisation agenda, arguing 
that they should remain inviolable. In 1933, Stanchinsky 
came directly into conflict with Lysenko (and his chief 
ally Isaak Prezent) regarding the zapovedniki and accli-
matisation, leading to Stanchinsky’s 1934 arrest, impris-
onment and torture. He died in prison (after a second 
arrest) in 1942.

The consequences for Soviet ecological science, par-
ticularly in areas related to agriculture, were disastrous. 
Membership in VOOP, which had risen to 15,000 by 
1932, declined to around 2,500 in 1940. The zapoved-
niki were converted more and more from reserves for the 
scientific study of pristine nature into transformation-of-
nature centres.

Nevertheless, in two major areas, forestry and climatolo-
gy, Soviet ecology continued to develop. One of the key 
intellectual achievements was Sukachev’s first introduc-
tion in 1941, developed more fully in 1944, of the con-
cept of biogeocoenosis, which was to be extraordinarily 
influential both in the USSR and in the wider world. A 
botanist and ecologist, Sukachev had been influenced by 
Georgy Morozov, considered the founder of Russian sci-
entific forestry, who died in 1920. Morozov helped intro-
duce systemic thinking into Russian ecology, by making 
extensive use of the concept of biocoenosis (or biologi-
cal community). Sukachev’s concept of biogeocoenosis 
was a further development of biocoenosis, intended to 
incorporate the abiotic environment. It was conceived 
in dialectical-energetic terms as a more unified and dy-
namic category than the notion of the ecosystem. The 
concept of biogeocoenosis grew out of and had an inte-
gral connection to Vernadsky’s notions of the biosphere 
and biogeochemical cycles. Sukachev wrote in his work 
Relationship of Biogeocoenosis, Ecosystem and Facies, 
dated 1960: “... each organism and each specimen is in 
dialectical unity with the environment. ... The biogeocoe-
nosis as a whole develops through the interaction of all 
its variable components and in accordance with special 
laws. The very process of interaction among the com-
ponents constantly disrupts the established relationships, 

thereby affecting the evolution of the biogeocoenosis as 
a whole.” Sukachev wrote in his landmark 1964 work 
Fundamentals of Forest Biogeocoenology (written with 
N Dylis): “The idea of the interaction of all natural phe-
nomena is one of the basic premises of materialistic dia-
lectics, well proved by the founders of the latter, Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels.” Like dialectical frameworks 
in general, Sukachev’s biogeocoenosis – even more than 
its main conceptual rival, ecosystem – emphasised inter-
nal dynamics, contradictory changes and instability in 
ecological processes. 

The dialectical, integrative approach in Soviet ecology 
promoted by figures like Morozov and Sukachev, which 
was rooted in detailed empirical research into specific 
conditions, led to the recognition of the extent to which 
forest-ecological-system health was essential to hydrol-
ogy and the control of climate. That broad ecological 
understanding helped give rise in 1948 to the “Great 
Stalin Plan for the Transformation of Nature”, which 
was conceived as a grand attempt to reverse anthropo-
genic regional climate change in deforested areas, with 
an emphasis on the promotion of watersheds. Already 
in 1936 the Soviet government had created the Main 
Administration of Forest Protection and Afforestation, 
which established “water-protective forests” in wide 
belts across the country. While forests in parts of the 
Soviet Union were exploited relentlessly as industrial 
forests, the best old growth forests of the Russian heart-
land were protected, eventually creating a total forest 
preserve the size of France, which grew over time to an 
area the size of Mexico (roughly two-thirds of the con-
tiguous United States of America). 

Great Stalin Plan for the Transformation of Nature, 
introduced in the context of the attempts at ecological 
restoration following the Second World War, was the 
most ambitious afforestation plan in all of history up to 
that point. It sought to create some 6 million hectares of 
entirely new forest in the forest-steppe and steppe re-
gions, and constituted the world’s first explicit attempt to 
reverse human-induced climate change. The trees were 
planted in shelterbelts along rivers – and roads – and 
around collective farms, with the goal of staving off the 
drying influence of winds emanating from Central Asia, 
while protecting watersheds and agriculture. Although 
the plan had not been realised by the time of Stalin’s 
death (when it was discontinued), a million hectares of 
new forest were planted, with 40 per cent surviving. Yet, 
even while that afforestation plan was being carried out, 
some 85 per cent of the territory of the zapovedniki was 
formally liquidated in 1951 (to be re-established under 
the leadership of Sukachev and others during the resur-
rected conservation movement of the late 1950s). 

One reason for the limited success of the Great Stalin 
Plan was Lysenko’s entry into forestry and his battle 



22

AMR

for control of Soviet afforestation. In 1948 Lysenko 
had achieved his greatest victory, with the Lenin All-
Union Academy of Agricultural Sciences’ declaration 
that Mendelian genetics was a form of bourgeois ide-
alism. With the introduction of the Great Stalin Plan 
for the Transformation of Nature, Lysenko turned his 
attention to forestry, taking direct control of the Main 
Administration of Field-Protective Afforestation. He 
concocted a “nest method” of planting trees, based on 
the notion that tree seedlings planted in dense forma-
tions would collectively defend themselves from other 
species, reducing the amount of labour required to clear 
areas for planting. Here, however, Lysenko was op-
posed at every step by Sukachev, who countermanded 
his orders on the ground several times and reported to 
the Ministry of Forest Management in 1951 that 100 per 
cent of the forest seedlings planted in the Ural territorial 
administration with Lysenko’s nest method had died.

From 1951, two years before Stalin’s death, and con-
tinuing until 1955, Sukachev, as the dean of Soviet bot-
any – director of the Academy of Science’s Institute of 
Forests, head of the Academy Presidium’s Commission 
on Zapovedniki, and editor of the Botanical Journal 
– courageously launched an intellectual war against 
Lysenko. In article after article that he wrote and ed-
ited for the Botanical Journal and the Bulletin of the 
Moscow Society of Naturalists (the journal of Russia’s 
oldest and most prestigious scientific society), Sukachev 
waged a monumental battle against Lysenko, sharply 
criticising Lysenko’s theories and methods. Later, in 
1965, Sukachev accused Lysenko of fraudulent prac-
tices. Young biologists viewed Sukachev as a hero, 
and secretly flocked to his side. In 1955 Sukachev was 
elected president of the Moscow Society of Naturalists 
(MOIP), a position he occupied until his death in 1967. 
This symbolised a dramatic decline in Lysenko’s power 
and a shift in Soviet ecology (although Lysenko’s final 
removal as head of the Institute of Genetics took place in 
1965, under Brezhnev). Following Sukachev’s election 
as president of the MOIP, a concerted campaign to rees-
tablish the zapovedniki began. At that point the Soviet 
conservation movement began to rise out of the ashes. 
Membership in VOOP grew to 136,000 in 1951, and by 
1959 had topped 910,000. The 1960s saw the spectacu-
lar rise of student conservation brigades nurtured by the 
MOIP under Sukachev.

Meanwhile, Soviet climatology had been making ex-
traordinary advances through the work of figures such 
as E Fedorov, famous for his work on the Arctic, and 
Mikhail Budyko, who specialised initially in the emerg-
ing field of energetics, focusing on exchanges of matter 
and energy in a global context. Budyko’s groundbreaking 
Heat Balance of the Earth’s Surface, published in 1958, 
earned him the prestigious Lenin Prize. In that work he 

developed a method for calculating the various compo-
nents of the heat balance of the entire earth system. This 
was crucial in opening the way to the founding of physi-
cal climatology as a field. Appointed in 1954 as director 
of Leningrad’s Main Geophysical Observatory, Budyko 
played a crucial role in delineating multiple aspects of 
the global ecological system. He was awarded the Blue 
Planet Prize in 1998 for founding physical climatology, 
formulating early warnings on the acceleration of glo-
bal warming, developing the nuclear winter theory, and 
pioneering global ecology. Budyko built his theoretical 
and empirical analysis on Vernadsky’s biosphere con-
cept and saw Sukachev’s work on the biogeocoenosis 
as essential in developing modern ideas of interrelations 
between organisms and the environment. Sukachev was 
to rely in turn on Budyko’s energy flow analysis in his 
own work.

The state of the USSR’s environment worsened in the 
first decade after Stalin’s death in 1953, with the discon-
tinuation of the Great Stalin Plan for the Transformation 
of Nature and the more rapacious exploitation of resourc-
es. Six days after Stalin’s death, the Ministry of Forest 
Management was abolished and forest conservation was 
reduced to a much lower priority. Yet it was only in the 
post-Soviet era that Stalin’s Group I of protected forests, 
those under the highest level of protection and preserva-
tion, were signed out of existence.

The worst damage was done during the Malenkov and 
Khrushchev years. Partly as a result, those years saw the 
rise of what was to be an immense environmental move-
ment, growing initially out of the scientific community. 
Khrushchev’s “Virgin Lands” programme, beginning in 
1954, targeted the plowing up of 33 million hectares of 
so-called virgin land for the expansion of agriculture. 
Initial successes were obtained, but these were soon fol-
lowed by dust bowls. In the late 1950s the Soviet leader-
ship decided for the first time to interfere with the ecol-
ogy of Lake Baikal, the oldest and deepest freshwater 
lake in the world. In the early 1960s the Supreme Soviet 
Presidium ordered the diversion of the two main rivers 
feeding into the Aral Sea, the Amu Darya and the Syr 
Darya, in order to provide irrigation for cotton farming 
in Soviet Eurasia. Consequently, the Aral Sea shrank to 
a tenth of its original size. 

Those developments were met with a powerful response 
from scientists and conservationists. In 1964 Sukachev, 
as head of the MOIP, sent a letter to Soviet geographers 
in order to draw them into the fight to save Lake Baikal. 
Two years later he was one of a group of scientists who 
signed a collective letter to the media demanding protec-
tion of Lake Baikal. Baikal became a symbol of ecologi-
cal destruction, leading to the extraordinary growth of 
the Soviet environmental movement. By 1981, VOOP 
membership had risen to 32 million and by 1985 to 37 
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million, constituting the largest nature protection or-
ganisation in the world. In the 1960s, beginning with 
Brezhnev, significant environmental legislation was 
passed. During the Brezhnev to Gorbachev years, the 
Soviet leadership introduced more and more environ-
mental measures. The number of zapovedniki by 1983 
had gradually expanded to 143, beyond the 128 that 
existed in 1951, before the great bulk were liquidated 
under Stalin.

Fedorov, one of the leading climatologists, headed the 
Institute of Applied Geophysics of the State Committee 
of the USSR on Hydrometeorology and Control of the 
Natural Environment and became a member of the 
Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR. Like 
most Soviet ecologists at the time, Fedorov accepted 
some aspects of the Club of Rome’s 1972 Limits to 
Growth argument, which focused on natural-resource 
limits to economic growth. But he insisted on an ap-
proach that more fully accounted for social and histori-
cal factors. Moreover, he argued that the authors of The 
Limits to Growth had erred in failing to consider the cru-
cial challenge represented by climate change. Fedorov’s 

arguments relied directly on Marx’s theory of socio-
ecological metabolism. He presented a Marxist environ-
mental perspective in his 1972 work Man and Nature, 
writing in it: “The authors of the materialist theory of so-
cial development regarded interaction (metabolism) be-
tween people and nature as a vital element in human life 
and activity, and showed that the socialist organisation 
of society would have every possibility to ensure opti-
mal forms of such interaction.” With respect to climate, 
he pointed to Marx and Engels’s early discussions of an-
thropogenic climate change on a regional basis (and the 
threat of desertification). Fedorov represented the USSR 
at the first World Conference on Climate in Geneva in 
1979, where he stressed the urgency of action, declaring 
that “future climate changes are unavoidable. They will 
probably become irreversible during the nearest decades 
if an international plan were not soon worked out.” 

However, the scientific revolutions in climatology and 
global ecology in the Soviet Union had their main ori-
gins in the work of Budyko, who was the acknowledged 
world leader in the study of the heat balance of the earth. 
He was also the world’s primary analyst of the effect of 

The USSR established levels of forest protection unparalled anywhere in the world.
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polar ice on the climate, and was the first to delineate the 
ice-albedo effect as a global warming feedback mecha-
nism. Budyko was also the first to point to the dangerous 
acceleration in global average temperature that would re-
sult from such positive feedback. He went on to pioneer 
studies of paleoclimatic changes in earth’s history and 
to developing global ecology as a distinct field, based 
on a dialectical, biospheric analysis, in the tradition of 
Vernadsky and Sukachev. Budyko promoted a theory of 
“critical epochs” in earth’s history, which were charac-
terised by “ecological crises” and “global catastrophes”, 
and he extended this theoretical analysis to the growing 
threat of “anthropogenic ecological crisis”. 

In 1961 Fedorov and Budyko called the All-Union 
Conference on the Problem of Climate Modification by 
Man in Leningrad to address the emerging problem of 
climate change, the first such conference in the world. 
That same year Budyko presented his work The Heat 
and Water Balance Theory of the Earth’s Surface to the 
third congress of the Geographical Society of the USSR, 
in which he arrived at his famous conclusion that anthro-
pogenic climate change was inevitable under capitalism, 
and that human energy usage needed to be addressed. In 
1962 he published his landmark work Climate Change 
and the Means of Its Transformation in the USSR’s 
Bulletin of the Academy of Sciences, in which that 

conclusion was again advanced, together with the obser-
vation that the destruction of ice cover could generate a 
significant change in the regime of atmospheric circula-
tion. By 1963 Budyko compiled an atlas of the world’s 
heat balance system. “Budyko energy balance models” 
soon became the basis of all complex climate models. In 
1966 he published (together with colleagues) The Impact 
of Economic Activity on the Climate, describing the his-
tory of anthropogenic climate change. In it he indicated 
that human beings – through actions such as deforesta-
tion, swamp drainage and city construction – had long 
affected the microclimate, that is, local changes in the 
meteorological regime of the surface layer of the atmos-
phere. What was new, however, was that anthropogenic 
climate change was now occurring over large territories 
and globally. Yet, it was the discovery of ice-albedo 
feedback and its dynamic effect on global warming that 
was to change everything. 

Budyko had presented his basic analysis on this as early 
as 1962, in his work Polar Ice and Climate. But the 
extent to which the global climate, and not just the cli-
mate of the Arctic, would be affected was not yet clear. 
It was in his 1969 work, The Effect of Solar Radiation 
Variation on the Climate of the Earth, that he provided a 
full and concrete assessment of the polar sea ice-albedo 
feedback mechanism and its relation to climate change. 

Soviet climatologists were well aware of  the dangers of anthropogenic climate change.
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The observations were startling. Similar results on cli-
mate sensitivity, pointing to catastrophic global climate 
change were presented that same year by William Sellers 
at the University of Arizona. From that point on, climate 
change moved from being a peripheral concern to an in-
creasingly urgent global issue.

Meanwhile, Budyko’s explorations of the effects of 
aerosol loading, led him to introduce the possibility of 
using planes to dump aerosols (sulphur particles) in the 
stratosphere as a possible geoengineering attempt to 
counter climate change, given his belief that capitalist 
economies would not be able to limit their growth, en-
ergy use and emissions. All of these conclusions were 
expressed in his 1972 book Climate and Life. The dis-
covery of significant feedback effects and greater cli-
mate sensitivity now posed the question of a potential 
runaway global ecological crisis in the approaching dec-
ades. It was Soviet climatologists, primarily based on the 
works of Budyko and Golitsyn, who first developed the 
nuclear winter theory in the case of a full-scale nuclear 
war, whereby over a hundred gargantuan firestorms set 
off by nuclear weapons would increase the aerosol load-
ing in the atmosphere sufficiently to bring temperatures 
across whole continents down by several degrees and 
possibly several tens of degrees, thereby leading to the 
destruction of the biosphere and human extinction. That 
analysis was developed by the Soviets a decade before 
their counterparts in other countries.

The enormous range and comprehensiveness of 
Budyko’s ecological contributions were particularly evi-
dent in his later work, where he sought to define global 
ecology as a distinct field. He played a foundational role 
in the development of paleoclimatic analysis, examin-
ing the history of global catastrophes in earth’s history 
associated with alterations in the climate. He used this 
analysis to develop further insights into the significance 
of anthropogenic climate change. In describing global 
ecology as a distinct area of analysis, he emphasised that 
previous ecological work had been directed overwhelm-
ingly at local conditions, or at most an aggregate of local 
changes. Global ecology, by contrast, was that area of 
ecology concerned with the operation of the biosphere 
as a whole, and had arisen as a result of the sudden in-
crease in the human capacity to alter atmospheric and 
ocean systems.

Here again the emphasis was on the dialectical interac-
tion between organisms and the environment. Budyko 
stressed Oparin’s crucial observation (associated with his 
theory of life’s origins) that organisms had generated the 
atmosphere as we know it, extrapolating this to a consid-
eration of the human role with respect to the atmosphere. 
In his various analyses of the evolution of homo sapiens, 
Budyko invariably went back to Engels’s work The Part 
Played by Labour in the Transformation from Ape to 

Man, written in his book Dialectics of Nature, of what 
is now known as “gene-culture coevolution”. Likewise, 
Budyko’s Global Ecology pointed to Marx’s comment 
in a letter to Engels on the desertification tendencies of 
civilisation. All ecological analysis, Budyko indicated, 
was modeled on metabolism, the process of material ex-
change between life and the environment. 

Some of Budyko’s early heat balance work had been 
carried out together with the leading Soviet geographers 
A Grigoriev and Innokenti Gerasimov. The goal was a 
more integral dialectical science, capable of addressing 
the evolution of the biosphere. Budyko and Gerasimov 
postulated that it was paleoclimatic change that had 
created the dynamic conditions millions of years ago 
in Africa for the evolution of the early hominids. In 
Geography and Ecology, dated 1977, a collection of his 
essays from the 1970s, Gerasimov provided an elegant 
theoretical merger of the notion of geographic landscape 
with Sukachev’s biogeocoenosis. In his analysis of 
the social aspects of what he considered to be the ap-
proaching global ecological crisis, Budyko emphasised 
the limits posed by the capitalist system. All economic 
expansion is constrained by the fact that the stability of 
the global ecological system is not very great. He argued 
there was no way out of this dilemma except through 
economic and ecological planning, namely, a socialist 
planned economy aimed at the realisation of Vernadsky’s 
“noosphere”, i.e., an environment ruled by reason.

Soviet economists in the 1970s and ’80s were engaged 
in a fierce debate over the proper relation of economic 
growth calculations to social welfare. Oldak took a lead-
ing role in those years in arguing for the replacement of 
the standard economic growth calculations with a new 
approach focusing on “gross social wealth” as the basis 
for socio-economic decisions. Lenin, Oldak pointed out, 
had made it clear that the goal of socialism should be 
the free development of each member of the population 
on the widest possible (i.e., not narrowly economistic 
or mechanistic) basis, taking account of qualitative fac-
tors. With this as justification, Oldak proposed a new ac-
counting that would directly incorporate into the main 
planning criteria not only accumulated material wealth, 
but also services, the knowledge sector, the condition of 
natural resources, and the health of the population.

In 1986-1987, Frolov became the editor in chief of 
Kommunist, the Communist Party’s main theoretical 
organ; from 1987-1989 he was one of Gorbachev’s key 
advisors; and in 1989-1991 he was editor in chief of 
Pravda. Frolov was responsible for much of the ecologi-
cal cast that Gorbachev gave to his public pronounce-
ments, which were accompanied by a speeding up of 
environmental reform measures. Following 1986, the 
Soviet environmental movement became more power-
ful. In addition to VOOP, some 300 major environmental 
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organisations were operating throughout the USSR. 
From 1987 to 1990, all across the USSR, plants were 
closed, planned projects were re-sited or re-tooled for 
a less polluting type of production, or were cancelled 
altogether. The most prominent examples included 
the cessation of work on the planned river diversion 
projects, cancellation of the Volga-Chograi canal, clos-
ing of biochemical plants. Environmental movement 
pressure resulted in the closing down of over a thousand 
large enterprises in those years. Already in the 1960s the 
country had begun to shift from coal as its main energy 
source to natural gas. In 1988 carbon emissions peaked. 
They fell dramatically in two years after that, due chiefly 
to the aggressive switchover from coal to natural gas. 
Nevertheless, the much wider shift in power relations 
in the Soviet state and the destabilisation of the society 
that Gorbachev had introduced with glasnost and per-
estroika led to a deepening of Soviet political-economic 
contradictions, splits in the top echelons of the Soviet 
leadership, and finally the demise of the USSR in 1991.

Late Soviet ecology left a legacy of economic planning 
and an emergent ecological planning that represented a 
massive human achievement, from which we need to 
learn today if we are to find a way to regulate the human 
metabolism with nature and to surmount the present 
global ecological crisis. It began a process of ecologi-
cal transition that, if carried out fully, could have had 
immeasurable positive effects. The American Marxist 
economist Paul Sweezy, wrote in his work Socialism 
and Ecology, dated 1989, that if “the planning system” 
represented by such societies would not be preserved 
“and adapted to serve the needs of the new situation” 
and if the existing socialist societies were defeated, 
it might simply be “too late for civilised humanity to 
restore the necessary conditions for its own survival.” 
This is a spectre that haunts us today more than ever. 
The answer to our present problems requires some sort 
of convergence with the notion of the planned regulation 
of the environment in accordance with human needs: the 
primary message of late Soviet ecology. In other words, 
humanity needs socialism.
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Linking theory to practice
A response to David Matters
Matthew Crowley

I. Introduction
In the April issue of Australian Marxist Review, David 
Matters published an essay entitled “The study of theory 
is necessarily linked to practice”.1 While attempting to 
make a contribution to our understanding of revolu-
tionary struggle, in many ways what is most important 
about the essay is what it leaves unsaid: why is theory 
important for practice? While its title promises to teach 
us something about the nexus between the two, the essay 
ultimately fails to adequately deliver on that promise.  
Matters presents some of the material conditions of con-
temporary 21st century capitalist life, albeit in a confus-
ing way, but tells us little about why theory might be 
important for us as we confront that material reality. In 
the interests of dialogue and allowing Matters’ essay 
to fulfil its latent potential, I offer here a few thoughts 
about theory and why we need it for our engagement 
with contemporary capitalism.

So let me suggest that what is important about the nexus 
involves developing, briefly, four themes, each of which 
is raised in a rather inchoate way in Matters’ essay. First, 
before we can proceed very far with an exploration of 
why theory is linked to practice, we need to understand 
what those terms mean, how they are related to one an-
other and why they matter as part of that relationship. 
That involves an examination of theoria and praxis.  
Second, we need to understand the relationship between 
praxis and the internal contradictions of capitalism; that 
involves understanding what those contradictions are 
and why they matter. Third, we must understand the re-
lationship of theory and contradictions to the issue of 
class consciousness, and why that relationship is impor-
tant. And, finally, only when we grasp the meaning of 
theory, contradictions and class consciousness can we 
then apply them, as part of practice, to the materialist 
evidence presented by Matters. While Matters adverts 
to each of these four points in his essay, he leaves them 
somewhat underdeveloped. I want briefly, then, to say 
something about each of them, with a view to explaining 
why theory is, indeed, necessarily linked to practice.

1	 David Matters, “The study of theory is necessarily linked to practice”, 
Australian Marxist Review, #64, April 2017, pp23 - 27.

II. Theoria and Praxis
To understand theory, we must begin with practice, or 
praxis, the Greek word for “doing“. Praxis lies at the 
very heart of Marxism, capturing the essence of what 
it means to be human as engaging in activity. For Marx 
and Marxism, praxis refers to action or activity as in

free, universal, creative and self-creative activity 
through which man creates (makes, produces) and 
changes (shapes) his historical, human world and 
himself: an activity specific to man, through which 
he is basically differentiated from all other beings. 
In this sense man can be regarded as a being of 
praxis, “praxis” as the central concept of Marxism, 
and Marxism as the “philosophy” (or better: 
“thinking”) of “praxis”.2

The final part of this passage is significant, for it identi-
fies “philosophy” or “thinking” as related to praxis, in 
the sense that what lies behind praxis, action, is thought, 
philosophy, or theory, theoria, the Greek for “thinking”. 
There exists a nexus between thinking and doing, the 
source of which for Marx and Marxism we find in the 
Eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach: “Philosophers have hith-
erto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point 
is to change it.” The whole of Marxism, then, is phi-
losophy, theory, or theoria – thought – aimed at praxis, 
doing; or, put another way, the whole of Marxist theoria, 
thinking, aimed at praxis, doing, with the aim of chang-
ing the world. Antonio Gramsci said of Marxism that is 
was simply “the philosophy of praxis”.3 Marxism, then, 
is theoria informing revolutionary praxis. And what is 
our praxis aimed at? Capitalism.

III. Contradictions of Capitalism
Our revolutionary praxis ought to be aimed at capitalism 
and, more to the point, towards its internal contradic-
tions. To be frank, the whole concept of contradictions 

2	 Gajo Petrović, “praxis” in Tom Bottomore, Laurence Harris, VG Kiernan and 
Ralph Miliband (eds), A Dictionary of Marxist Thought (Blackwell Publishing, 2nd 
ed, 1983, 1991) pp435-440, p435.

3	 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, (Quintin Hoare and 
Geoffrey Nowell-Smith (ed and trans), Lawrence & Wishart, 1971), Part III.
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in Marxist thought is devilishly complex; I do not seek 
here to clarify the conceptual messiness. Rather, we can 
begin by saying that while the concept can “be used as a 
metaphor for any kind of dissonance, strain or tension, it 
first assumes a distinctive meaning in the case of human 
action, where it specifies any situation which allows the 
satisfaction of one end [goal] only at the cost of anoth-
er, i.e. a bind or a constraint”.4 And Marx “employed 
[contradiction] to designate inter alia: (a) logical incon-
sistencies or intra-discursive theoretical anomalies; (b) 
extra-discursive oppositions, e.g. supply and demand as 
involving forces or tendencies of (relatively) independ-
ent origins which interact in such a way that their ef-
fects tend to cancel each other out – in momentary or 
semi-permanent equilibria; (c) historical (or temporal) 
dialectical contradictions; and (d) structural (or sys-

4	 Roy Bhaskar, “contradiction” in Tom Bottomore, Laurence Harris, VG Kiernan 
and Ralph Miliband (eds), A Dictionary of Marxist Thought, (Blackwell Publishing, 
2nd ed, 1983, 1991), pp109-110, p109.

temic) dialectical contradictions.”5 Devilishly complex, 
this theoria! I propose, though, to simplify this by listing 
some of the internal contradictions of capitalism, which 
has the dual benefit of making the theory much easier to 
understand, while at the same time directing our revolu-
tionary praxis.

David Harvey, a contemporary Marxist theorist, lists 
seventeen contradictions of capitalism, which he divides 
into three major groupings: 1. foundational contradic-
tions, 2. moving contradictions, and 3. dangerous con-
tradictions. While I highlight only a few from each cat-
egory here, consider whether you can see any of these in 
the world around you. In 1., we find the staple of Marxist 
thought, including (i) the difference between use value 
and exchange value, (ii) the social value of labour and its 
representation by money, and (iii) private property and 
the capitalist state. In 2., we find (i) technology, work 
and human disposability, (ii) monopoly and competition, 

5	  Ibid, p110.

Praxis (the Greek word for “doing“) lies at the very 
heart of Marxism, capturing the essence of what it 
means to be human as engaging in activity.
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and (iii) disparities of income and wealth. And in 3., we 
find (i) endless compound growth, (ii) the relationship of 
capital to nature, and (iii) universal alienation.6

Have you looked at the world in which you live? If you 
have, you will see that capitalism, in short (!), achieves 
contradiction in every aspect of its relationship to the 
person and the earth: the micro-economic creation of the 
commodity and exchange, the macro-economic distor-
tion of human relations through wealth disparity, mo-
nopoly and competition, and the disposability of humans 
as part of that dubious “progress”, and geo-political 
achievements of endless growth, despoliation of the 
earth, and, ultimately, total alienation. In understand-
ing the contradictions, we see revealed the object of our 
revolutionary praxis: capitalism, in all its manifesta-
tions. Once we know that, though, we need also to know 
something about class consciousness.

IV. Class Consciousness
The Marxist understanding of class consciousness 
emerges from the canonical sources: Marx and Lenin. 
Marx made a distinction between the objective class 
membership and subjective class consciousness.  
Ownership of or exclusion from the means of production 
determines the former, and from this we find also the 
corresponding bourgeois and proletarian classes. Class 
consciousness, however, only occurs as a consequence 
of political struggle, when an “initially limited conflit 
[sic] (e.g. a trade union struggle in a particular enter-
prise or branch of industry) is widened on the basis of 
an identity of interests until it becomes a common affair 
of the whole class, which also creates an appropriate in-
strument, in the form of a political party.” To this, Lenin 
added the idea that a political class consciousness occurs 
from the outside, developed by intellectuals, but can 
only be adopted by the working class. It is here where 
the party and its role emerges.7

But as we consider the distinctions between classes, 
and the emergence of party, we might also find more 
apt in our 21st century world another concept related to 
class introduced by Marx: the lumpenproletariat. In The 
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Marx wrote 
that:

[a]longside decayed roués with dubious means of 
subsistence and of dubious origin, alongside ruined 
and adventurous offshoots of the bourgeoisie, 
were vagabonds, discharged soldiers, discharged 

6	  David Harvey, Seventeen Contradictions and the End of Capitalism, (Oxford 
University Press, 2014).

7	  Iring Fetscher, “class consciousness” in Tom Bottomore, Laurence Harris, VG 
Kiernan and Ralph Miliband (eds), A Dictionary of Marxist Thought, (Blackwell 
Publishing, 2nd ed, 1983, 1991) pp89 - 91, pp89 - 90. And see Jodi Dean, Crowds 
and Party, (Verso Books, 2016).

jailbirds, escaped galley slaves, swindlers, 
mountebanks, lazzaroni, pickpockets, tricksters, 
gamblers, maquereaux [pimps], brothel keepers, 
porters, literati, organ grinders, ragpickers, knife 
grinders, tinkers, beggars – in short, the whole 
indefinite, disintegrated mass, thrown hither and 
thither, which the French call la bohème; from this 
kindred element Bonaparte formed the core of the 
Society of December 10. A “benevolent society” – 
insofar as, like Bonaparte, all its members felt the 
need of benefiting themselves at the expense of the 
laboring nation. This Bonaparte, who constitutes 
himself chief of the lumpenproletariat, who here 
alone rediscovers in mass form the interests which 
he personally pursues, who recognizes in this scum, 
offal, refuse of all classes the only class upon which 
he can base himself unconditionally, is the real 
Bonaparte, the Bonaparte sans phrase.8

Marx demonstrates that in a socio-political movement, 
such as that led by Louis Bonaparte in his struggle for 
power, distinct class groups can be gathered togeth-
er, forming a much vaster form of the proletariat, the 
lumpenproletariat. This “draw[s] attention to the fact 
that in extreme conditions of crisis and social disintegra-
tion in a capitalist society large numbers of people may 
become separated from their class and come to form a 
‘free floating’ mass”.9 In other words, in our modern 
world, rather than bright lines of demarcation we find 
fuzzy boundaries between classes. As such, a single 
consciousness might prove elusive; instead, a conscious-
ness of many classes together, in a free-floating mass, 
might emerge. And it is this free-floating mass, and its 
consciousness, as opposed to a fragmentation of classes, 
each with its own consciousness, that will provide the 
greatest potential for directing revolutionary praxis at 
capitalism.

With an understanding of the nature and goal of revo-
lutionary praxis, and those who are called to it, either 
as a class or more broadly as a free-floating mass, we 
can turn to the specific material conditions identified by 
Matters.

V. Conclusion: Application to 
Material Conditions
What I believe Matters may have been attempting to 
identify in his essay is the march of history, and the con-
flicts that emerge between classes as a result of the emer-
gence of capitalism; he writes that the struggle is “still 

8	  Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, (Friedrich Engels 
(ed), Progress Publishers, 1937 [1885]) ch V.

9	  Norman Geras, “lumpenproletariat” in Tom Bottomore, Laurence Harris, VG 
Kiernan and Ralph Miliband (eds), A Dictionary of Marxist Thought (Blackwell 
Publishing, 2nd ed, 1983, 1991) p327, p327.
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principally between the imperialist bourgeoisie and the 
revolutionary proletariat.”10 What I think he is identify-
ing is nothing less than the struggle against capital and 
capitalism and its inherent contradictions. But we can 
really only understand the point of his work through the 
lens of Marxism as theoria informing a revolutionary 
praxis directed against capital.

Matters identifies the reality of the ongoing struggle 
against capitalism and its evils. In this light, our hope for 
the future must undoubtedly be one tinged with concern: 
“[i]f there is an end to capital ... its immediate conse-
quences are unlikely to prove happy for anyone.”11 We 
must, with Harvey, “hope ... that the mass of humanity 
will see the danger before the rot goes too far and the 
human and environmental damage becomes too great to 

10	  Matters, above footnote 1, p26.

11	  Harvey, above footnote 6, p293.

repair.”12 To counter our fear, we can but only respond 
with a revolutionary praxis, which

[c]annot, of course, tell us exactly what to do in the 
midst of fierce and always complicated struggles 
on this or that issue on the ground. But it does help 
frame an overall direction to anti-capitalist struggle 
even as it makes and strengthens the case for anti-
capitalist politics.13

You see, then, theory and practice are linked, but if we 
are to harness the powerful engine for change inherent in 
the revolutionary theoria of Marxism through our revo-
lutionary praxis against capitalism, we must understand 
the relationship between the two. And we must do this 
work now, for the task before us is enormous, and grows 
more so with each passing day.

12	  Ibid.

13	  Ibid 294.
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