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;1 ) The Intellectual=-Historical Background of the Moscow Trials

Karl Polanyi f“fﬁﬁ”’

The fighters of the Hungarian Soviet Republic were branded as common criminals,
thieves and exploiters by the courts of the rightist white terror after the defeat
of the Hungarian revolution.

The Russian revolutionaries who scorn the fleshpots of the Soviet bureaucracy
and are fighting now, as before, for a free and democratic socialism, have been
depicted as common counter-revolutionaries, agents of the bourgeoisie and the Entente.
Today they face the gallows of the Third International instead of those of the Czar.
That is the essence of the matter concerning the Moscow Trials.

Courage and integrity are not gquestions of political programme or policy. They
are matters of temperament and moral character of the individual. The Russian Social
Democrats, whose Bolshevik (majority) wing is today persecuting its Menshevik (minor-
ity) wing, for decades fought heroically against the Czar as comrades in arms with
the social revolutionaries. Even the October Revolution of 1917 was, in part,
fought in alliance with them. What then is the bhasic difference in their programme !
This question has long been one of the most contentious problems of the history of
the Russian Revolutiom.
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As far as the present is concerned, the answer is simple: the social revelu-
tionaries consist of a collection of more than a half a dozen revolutionary parties
and groupings, some coperating in Russia, some from abroad. All of them are cur-—
rently in opposition to the Bolsheviks. Programmatic differences concern land
reform (agrarian gquestion), the communes, and the reactivation of the local Soviets
which have been all but disbanded. (We are not here concerned with the Mensheviks,
although the heroic sacrifices of this grouping were in no way less than those of
the social revolutionaries.) With this important exception, it is true to say that

all socialist revolutionaries who are today opposed to the Bolsheviks have been




designated "social revolutionaries."

Historically speaking, this 1s essentially how it has been from the start: the
social revolutionaries pioneered the ideclogical opposition to social democracy on
revolutionary soil.

The Social Democratic Party operated in Russia, as elsewhere, within a rela-
tively closely defined framework of theory and praxis. The Party of the Social
Revolutionaries, on the other hand, united all socialist elements which, for one
reason or another, did not wish or were not able to belong to the Social Democratic
Party. The Social Revolutionary Party, although weaker in numbers, was, by contrast
to the social democrats, characterized by a many sided flexibility in forms of direct
action — the ignition spark of revolutionary energy rather than its storage battery.
The Social Democratic Party was, without question, the vehicle of the Marxist working
class movement which, in accordance with objective conditions obtaining in Russia,
was based on economic issues, concentrated on organizational strengths, and led mass
political struggles. The political orientation of the social revolutionaries, by
contrast, was based on subjective factors of personal initiative and revolutionars
elan, on Bakunist direct action by the peasantry, and by the radical intelligentsia.
Their methods was conspiratorial - the preparation and execution of direct action
and of guerilla warfare. But this distinction manifested itself more in matters of
revolutionary conduct, tactics and methods, and in the ethical ambiance of the
movement, rather than in programmatic differences of the two parcies. The Social
Revolutionary Party, founded a quarter of a century ago by Shytlovsky and Rappaport,
was not an anarchist party, but a socialist one. [ts ideology was definitively
not that of Bakunin, but followed the teachings of Karl Marx.

Whence then the sharp divisions which separated these two Russian sister par-
ties, and brought them into tragic conflict?

The name of Bakunin holds the key to the answer to the problem. Mot his

anarchist social theory, which was rejected also by the social revolutionaries, but




the revolutionary ethic whose embodiment he was. The Moscow Trials are bur the

most recent chapter of the fratriecidal struggle whose hidden seeds were sown in the
early days of the modern working class movement. Here also lies the explanation of
the demise of the First International: we refer to Karl Marx's bartle with Proudhon
and Bakunin. Although Marx was correct in almost all of his contention in that con-
flict, virtually no unprejudiced Marxist will today deny that the methods which were
used in the struggle against Bakunin resulted in a moral degeneration of the entire
working class movement with fateful subsequent CONSequences.

Proudhon was the eldest of the three. It was the influence of his critique of
property which converted the 22 year-old Marx to socialism. "'"His work constitutes
the scientific manifesto of the French proletariat," wrote Marx in 1844.

Following some exceptionally vigorous discussions, Marx distanced himself from

Proudhon. His pathbreaking work The Poverty of Philosophy was not only a theoreticrl

conquest, but a personal rejection of Proudhon.
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Bakunin, the Russian nihilist, had been Proudhon's pupil. He was exactly Marxz's
age. Twice condemmed to death by reaction, several times incarcerated and physically
chained to the prison walls, Bakunin served thirteen yvears of hard labour in the
mines of Siberia. Rebellion, assassination and revolution followed his footsteps
through Europe. He founded the first clandestine international revolutionary organi-
zation in Italy. He called it the League (Bund) of Social Reveolutionaries.

Some years later in 1864 Marx founded the First International. In 1868 Bakunin
and his organization joined the International whose foundations he had, in fact, built.
But between the flaming love of freedom of Bakunin and the deterministic-revolution-
ary spirit of Marx, there stretched an unbridgeable rift. Bakunin disapproved of
Marx's position with respect to the peasantry and also to such remnants of Hegel's

philosophy of the state as remained a part of Marx's thinking at the time, and

influenced Marx in an etatist (statist) sense. Bakunin detested nothing more than




authoritarianism and bureaucracy, centralization and nationalization. "1 want to
organize society on the basis of collecrive and social property, but from the bottom

to the top, not from the top to the bottom, on the basis of authority."
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The leaders of the First International lapsed once more into the habitual mis-
take. In 1869 a certain Bornheim, who was close to the leadership of the Interna-

tional, referred teo Bakunin as a Czarist agent in the journmal Zukunft. Liebknecht

wha repeated this slander in the Volksstaat, for which he was sharply reprimanded by

a party disciplinary procedure requested by Bakunin. After the conclusion of the

proceedings Bakunin extended the hand of friendship to Liebknecht, and 1lit a cigarette

with the paper on which the verdict was recorded. Liebknecht, however, neglected

to offer apologies to Bakunin, although he was committed and honour bound te do so.
The battle continued to rage. In 1872 the leaders of the International accused

Bakunin of having appropriated 300 rubles which he had received as an advance for a

Polish translation of Das Kapital. The charge was of course unsustainable. Bakunin

was however expelled from the International as a common thief, on a charge of fraud.
At that point the International for all intents and purposes ceased Co exist. Soon

thereafter it was formally disbanded. The Second International came to grief forty

years later on on account of the same problem of revolutionary ethics.
%o ok de

From the beginning of the 1860's onward, every significant grouping of Russian
revolutionaries was under the influence of Bakunin. His boundless and passionate
hatred of authoritarianism, his love of freedom, the shining integrity of his person-
ality, created in Russia an eternal revolutionary tradition of unforgettable fame:
the commitment and heroism of a Vera Zasulich, of a Sofya Perovskaya. Unfortunately,
the atmosphere of the revolutionary movement also created monstrosities of the type
of Sergei Nechayev, whose tools, in the form of Uspensky and three of his friends

who doublecrossed and murdered their comrade Ivanov on November Eéﬂ 1869. The




character of Nechayev has been immortalized by Dostoyevsky in his novel The Possessed

in the form of Peter Stepanovitch Verkhovensky. The Moscow Trials suggest that the
Social Revolutionary Party may today also harbour this type of irresponsible con-
spirator.

The Moscow tragedy is but the most recent manifestation of the basic differences
which, from the beginning of the working class movement, have existed between two
conceptions of revolutionary behaviour, two irreconcilable and contradictory orien-
tations which not infrequently compete for the soul of one and the same individual.
In our view, Marx had a deeper and more fruitful understanding of the revolutiomnary
mission of the proletariat. But just as fifty years ago the judicial murder of
Bakunin impoverished the working class movement of the entire world by sapping its
revolutionary morality and energies, so one fears that the obnoxious methods of the
bloody Moscow replay may deplete the Russian Revolution of ideals and force whose

absence will, some day, cost the Russian working people very dearly.

Translation by:
Kari Polanyi-Levitt

Translated from: 'Der geistesgeschichtliche Hintergrund des Moskauer Prozesses,'
Die Wage (Vienna, Austria), July 22, 1922, p. 393-397.




