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Stay Tuned – New ICL Line Change Coming 

Stalinists Led the Counterrevolution?  
ICL Between Shachtman and Trotsky 

 

 

 

 

Hungarian workers toppled Stalin statue in 1956 political revolution. Workers uprising, 
vowing to defend socialized property, led to split in the Stalinist bureaucracy. Most of 
Communist Party membership went over to the insurgents. 

The following article is reprinted from The Internatio-
inalist No. 9, January-February 2001. 

AUGUST 21–For the past four years, the Spartacist League 
and International Communist League (SL/ICL) have vitu-
perated against the Internationalist Group and League for 
the Fourth International (IG/LFI) for our exposure of their 
anti-Marxist claim that the Stalinist bureaucracy led the 
counterrevolution in East Germany (the DDR). We pointed 
out that the ICL had adopted, after the fact, the position of 

various pseudo-Trotskyist Stalinophobes who used this as 
“theoretical” justification for sidling up to the bourgeoisie 
and its direct agents who actually did lead the counterrevo-
lution in the DDR (Kohl’s Christian Democrats and 
Brandt’s Social Democrats), the Soviet Union (Bush’s man 
Yeltsin) and East Europe (such as Solidarnosc, the Polish 
company union for the Vatican and CIA).  

The SL/ICL’s new line was generated in its factional 
frenzy leading to the 1996 expulsion of several leading com-

Key Issue in East Europe and USSR Yesterday,  
China, Cuba, North Korea and Vietnam Today 
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rades, who then founded the Internationalist Group. In the 
July 1996 document published by these comrades, we noted 
that this line “portray[s] the Stalinist bureaucracy as spear-
heading the destruction of the proletarian property forms on 
which it was an excrescence. In reality, this is the line that 
‘Stalinism is counterrevolutionary through and through.’ 
The Spartacist tendency has always fought this kind of 
equation between the role of the Stalinist bureaucracy and 
that of direct representatives of the capitalist class.”   

For four years, issue after issue of the SL newspaper 
Workers Vanguard have repeated this line of a supposed 
Stalinist-led counterrevolution. In fact, the ICL viewed it as 
so important that they even wrote it into their revised “Dec-
laration of Principles and Some Elements of Program,” say-
ing: “The Kremlin abetted by the East German Stalinists led 
the counterrevolution in the DDR” (Spartacist No. 54, 
Spring 1998). A major article on China in  WV (No. 715, 11 
June 1999) generalized it to the USSR and all of East 
Europe, saying flatly: “In the end, it was the Stalinists who 
led the counterrevolution.” In the same issue, a lengthy po-
lemic against the Internationalist Group over China declared 
“we warn the main force leading the drive for capitalist res-
toration today is the Stalinist regime itself. Not so the IG.”   

 WV was responding to our article, “Where Is China 
Going? Workers Political Revolution vs. Capitalist Counter-
revolution” in The Internationalist No. 6 (November-
December 1998), where we wrote:  

“The leading force for bourgeois counterrevolution in 
China today is the bourgeoisie and powerful capitalist-
restorationist forces inside and around the bureaucracy 
who are allied with it. Likewise, it was the German 
bourgeoisie of the Fourth Reich and its social-
democratic running dogs who led the drive for capitalist 
reunification that obliterated the DDR in 1990.…” 

We noted that “the Beijing Stalinist bureaucracy has gone 
further than the government of any other deformed workers 
state in fostering market reforms that fuel capitalist forces,” 
which are now consolidating their power and influence. 
“But while the bureaucrats have provided the openings and 
opportunity for this process, the capitalists do not trust 
them. The bourgeoisie understands all too well that the gov-
erning layer in China is still dependent upon the economic 
structure of a workers state.” We quoted there from Trot-
sky’s November 1937 article, “Not a Workers’ and Not a 
Bourgeois State?” where he wrote:  

“The struggle for domination, considered on a historical 
scale, is not between the proletariat and the bureauc-
racy, but between the proletariat and the world bour-
geoisie. The bureaucracy is only the transmitting 
mechanism in this struggle.” 

Rendering Revisionism More Precise 

In verbal exchanges with the Internationalist Group, 
SLers loudly insisted over and over that from Berlin to Bei-
jing the Stalinists led and were leading the counterrevolu-
tion. Then in late July of this year, something strange oc-
curred in Mexico. As a militant of the Grupo Internacional-

ista was explaining to a contact the parallels between the 
ICL’s line on China and that of another pseudo-Trotskyist 
current, a supporter of the Grupo Espartaquista (GEM), the 
ICL’s Mexican group, piped up to deny that this is their 
line. “The bureaucracy as such is not leading the counter-
revolution,” he said. When we pointed out that this contra-
dicted their published position, he repeated: “The bureauc-
racy paved the way for counterrevolution, it is not itself 
leading it.” A little later our comrades encountered other 
GEM supporters, who admitted they had made “una pe-
queña precisión,” they were rendering their position 
“slightly more precise.”  

A week later in Philadelphia, the Internationalist Group 
ran into a Spartacist League sales team. At the end of the 
day a half-hour discussion took place between IG and SL 
supporters, in which the SLers refused to say that the Stalin-
ists were “leading” the counterrevolution in China. Instead, 
they said that the bureaucracy “opened the door” and “paved 
the way” to capitalist restoration. The bureaucracy doesn’t 
have the cohesion of a class, such as the bourgeoisie or pro-
letariat, that could lead a revolution or counterrevolution, 
they added. When we pointed out that they were repeating, 
word for word, what the IG/LFI had written and what they 
had previously vociferously denounced, they replied, “it’s 
not a matter of a formulation.”  

What was gold for the ICL yesterday, suddenly be-
comes fool’s gold today. Just a “formulation” which was 
being made “more precise”?! The ICL can’t figure out who 
led the counterrevolution in East Europe and the USSR and 
who is leading the counterrevolution in China today, affect-
ing the fate of 1.2 billion people, one-fifth of the world’s 
population? This is no trivial matter. For any genuine com-
munist, it’s vital to understand the difference between the 
traitorous misleaders of the working class (the Stalinists, 
social democrats and various reformist and centrist pseudo-
socialists) and the class enemy (the bourgeoisie). What does 
the ICL’s talk of political revolution in China mean if they 
can’t tell Chinese workers where and how to direct their 
blows? And who will take them seriously, let alone follow 
them, when they keep changing the line of fire and calling 
one about-face after another?   

We pointed out that this “formulation” was the theoretical 
linchpin of ICL spokesman Al Nelson’s attack on long-time  
WV editor and ICL executive committee member Jan Norden 
over Germany, leading up to the June 1996 expulsions. Nelson 
wrote that “Norden can’t seem to grasp” that “the SED [the 
East German Stalinists’ Socialist Unity Party] was leading the 
counterrevolution” in the DDR. “In a way Nelson was right,” 
responded a current member of the editorial board of Workers 
Vanguard during the exchange in Philadelphia. In a way?! 
How could the SED lead the counterrevolution, we challenged, 
when the entire SED Politburo from Erich Honecker on down 
ended up in the jails of the German Fourth Reich?   

A recent SL recruit said the Kremlin led the counterrevo-
lution because the Soviet Army controlled the military forces 
in the DDR. An IG spokesman replied by asking, if the Soviet 
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Army was leading the counterrevolution, why didn’t the ICL 
call for withdrawal of the Soviet troops? In fact, our comrade 
noted, several groups falsely claiming to be Trotskyist took 
exactly the line of the present-day ICL, that the Stalinists 
were leading the counterrevolution, and used this as justifica-
tion for calling for removal of the Soviet troops. The ICL at 
the time opposed this because it correctly understood that this 
would open the door to the imperialists.  

What about in the Soviet Union, we asked, did the Sta-
linists lead the counterrevolution there? No, said ICLers, it 
was a different situation. We pointed out that their new line 
change contradicted their own revised Declaration of Prin-
ciples. Perhaps they would now issue a version 2.1? This 
was met by silence from the assembled SLers. We pointed 
out that they had not responded when we said the ICL’s line 
of the bureaucracy leading the counterrevolution was 
Shachtmanite, and their silence showed they knew this was 
true. More silence. We pointed out that this was not about 
word games; that their repeated line changes reflected a 
different policy. Again, not a peep.  

This silence was curious indeed coming from the SL 
whose practice has been to stage “scream-ins,” trying to talk 
over and shout down our comrades. The exchanges in Mex-
ico City and Philadelphia referred to here involved quite a 
few ICL members and were witnessed by others. It is possi-
ble that the ICL will try to slip in its latest line “rectifica-
tion” unnoticed, without calling attention to it. But if it does, 
every ICL supporter will know that the leadership is cover-
ing up the fact that they vociferously argued one line against 
the IG/LFI and now they have adopted another line. Many 
ICLers may cynically pass this off, but others may have 
some “stomach aches” digesting this latest turnaround.  

The Dual Nature of the Stalinist Bureaucracy 

The theoretical and programmatic ramifications of the 
ICL’s line are far-reaching. This revision of Trotsky’s 
analysis of the dual nature of the Stalinist bureaucracy ne-
gated what the SL/ICL had written on the “Russian ques-
tion” for three decades, and was sharply counterposed to its 
own intervention fighting counterrevolution in the DDR and 
the USSR during 1989-92. It would also deeply disorient 
forces fighting for workers political revolution against en-
croaching capitalism in the bureaucratically deformed 
workers states today, first and foremost China, along with 
Cuba, North Korea and Vietnam.  

In our July 1996 document on the expulsions from the 
ICL, titled From a Drift Toward Abstentionism to Desertion 
from the Class Struggle, we emphasized:  

“The Stalinist bureaucracies, a parasitic intermediate 
layer, undercut the defense of the workers states by 
their treacherous policy of conciliating imperialism and 
politically suppressing the workers, and thus prepared 
the way for counterrevolution. In this way the Stalinists 
play a counterrevolutionary role, even more so in their 
international policies. But the actual overthrow of the 
bureaucratically deformed workers states and installa-

tion of capitalist rule was led not by the bureaucracies 
but by the direct agents of capitalism.” 

There should be no mistaking the seriousness of this question. 
Indeed,  WV No. 651 (13 September 1996) wrote that the IG 
“fume[s] over a statement that the East German Stalinist ‘SED 
in 1989-90 was leading the counterrevolution,’ claiming that 
this denies Trotsky’s position on the dual nature of the Stalinist 
bureaucracy.” On the contrary, said  WV, the IG’s position was 
“an outright revision of the Trotskyist understanding of the 
Stalinist bureaucracy.” This was its “proof” for the claim that 
the IG represents “Pabloism of the Second Mobilization.” Yet 
today the SL/ICL is junking the position which it had previ-
ously declared the sine qua non of Trotskyism.   

Trotsky’s actual position on the nature of Stalinism was 
summed up in his crucial work, “The Class Nature of the 
Soviet State” (October 1933). For many years the SL/ICL 
cited this article against myriad Stalinophobic opponents. 
Trotsky wrote that what is crucial is the specific class basis 
on which a bureaucracy arises:  

“The bureaucracy is indissolubly bound up with a ruling 
economic class, feeding itself upon the social roots of the 
latter, maintaining itself and falling together with it….   
“The further unhindered development of bureaucratism 
must lead inevitably to the cessation of economic and 
cultural growth, to a terrible social crisis and to the 
downward plunge of the entire society. But this would 
imply not only the collapse of the proletarian dictator-
ship but also the end of bureaucratic domination….   
“[W]hether we take the variant of further successes of 
the Soviet regime or, contrariwise, the variant of its col-
lapse, the bureaucracy in either case turns out to be not 
an independent class but an excrescence upon the prole-
tariat. A tumor can grow to tremendous size and even 
strangle the living organism, but a tumor can never be-
come an independent organism.   
“[The bureaucracy] defends the proletarian dictatorship 
with its own methods, but these methods are such as fa-
cilitate the victory of the enemy tomorrow. Whoever 
fails to understand this dual role of Stalinism in the 
USSR has understood nothing.” 
Trotsky wrote these lines only a few months after Hitler 

had taken power in Germany, a world-historic defeat for the 
proletariat which had been made possible by Stalin’s disas-
trous line declaring the reformist Social Democrats to be 
“social-fascist” and refusing to form a united front with 
them against the actual fascists. On the eve of World War II, 
as the fate of the Soviet Union hung in the balance, a petty-
bourgeois opposition in the Trotskyist movement led by 
Max Shachtman and James Burnham abandoned the Fourth 
International’s position of unconditional military defense of 
the USSR. Murry Weiss, a spokesman for the Trotskyist 
majority led by James P. Cannon, wrote in answer to the 
“Third Camp” minority:  

“[I]t was this slight misconception as to who was the 
main enemy that helped to bury the German revolution.   
“For the Marxists, the main enemy of the Russian 
working class, as well as the international working 
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class, is the class enemy…. The Bolshevik-Leninists in 
the U.S.S.R. will be the best fighters and because of 
that they will tell the Russian workers the truth: In order 
to win this war against imperialism we must overthrow 
the traitor Stalin and appeal to the revolutionary work-
ing class of the world to come to our aid.”   
–“Marxist Criteria and the Character of the War,” 
[SWP] Internal Bulletin, February 1940 
From the Soviet Union under Stalin to China under 

Mao’s heirs today, the indispensable instrument to lead 
workers political revolution to oust the traitorous Stalinist 
bureaucracies is a Trotskyist (Bolshevik-Leninist) party. 
This is indissolubly bound up with forging such parties in 
the imperialist centers and the semi-colonial countries, re-
forging a genuinely Trotskyist Fourth International to sweep 
away imperialism through international socialist revolution.  

From “Feudalism” to Shachtmanism 

WV No. 715 wrote on China, “The IG is fond of 
screaming how we have changed our line on every question 
under the sun.” Now they are doing it again, precisely over 
China. The ICL has changed its line on a whole number of 
key questions recently, usually in direct response to the LFI. 
In our July 1996 document we noted: “whether for simple 
factional animus or reflecting a deeper shift in the party, the 
ICL has now not only revised its own Leninist organiza-
tional norms and parts of its recent history, it has begun to 
adopt revisionist positions at the formal programmatic level. 
Most significantly, in the Germany dispute, the ICL has 
rejected important aspects of Trotsky’s analysis of Stalin-
ism.” Since then the ICL has changed its line on the colonial 
question, the popular front, permanent revolution, the gen-
eral strike and labor mobilization against imperialist war, 
the nature of corporatist “unions” as well as the key thesis of 
the Transitional Program, writing off long-held Trotskyist 
and characteristically Spartacist positions.  

For decades, the SL held that Leninists fight for inde-
pendence for all colonies, as Lenin, Trotsky, the Third and 
Fourth Internationals insisted. Beginning in 1998, the SL 
declared “we do not presently advocate independence for 
Puerto Rico,” calling only for its “right” to separation from 
U.S. imperialist domination. From 1988 to 1997, the ICL 
called on workers and the oppressed in Mexico to “break 
with the Cárdenas popular front.” This key position of the 
GEM appeared in every issue of its newspaper. Then, as 
Cárdenas was about to be elected head of the Mexico City 
government and it was more crucial than ever to combat the 
popular front, the ICL dropped this line, concluding that 
Mexican workers are so besotted with nationalism that there 
is no point in calling for them to break from the class-
collaborationist “alliance” with the bourgeois nationalist 
opposition party. Subsequently it declared a popular front 
impossible in any country without a mass workers party, 
thus contradicting Trotsky’s writings on India and China in 
the 1930s as well as the Spartacist tendency’s own writings 
on popular fronts from the anti-war movement in the U.S. to 

Bolivia, El Salvador and many other countries.  
In some instances, as now appears to be the case over 

the nature of Stalinism, the ICL bombastically proclaimed a 
line only to withdraw it later when it couldn’t defend it un-
der polemical fire. Thus in Mexico, the ICL declared “IG 
‘Disappears’ Permanent Revolution” ( WV No. 663, 7 
March 1997) and “IG Discards Permanent Revolution” ( 
WV No. 672, 8 August 1997) because we denounced their 
fantasy that workers revolution in Latin America must be 
for “the destruction of feudal peonage in the countryside” 
and of the “heritage of Spanish feudal colonialism.” We 
pointed out that the hoary myth of Latin American “feudal-
ism” was invented by the Stalinists to justify their program 
of “two-stage revolution.” After a year of lambasting the IG 
on this score, suddenly in December 1997 the ICL leader-
ship discovered that, mirabili dictu, there was no feudalism 
in present-day Mexico after all and the Spanish colonial 
heritage was one of “mercantile capitalism.”   

With egg on their faces, ICLers declared that this was 
merely an “analytical” difference. In fact, there are direct 
programmatic consequences for any tendency which fights 
for agrarian revolution in Latin America (which the ICL has 
no intention of doing). As for the ICL’s revisionism on the 
nature of the Stalinist bureaucracy, this has already had pro-
grammatic consequences on China. The article in Spartacist 
(No. 53, Summer 1997) calling for an independent “Soviet 
Tibet” was no fluke, although the ICL later withdrew this 
call. It came amid a crescendo of “free Tibet” propaganda 
and reflected the view that the Stalinists were “leading” 
counterrevolution in China. This was precisely the argument 
made by pseudo-Trotskyists like Workers Power who called 
for independent “soviet republics” in the Baltics in 1990 just 
as the fascistic Lithuanian Sajudis was demanding inde-
pendence from the USSR.  

In our article “Where Is China Going?” we noted: “in 
defending the right to independence of an entirely mythical 
‘soviet Tibet’ and in claiming that the CCP [Chinese Com-
munist Party] formally voted to carry out the restoration of 
capitalism, the ICL press was directly reflecting the pressure 
and views of ‘its own’ imperialist bourgeoisie” (The Inter-
nationalist No. 6). After quoting the last half of this sen-
tence,  WV responds: “Actually, it is the view of a signifi-
cant wing of the U.S. bourgeoisie that the Beijing bureauc-
racy is a battering ram for capitalist restoration.” Thus they 
confirm our charge, essentially saying, so what? So what is 
that to claim the Stalinists are leading the counterrevolution 
is factually wrong, contradicts Trotsky’s analysis of the na-
ture of Stalinism and leads to the dangerously wrong per-
spective of a “cold” counterrevolution “led” by the Stalinist 
bureaucracy in its entirety.   

This anti-Marxist perspective is explicitly stated in 
some, but not all ICL articles on China.  WV No. 675 (3 
October 1997) linked this to a supposed vote by the Stalinist 
CP to “liquidate state industry.”  WV No. 725 (10 December 
1999) starts off with the view that joining the World Trade 
Organization would be the death knell of China’s socialized 
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economy: “China’s entry into the WTO would mean elimi-
nating what remains of the state monopoly of foreign trade, 
a key component of the collectivized economy created by 
the 1949 Chinese Revolution.” As we have written, China’s 
joining the WTO would greatly escalate pressures for resto-
ration of capitalism. But it would sharply pose the fight, not 
end it. The ICL’s fantasy of Stalinist-led counterrevolution 
is the classic posture of those preparing to abandon defense 
of the deformed workers state before the final battle. This is 
not Trotskyism but proto-Shachtmanism.  

Third Campism of the Second Mobilization 

In our earlier article on China, we noted: “Taken to-
gether with their recent flip-flop over Tibet, one might be 
tempted to ask: is there a ‘two-line struggle’ (to use a 
Maoist phrase) going on inside the ICL over China? 
Rather, this is another zig-zag of a degenerating centrist 
tendency.” No doubt the ICL leadership will explain an-
other line “adjustment” as a sign of an internal corrective 
process, while seeking to minimize its import publicly and 
perhaps launching some new (or recycling an old) slander 
against the Internationalist Group and League for the 
Fourth International to divert attention from the enormity 
of their “mistake.” Certainly any revolutionary party can 
and will make mistakes. But the sheer number of the ICL’s 
recent “corrections” and uncorrected line changes should 
lead would-be revolutionary militants to inquire what is 
behind this. Marxists must begin by asking whose class 
interests the different policies represent.  

Centrism, as Trotsky noted, is not a static or stable 
condition but an intermediate state, characterized by con-
stant shifting and “organic amorphousness” (“Centrism 
and the Fourth International,” February 1934). There is 
also the key question of the direction of movement, typi-
cally of erstwhile revolutionary groups sliding into oppor-
tunism, occasionally of split-offs from reformism veering 
to the left under the impact of great upheavals (such as the 
1917 Bolshevik Revolution or Hitler’s seizure of power in 
1933). While various reformist/centrist pseudo-Trotskyist 
currents characterize the SL/ICL as hardened “sectarians” 
and “ultra-lefts”– as do the misnamed Bolshevik Ten-
dency, the Mandelites and others – we have insisted that 
the ICL is moving unevenly to the right. The SL’s reaction 
to the anti-WTO/IMF/World Bank protests in Seattle and 
Washington, D.C. is a barometer: first insisting that the SL 
wouldn’t even sell its press in Seattle, then prettifying the 
D.C. protests to say that the youth present were untainted 
by anti-Communism.  

This qualititative degeneration of the political tendency 
which for three decades upheld revolutionary Trotskyism 
was set off by the destruction of the Soviet Union and the 
East European deformed workers states. This led the ICL to 
write (in its new Declaration of Principles, version 2.0) that 
although Trotsky stated in the 1938 Transitional Program 
that the world political situation is “chiefly characterized by 
a historical crisis of the leadership of the proletariat,” this 

statement “predates the present deep regression of proletar-
ian consciousness.” So according to the ICL, the key thesis 
of the founding program of the Fourth International is out of 
date, and the backward consciousness of the proletariat, not 
the leadership, is now key. Over China,  WV No. 715 writes 
that “Stalinism has done everything in its power to wipe out 
anything that smacks of socialist consciousness in the work-
ing class,” suggesting that it has been successful in doing so.  
WV takes The Internationalist to task for referring to the 
need for a proletarian political revolution in China to link up 
with the (presumably non-existent) “socialist workers of 
Vietnam and North Korea.”  

While falsely claiming that the IG is “Looking for a 
Few Good Stalinist Bureaucrats” in China, the reality is that 
the ICL is writing off the Chinese working class as a revolu-
tionary force. Compare the article on “Where Is China Go-
ing?” in The Internationalist No. 6 with the ICL’s propa-
ganda. While the ICL still ritually calls for workers political 
revolution (as did the “Bolshevik Tendency” on the USSR 
until August 1991), nowhere in the lengthy two-part China 
article in WV Nos. 714-715 (or in a dozen articles before or 
since) does it give any but the most minimal programmatic 
content to this slogan. In contrast, our article puts forward a 
series of transitional demands for mobilizing Chinese work-
ers against encroaching counterrevolution and building a 
Trotskyist party in sharp class struggle.   

The ICL’s snowballing line changes, corrections, cor-
rections of corrections and revisions of revisions oscillate 
around a descending line heading from revolutionary Trot-
skyism toward reformism. We have characterized its pre-
sent position as left centrism, but this is no final resting 
place. We have shown how the SL/ICL has taken on dif-
ferent aspects of left social-democratic currents, from De 
Leon’s abstract propagandism to Serrati’s refusal to build 
revolutionary leaderships in the colonial countries to Kaut-
sky’s posture of “passive radicalism” on the eve of World 
War I. The various strands of left social democracy and its 
accompaniment, anarchosyndicalism, proved incapable of 
carrying out workers revolution, and their protagonists 
degenerated into reformism or simply disappeared from 
the stage of history.  

The ICL’s recent line of a counterrevolution led by the 
Stalinists is a retrospective backing off from the Trotskyist 
program it correctly fought for in the DDR and USSR in 
1989-92, and a bridge to abandoning defense of the remain-
ing deformed workers states by claiming that a “cold” coun-
terrevolution already took place. It is the same line as that 
taken in August 1991 over the Soviet Union by various 
pseudo-Trotskyists including Workers Power in Britain and 
Altamira’s Partido Obrero in Argentina who subsequently 
formally abandoned defensism (WP decided that the bour-
geois state had never been overthrown in East Europe, PO 
has since declared China capitalist).   

As we have demonstrated the falsity of its arguments, 
and what they would mean in practice, the ICL has con-
stantly tried to shift the debate. We pointed out that if the 
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SED Stalinists were leading the 
counterrevolution, what were the 
Spartakist Workers Party and 
Spartakist-Gruppen doing up 
there as speakers at the 3 January 
1990 anti-fascist mobilization at 
the Soviet war memorial together 
with the SED leadership? The 
ICL responded by declaring that 
the SED became the leaders of 
the counterrevolution after Trep-
tow. When we asked, if the SED 
tops led the counterrevolution, 
how come they all ended up in 
the Fourth Reich’s jails, the ICL 
changed tack again, declaring 
that it was the Kremlin Stalinists 
who led the counterrevolution.   

Now it is apparently prepar-
ing to drop the argument alto-
gether, in good part for its own 
internal reasons. The ICL’s 
Mexican section, the GEM, is 
clearly in crisis, as could be ex-
pected from a group that essentially sat out the ten-month 
UNAM student strike, with occasional forays onto campus 
to make sales and pronouncements and never fighting for 
revolutionary leadership to integrate the students’ strike into 
a powerful working-class struggle. Today GEM supporters 
argue different lines on whether the Stalinists led the coun-
terrevolution in the DDR and USSR, and finally announced 
that they are having internal discussion to figure this out. 
Meanwhile, they say that even though the claim that the 
Stalinist bureaucracy is leading the counterrevolution in 
China is “incorrect,” they have to argue the old line until the 
new one is published.   

The Spartacist League/U.S. certainly ought to be in a 
deep crisis after arguing a proto-Shachtmanite line for four 
years, then suddenly being struck dumb in Philadelphia and 
becoming tongue-tied in subsequent encounters. But by now 
SLers have become well-versed in the art of vehemently 
arguing both sides of a line. While this is the professional 
specialty of lawyers and bourgeois politicians, as well as 
reformist pseudo-socialists of all stripes and the centrists 
who chase after them, it is deadly for revolutionists. As 
James P. Cannon, the founding leader of American Trotsky-
ism, wrote about the Shachtmanite minority that abandoned 
unconditional defense of the Soviet Union on the eve of 
World War II:   

“The leaders of the opposition, and a very large per-
centage of their followers, have shown that they are ca-
pable of changing their opinions on all fundamental 
questions of theory and politics over night. This only 
demonstrates quite forcibly that their opinions in gen-
eral are not to be taken too seriously.”  
–The Struggle for a Proletarian Party  

Postscript 
In response to the Internationalist Group polemic 

printed above, which was published as a leaflet and on our 
Internet site, the ICL brought out an answer titled “IG: Still 
Looking for a Few Good Stalinist Bureaucrats” (Workers 
Vanguard No. 746, 17 November 2000). This has now been 
published in several languages, including a special supple-
ment in Mexico. True to the new WV’s apparent motto, “the 
more straw men the merrier,” the article continues to invent 
positions for the IG that are the direct opposite of what is 
stated in our press. Yet amid the mountains of obfuscating 
verbiage, as predicted, they did slip in their latest line 
change on the nature of Stalinism. 

After abundant hemming and hawing, WV notes “there 
is a crucial difference between the act of counterrevolution 
itself and the lead-up to it. In that sense, the Beijing regime 
is not committed to capitalist restoration and sectors of it 
might balk at the consequences....” This is a sharp about-
face from the position that for four years was the leitmotiv 
of polemics by the SL/ICL against the IG and League for 
the Fourth International, namely that the Stalinists suppos-
edly “led the counterrevolution” in East Germany. That Sta-
linophobic position was a whitewash of the bourgeoisie and 
directly contradicted the ICL’s own intervention in the DDR 
and USSR during 1989-92. 

Yet this “corrective” ties them up in new contradic-
tions. Is it only the Beijing bureaucracy that gets cold feet at 
the moment of truth? Caught between Trotsky and Shacht-
man, the ICL has  executed a dizzying series of zigzags on 
their path from revolutionary Marxism toward a left version 
of social democracy. Our reply to WV’s revision-of-a-
revision will be printed in the next issue. 

If Stalinists were leading the counterrevolution in East Germany, why did 
ICL join Stalinist SED leaders in speaking at 3 January 1990 anti-fascist 
mobilization at Treptow Soviet War Memorial, East Berlin? 

S
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ICL Still Caught Between Shachtman and Trotsky 

 
Workers and students fraternize with People's Liberation Army troops sent to Beijing to 
impose martial law, 21 May 1989. 

 

 

 
 
The following articles are reprinted from The Interna-

tionalist No. 11, Summer 2001. 
As the Spartacist League (SL) and International Com-

munist League (ICL) slide deeper into pseudo-Trotskyist 
centrism, their polemics have taken on a distinctly schizo-
phrenic cast, particularly those directed against the Interna-
tionalist Group (IG) and the League for the Fourth Interna-
tional (LFI). The latest example is an article titled, “IG: Still 
Looking for a Few Good Stalinist Bureaucrats,” in Workers 
Vanguard No. 746 (17 November 2000), which vituperates 
against the IG/LFI in a ham-handed attempt to cover up the 
ICL’s latest line change. This time it concerns a fundamen-
tal question for those who claim to uphold the political pro-
gram of Leon Trotsky, co-leader together with Lenin of the 
Russian October Revolution of 1917. For the last five years, 
the SL/ICL has argued that the heirs of Stalin led the coun-
terrevolution that put the bourgeoisie in power and de-
stroyed the bureaucratically deformed/degenerated workers 

states, from East Germany to the Soviet Union, and are 
leading the counterrevolution in China today. Now the ICL 
says it ain’t necessarily so.  

In our article, “Where Is China Going? Workers Politi-
cal Revolution vs. Capitalist Counterrevolution” (The Inter-
nationalist No. 6, November-December 1998), we went 
after the ICL for their line negating Trotsky’s analysis of the 
“dual character” of the Stalinist bureaucracy. Usurping po-
litical power in the Soviet Union upon Lenin’s death in 
1924, Stalin and his cohorts replaced the Bolshevik watch-
word of world socialist revolution with their nationalist doc-
trine of “socialism in one country.” Trotsky pointed out that 
this conservative petty-bourgeois layer sits atop and derives 
its privileged position from the workers state as it simulta-
neously transmits the pressures of imperialism. Crushing 
workers democracy and undermining the economic founda-
tions of proletarian rule while seeking an impossible “peace-
ful coexistence” with world capitalism, the Stalinists pre-

China: For Workers Political Revolution  
to Defeat Capitalist Counterrevolution! 
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pare the way for and open the door to capitalist restoration. 
But actual counterrevolution requires the leadership of 
stronger and more cohesive forces than the brittle bureau-
cratic caste. Thus we wrote:  

“The leading force for bourgeois counterrevolution in 
China today is the bourgeoisie and powerful capitalist-
restorationist forces inside and around the bureaucracy 
who are allied with it. Likewise, it was the German 
bourgeoisie of the Fourth Reich and its social-
democratic running dogs who led the drive for capitalist 
reunification that obliterated the DDR in 1990; it was 
Lech Walesa and his Polish nationalist Solidarnoíº, em-
braced by the Pope of counterrevolution and financed 
by the CIA (and the Vatican bank), which carried out 
the restoration of capitalism in Poland; it was Washing-
ton’s man Yeltsin, in constant contact with U.S. presi-
dent Bush, at the head of elements that had split from 
the Stalinist bureaucracy, who seized power in August 
1991 and proceeded to destroy the Soviet Union…. 
“While the bureaucracy with its counterrevolutionary 
policies is a contradictory, parasitic layer living off the 
workers state, the force that has the cohesion of clear 
class interests necessary to actually lead a counterrevo-
lution is the bourgeoisie.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In its previous installment (“IG on China: Looking for a 

Few Good Stalinist Bureaucrats,” WV No. 715, 11 June 
1999) the ICL responded by reiterating its line: “we warn 
the main force leading the drive for capitalist restoration 
today is the Stalinist regime itself.” A major article on China 
in the same issue stated: “In the end, it was the Stalinists 
who led the counterrevolution” in the USSR and throughout 
East Europe. So according to the ICL, the Stalinists over-
threw the regimes they presided over; this means, in effect, 

that the bureaucracy was acting as an exploiting class. This 
throws overboard  the Trotskyist understanding of the nature 
of the bureaucracy. Trotsky made the analogy between a 
bureaucratically led trade union and the bureaucratized So-
viet Union; both are organizational embodiments of work-
ing-class power that Marxists defend against the bourgeoisie 
in spite of (and often against) the sellout tops. A class-
conscious worker will understand the difference between the 
union misleaders, the labor traitors who sabotage the work-
ers’ struggle in the interests of the bosses, and the bosses 
themselves, who are the class enemy.  

This is not idle logic-chopping but a matter of crucial 
importance to the world proletariat. Restoration of capital-
ism in the Soviet bloc has meant devastation for the working 
people – mass unemployment, pervasive poverty, drastically 
shortened lifespans. Workers in the remaining deformed 
workers states fear for their livelihoods and their lives, but 
don’t know how to defend them. Yet the ICL’s dizzying zig-
zags demonstrate that their talk about defending the de-
formed workers states and organizing for political revolu-
tion there is nothing but literary posturing. 

Suddenly Last Summer… 

In “Looking…,” WV complained that “The IG is fond 
of screaming how we have changed our line on every ques-
tion under the sun.” Indeed, we pointed out that never dur-
ing the ICL’s intervention in East Germany and the Soviet 
Union during 1989-92 did it claim the Stalinists were lead-
ing the counterrevolution. The ICL has been unable to refute 
this easily verifiable fact. Yet suddenly last summer ICLers 
refused to defend their own anti-Trotskyist line. In an article 
we posted on the Internet last August (“Stalinists Led the 
Counterrevolution? ICL Between Shachtman and Trotsky,” 
reprinted in The Internationalist No. 9, January-February 
2001), we alerted our readers, “Stay Tuned – New ICL Line 
Change Coming.” And now we have it. In “Still Look-
ing…,” buried under heaps of lies, inventions and distor-
tions, of dead dogs and red herrings, we read that in the end 
the Stalinists do and don’t, will and won’t lead the counter-
revolution.  

WV starts off, “In China today, insofar as it is pushing 
market-oriented ‘reforms,’ conciliation of imperialism and 
repression of workers’ struggles, the bureaucracy is leading 
the drive for capitalist restoration….” Yet a sentence later it 
is singing a different tune:  

“At the same time, there is a crucial difference between 
the act of counterrevolution itself and the lead-up to it. 
In that sense, the Beijing regime is not committed to 
capitalist restoration and sectors of it might balk at the 
consequences, particularly in fear of the kind of devas-
tation wreaked on the industrial and military power of 
the former Soviet Union and, in some cases, because of 
genuine concern for the current and future plight of the 
workers and peasants.” 

From “Looking…” to “Still Looking…,” the ICL has executed a 
sharp about-face on this central theme of its frenzied attacks on 
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the Internationalist Group and 
League for the Fourth International.  

Strange, is it not, that for the 
last four years this “crucial dif-
ference” escaped the ICL, which 
now discovers that at the moment 
of truth “the Beijing regime is 
not committed to capitalist resto-
ration and sectors of it might balk 
at the consequences”! Stranger 
yet that the ICL should pretend 
that the IG is “looking for a few 
good Stalinist bureaucrats” when 
WV itself declares that elements 
of the Chinese Stalinists might 
draw back from counterrevolu-
tion “because of genuine concern 
for the current and future plight 
of the workers and peasants”! 
Some paladins of counterrevolu-
tion, who at the last minute get 
cold feet and butterflies in the 
stomach!! One is tempted to re-
mark that insofar as the ICL is 
talking out of both sides of its 
mouth, in that sense its weasel 
words add up to a crock of centrist confusionism.  

Get Out Your Hip Boots and a Shovel 

From the outset, as WV declared that the founding cad-
res of the Internationalist Group had “fled” the ICL when in 
fact they were bureaucratically expelled, its attacks on the 
IG and LFI have been smear jobs rather than polemics. By 
now, like everything else in the “new WV,” they have been 
reduced to a shop-worn formula: start off by repeating a 
string of lies, no matter how obvious; throw in some 
sophomoric insults (“IGlets,” “Potemkin village idiots”); 
invent positions supposedly held by the IG/LFI in order to 
knock down some straw men; and end with sinister insinua-
tions (the IG allegedly seeks to “spike” the ICL’s work and 
“would also be ready to serve as braintrusters for some 
pretty unsavory types”).  

To borrow an expression from James P. Cannon, the 
founder of American Trotskyism, in dealing with the ICL’s 
dirty smears it’s necessary to get out hip boots and a shovel 
to remove the filth they pile up. As we have pointed out 
before, the signature quality of a “new WV” polemic is the 
use of lies that anyone who has read the press of the LFI can 
easily see for themselves are 100 percent false. WV clearly 
figures it can circulate its fabrications far more widely than 
we can get out the truth. So in the interests of Marxist hy-
giene, we list below a few of the more blatant inventions in 
the latest ICL diatribe against the IG/LFI:  

Clearly, WV is banking on their readership being a cap-
tive audience who have not read The Internationalist. But 
even the few truncated quotes they give of what we actually 

write should give an attentive reader pause. Thus after first 
claiming of the IG, “Positing that the Stalinist bureaucracy – 
or a section of it – is inherently wedded to socialized prop-
erty” (which, as the above quotes demonstrate, the IG does 
not posit), they quote from “Where Is China Going?”: “Our 
strategy for political revolution is based on mobilizing the 
working class for communism. At the same time, we seek 
where possible to split sections of the bureaucracy.” So? 
Stalinophobes like the Shachtmanites or adherents of Tony 
Cliff’s “theory” of a “state-capitalist” USSR who oppose 
this on principle would cringe at that statement. But the SL? 
To attack the IG over this statement, the ICL is forced to 
falsify its own history. 

At every hot point of the anti-Soviet Cold War, from 
Vietnam to Afghanistan and Poland, the international Spart-
acist tendency (iSt, forerunner of the ICL) defended the de-
generated/deformed workers states against imperialism. 
Against the Maoists who called the Soviet Union “capital-
ist” and renegades like the “Bolshevik Tendency” who ech-
oed the Shachtmanite concept of a “Stalinist state,” the iSt 
underlined the contradictory character of the Stalinist caste 
as a parasitic growth on the workers state. Fighting in 1989-
90 for political revolution in the DDR and against capitalist 
reunification with imperialist West Germany, the ICL initi-
ated a united-front demonstration with the Stalinist SED 
(Socialist Unity Party) against fascist desecration of the So-
viet war memorial at Treptow. So we have repeatedly asked, 
what was the ICL doing on the speakers tribune at Treptow 
next to the SED tops on 3 January 1990 if the latter were 
leading the counterrevolution, as the ICL now claims?  

Leon Trotsky in Mexico, 1939. 
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WV’s lame response in “Still Looking…” underscores 
its predicament: “We were engaged in a united-front action 
with the SED in defense of the DDR workers state, in the 
course of that waging political combat against the SED mis-
leaders, aiming to split the SED’s proletarian base and win it 
to the Trotskyist party.” Precisely. And the ICL could not 
have carried out such an action if the SED was in fact lead-
ing the counterrevolution, because there would be no basis 
for a united-front action in defense of the workers state. 
Would the German Communists (KPD) have made a united 
front with the Social Democrats (SPD) in January 1919, 
when SPD butchers Friedrich Ebert and Gustav Noske were 
indeed leading the counterrevolution and ordered the murder 
of KPD leaders Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht? Ob-
viously not, they were fighting on the barricades the military 
forces unleashed by the SPD. Would the Spartacist tendency 
have carried out a united-front action with Polish Solidar-
nosc in 1981 when Walesa & Co. were leading a counter-
revolutionary anti-Soviet mobilization? No, the iSt called to 
“Stop Solidarnoíº Counterrevolution!” and declared that it 
would support a military crackdown by the Kremlin Stalin-
ists against the front men for Reagan and Wojtyla. WV’s 
responses demonstrate the absurdity of their new line. 

In “Stay Tuned…,” we wrote that if the Soviet Army 
was leading the counterrevolution in the DDR, why didn’t 
the ICL call for withdrawal of Soviet troops? Again, WV’s 
response gives the lie to the ICL’s own claim: “It was Gor-
bachev who called the shots in East Germany. Soviet troops 
were not mobilized to suppress a workers rising, but were 
essentially restricted to barracks.” So Gorbachev supposedly 
led a counterrevolution by restricting Soviet troops to bar-
racks?! To our challenge that if the SED led the counter-
revolution, how come the entire East German Politburo 
ended up in the jails of the Fourth Reich, WV presents an 
even lamer response: “How could Chilean Socialist presi-
dent Salvador Allende end up dead in 1973 during General 
Augusto Pinochet’s military coup after having appointed 
Pinochet and preaching reliance on the ‘constitutional’ mili-
tary?” Yet by their own account, Allende prepared the way 
for the bloody counterrevolutionary coup which was led by 
Pinochet and his CIA handlers.  

For the latter-day ICL, befogged by centrism, the Rus-
sian question has become, in Churchill’s famous phrase on 
the outbreak of World War II, “a riddle wrapped in a mys-
tery, inside an enigma.”  

Shades of Shachtman: The ICL’s Telltale 
Line 

From 1996 on, the ICL has argued against the Interna-
tionalist Group and the League for the Fourth International 
that the Stalinists led and are leading the counterrevolution 
here, there and everywhere in the bureaucratically degener-
ated/deformed workers states. The USSR, DDR, China, 
Cuba, you name it. Now it seems, according to their latest 
revision, that during foreplay the Stalinists can “lead” the 
counterrevolution, but it’s another matter when it comes to 

consummating capitalist restoration. Yet still they insist, 
“The Kremlin abetted by the East German Stalinists led the 
counterrevolution in the DDR,” a phrase inserted into the 
ICL’s revised “Declaration of Principles and Some Ele-
ments of Program” (1997) specifically to attack the IG. In 
the DDR but not in China? WV’s contortions are a cynical 
subterfuge to cover up their umpteenth line change as the 
ICL zigzags away from Trotskyism. 

The claim that the Stalinists “lead” or “led” the counter-
revolution is a telltale line typical of those who abandon 
Trotskyism in favor of bourgeois Stalinophobia. After flee-
ing the Fourth International on the eve of World War II, 
Max Shachtman proclaimed in December 1940 a “Stalinist 
counterrevolution” in the form of “the seizure of power by a 
counter-revolutionary bureaucracy” (The Bureaucratic 
Revolution: The Rise of the Stalinist State). Shachtman’s 
purpose was to justify his refusal to defend the USSR 
against German imperialist attack. More recently, various 
pseudo-Trotskyists claimed that the Stalinist “gang of eight” 
that staged a half-hearted coup in Moscow August 1991 
were leading the counterrevolution, in order to justify their 
own support to the man who in fact led the counterrevolu-
tionary seizure of power, Boris Yeltsin. 

Such revisionist arguments directly contradict Trotsky-
ism. Trotsky repeatedly stressed the “dual position,” “dual 
function,” “dual role” and “dual character” of the Stalinist 
bureaucracy: 

“Stalin serves the bureaucracy and thus the world bour-
geoisie; but he cannot serve the bureaucracy without 
defending that social foundation which the bureaucracy 
exploits in its own interests. To that extent does Stalin 
defend nationalized property from imperialist attacks 
and from the too impatient and avaricious layers of the 
bureaucracy itself. However, he carries through this de-
fense with methods that prepare the general destruction 
of Soviet society. It is exactly because of this that the 
Stalinist clique must be overthrown. But it is the revolu-
tionary proletariat who must overthrow it…. 
“The struggle for domination, considered on a historical 
scale, is not between the proletariat and the bureauc-
racy, but between the proletariat and the world bour-
geoisie. The bureaucracy is only the transmitting 
mechanism in this struggle.” 
–L.D. Trotsky, “Not a Workers’ and Not a Bourgeois 
State” (November 1937) 
In claiming that the Stalinists led the counterrevolution, 

the ICL in effect declared that the bureaucracy had lost its 
dual nature, that it ceased to be a contradictory layer. If to-
day the SL/ICL leadership takes a quarter-step backwards 
when their revision becomes too blatant, opining that some 
bureaucratic sectors may “balk at the consequences” of 
counterrevolution (in China but not in the DDR or USSR?!), 
they nonetheless oppose seeking to split the bureaucracy in 
the course of a workers political revolution. 

When we get past their endless, shameless slanders 
about the Internationalist Group and League for the Fourth 
International, the core of the ICL’s latest “polemic” against 
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the IG consists of two points. The first is to quote from a 
1953 document by the then-Trotskyist Socialist Workers 
Party (SWP) arguing that revolutionaries should not look for 
a break in the bureaucracy. Second, while Trotsky argued in 
1938 that a minority fraction of the Stalinist bureaucracy 
could come over to the insurrectionary workers in a political 
revolution, the ICL now claims that Trotsky’s view is no 
longer valid, and indeed has not been since at least World 
War II. Again this is a negation of what the ICL wrote dur-
ing its intervention in East Germany and the Soviet Union in 
1989-92, and it directly contradicts Trotsky’s analysis of 
Stalinism. 

The 1953 SWP document quoted by WV, “Against Pab-
loist Revisionism,” states: 

“The proposition that no significant segment of the bu-
reaucracy will align itself with the masses against its 
own material interests does not mean that the bureauc-
racy would not manifest deep cleavages under the im-
pact of an uprising…. But the function of a revolution-
ary policy is to organize, mobilize and help lead the 
masses in their struggles, not to look for and even less 
to bank upon any real break in the bureaucracy.” 
We’ve pointed out before the new ICL leadership’s cu-

rious practice of falsely accusing the IG of doing exactly 
what the ICL itself does. Since WV falsely claims that the 
IG is “pounding the ‘delete’ key” in reproducing quotations, 
let’s take a look at that ellipsis in the middle of this quote. 
They omitted from the SWP statement the sentence, “Such 
disorganization, disintegration and demoralization was ob-
servable in East Germany.” Later on in the same document, 
the SWP wrote of the East German Stalinist apparatus in the 
1953 workers revolt:  

“It is clear that the SED bureaucracy became panic-
stricken and differences set in on how best to handle the 
situation and that the movement found sympathy and 
support among certain elements in its lower ranks. This 
happens in every revolutionary uprising and it would be 
wrong to deny or ignore such developments.” 

Yet the policy the ICL has been pushing is precisely that 
potential splits in the bureaucracy should be ignored. In 
fact, ICL spokesman Al Nelson first came up with this anti-
Trotskyist line in order to argue that any attempt to win po-
tentially revolutionary cadres from the Kommunistische 
Plattform of the German PDS (Party of Democratic Social-
ism, the social-democratic successor to the SED) was devi-
ant as they supposedly “led” the counterrevolution.  

Against Pablo and his supporters, authentic Trotskyists 
do not bank on splits in the bureaucracy: as we stated in the 
passage WV quoted, our strategy is to mobilize the working 
class for political revolution to oust the Stalinist bureaucracy 
before the bourgeoisie destroys the workers state that the Sta-
linists have sabotaged. In this framework, we seek where 
possible to win sections of the bureaucracy to the side of the 
workers insurrection, and to recruit revolutionary-minded 
elements from this contradictory petty-bourgeois layer to the 
Trotskyist party. The League for the Fourth International 
stands with the SWP against Pablo in 1951-53 and continues 

today the struggle against Pabloism that the Spartacist ten-
dency itself waged over three decades. In the past, the ICL 
noted certain weaknesses of the SWP’s fight against Pab-
loism, including some wrong formulations that were later 
seized upon by Stalinophobic outfits. But no longer. 

The article “Genesis of Pabloism” in Spartacist No. 21 
(Fall 1972) referred to the SWP’s “one-sided orthodoxy” 
during the late 1940s and early ’50s, which led it to initially 
deny that deformed workers states had been formed by the 
Stalinists in East Europe. Spartacist criticized SWPer Jo-
seph Hansen’s 1953 defense of the formula that Stalinism is 
“counterrevolutionary through and through,” writing that 
this was “a characterization which fits only the CIA!” Yet as 
we have noted about the ICL’s recent portrayal of Stalinism 
as “leading” the destruction of the proletarian property 
forms on which it was an excrescence, “In reality, this is the 
line that Stalinism is ‘counterrevolutionary through and 
through’” (From a Drift Toward Abstentionism…). In fact, 
the ICL’s propaganda in recent years has reflected this Sta-
linophobic conception not only in its attacks against the 
IG/LFI. You don’t have to take our word for it – look at 
what they have written about themselves.  

Last summer, the SL ran a lengthy two-part article on 
“Permanent Revolution vs. Bourgeois Nationalism” in the 
Near East in the 1950s, whose purpose, as the reader dis-
covers deep into the second installment (WV No. 741, 8 
September 2000), was to take the editors to task for agreeing 
with a letter from a supporter who wrote objecting to an 
earlier article about the Iraqi Communist Party. The reader 
wrote, “There’s no way this party could have mobilized ‘its 
working-class base to take power in its own name’.” A mo-
tion by the SL Central Committee says this “denies any con-
tradiction between the proletarian base and Stalinist leader-
ship. Thus any possibility for the intervention of a Trotsky-
ist party to exploit this contradiction is eliminated and by 
extension any possibility of proletarian socialist revolution.” 
This “political departure,” continues WV, logically “leads to 
the view that Stalinism is ‘counterrevolutionary through and 
through,’ i.e., that the Stalinist bureaucracy and Stalinist 
parties are purely and simply reactionary.”  

Just where did this “departure” come from? It’s not hard 
to figure out: this line is parallel to what the ICL has been 
propagating concerning the role of the Stalinists in East 
Europe and the Soviet Union. WV No. 741 tried to portray its 
self-criticism over Iraq as a healthy correction, but as its 
schizophrenic line on China in WV No. 746 shows, it’s actu-
ally a cover-up. The discovery that the Beijing Stalinist re-
gime is “not committed to capitalist restoration” is a second 
“correction” of the same “departure” as over Iraq, yet the ICL 
dares not admit it. And still they insist the Stalinists led the 
counterrevolution in the DDR and USSR. What you have 
here is the coexistence of two lines: a basic Stalinophobic 
thrust, with some later modifications covered up with vitu-
peration against the LFI that leave the door open to any man-
ner of opportunist high-jinks. All in all, WV’s “corrections” 
make a mockery of its previous polemics against the LFI.  
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What the ICL Claims What the IG Wrote 

  Lie No. 1: In “Still Looking…,” WV 
claims, “Pounding the ‘delete’ key, the IG 
obliterates the understanding expressed in 
the Transitional Program that ‘the chief po-
litical task in the USSR still remains the 
overthrow of this same Thermidorian bu-
reaucracy’” (emphasis in original).  

  A page later, the same WV article repeats: 
“the IG denies the very purpose of political 
revolution: to overthrow the Stalinist 
‘treacherous misleaders’ who undermine 
defense of the collectivized economy 
against the class enemy and would devour 
the workers state” (emphasis in original).  

  In our August 2000 article (“Stay Tuned – New ICL Line 
Coming”), we wrote: “From the Soviet Union under Stalin 
to China under Mao’s heirs today, the indispensable in-
strument to lead workers political revolution to oust the 
traitorous Stalinist bureaucracies is a Trotskyist party.” 

  In “Where Is China Going?” (The Internationalist No. 6, 
November-December 1998) we wrote: “What’s needed 
above all is to forge a Trotskyist party that can lead the 
working class, supported by the poor peasants together with 
all those who seek a socialist future, to oust the bureaucracy 
and take the reins of power into its own hands, through pro-
letarian political revolution to stop the looming capitalist 
counterrevolution” (emphasis in original). 

  From the same article: “In fighting against the threat of 
counterrevolution, the Chinese working class must carry 
out a political revolution to oust the Stalinist caste which is 
sabotaging the gains of the Revolution.” 

  Again in the conclusion of “Where Is China Going”? we 
reiterated: “The League for the Fourth International calls to 
build an authentic Trotskyist party in China which alone 
can provide the program and organization to lead the work-
ing class in a proletarian political revolution, defeating the 
counterrevolution by sweeping out the corrupt, parasitic bu-
reaucracy and opening the road to socialist revolution in the 
capitalist countries.” 

 Lie No. 2: In “Still Looking…” the SL/ICL 
claims that “the IG implies that the danger 
of counterrevolution comes solely from 
outside the bureaucracy and that the Chi-
nese workers should not direct their blows 
at the ‘treacherous misleaders’.” 

 In “Stay Tuned…” we quoted from our article “Where Is 
China Going?” which noted: “the Beijing Stalinist bureauc-
racy has gone further than the government of any other de-
formed workers state in fostering market reforms that fuel 
capitalist forces. As a result of this, those growing capitalist 
forces in China are now consolidating their power and in-
fluence to an extent never before seen inside a deformed 
workers state.”  

 That article has an entire section titled, “Stalinist Class-
Collaborators Pave the Way for Counterrevolution,” which 
analyzes how “In China the bureaucracy’s policies are pro-
ducing an incessant and massive growth of bourgeois 
forces.” 

 The concluding section of that article states: “As the fate of 
the Chinese deformed workers state hangs in the balance, 
the fundamental enemy is the bourgeoisie – but the princi-
pal obstacle to defeating it is the bureaucracy.” 

 Another article in Internationalist No. 6, “China: Women 
Workers Key Revolutionary Force,” states: “Yet precisely 
because they bear the brunt of the counterrevolutionary as-
sault, women can become steeled revolutionary fighters in 
the struggle to oust the sellout Stalinists who are wrecking 
the collectivized economy.”  
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 Lie No. 3:  In “Still Looking…” the SL/ICL 
alleges, “the IG maintains that the Stalinist 
regimes are committed to the defense of 
proletarian property forms – a notion 
clearly refuted by events themselves in 
1989-92.”  

 Our very first bulletin analyzing the course of the ICL after 
the June 1996 SL expulsions, From a Drift Toward Absten-
tionism to Desertion from the Class Struggle (July 1996), 
stated emphatically: “The fact that the bureaucracy was not 
irrevocably committed to defense of the workers state and 
its economy, from which it obtained its privileges, that 
large sectors of it would go over to the capitalists, was fore-
seen by Trotsky and corresponds to his analysis of this 
parasitic caste.”  

 Our article “Where Is China Going” notes: “Today even the 
remaining Stalinists don’t believe in their program of ‘so-
cialism in one country,’ except for handfuls of political 
zombies – walking dead men – in the West. Those with 
state power are desperately trying to ensure their own sur-
vival through maneuvering and ever-greater concessions to 
capitalism.” 

 The same article says of the USSR: “The bureaucracy, as 
Trotsky had written, prepared the way for counterrevolution 
with its policies of international class collaboration; it 
opened the door to the restoration of capitalism by its do-
mestic economic policies fostering the growth of bourgeois 
forces; and it sold out the degenerated/deformed workers 
states, handing over power to the new bourgeois masters.”  

Part II: ICL Decrees: No More “Reiss Factions” 
We noted above that the ICL’s 

claim that the Stalinists led the counter-
revolution amounts to a declaration that 
the bureaucracy is no longer a contra-
dictory layer. As a corollary of this re-
vision, the ICL asserts that a “Reiss 
faction” of  the bureaucracy can no 
longer arise, that is, a grouping that 
could be won to workers political revo-
lution and the banner of the Fourth In-
ternational. This was put forward in a 
document by Joseph Seymour, “On 
Trotsky’s Concept of a ‘Reiss Faction’ 
in the Soviet Bureaucracy” which was 
reprinted in Spartacist (No. 55, Autumn 
1999) and is quoted at length in “Look-
ing…” and “Still Looking….” Seymour 
wrote this document in December 1995 
at the end of a fight inside the ICL over 
the work of its German section, the 
Spartakist Workers Party of Germany 
(SpAD), directed at winning elements 
from the Kommunistische Plattform 
(KPF) of the Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS), the so-
cial-democratic party left over from the Stalinist SED.  

Spartacist huffs and puffs about the “false view of Jan 
Norden, then editor of Workers Vanguard, that in our fight 
for proletarian political revolution in East Germany (DDR) 

in 1989-90, the ICL was searching for a 
Trotskyist wing of the Stalinist bureauc-
racy.” Seymour’s document and several 
previous issues of WV falsely claim that 
this was raised “in Norden’s speech at 
Humboldt University last January,” 
which didn’t even mention a “Reiss 
faction.” Now that it’s trying to clean 
up its act, WV partially quotes from a 
November 1995 internal document by 
Norden where he points out that in an 
earlier document about the KPF he 
“raised the ‘Reiss faction’ – a reference 
to Trotsky’s point that the bureaucracy, 
due to its dual nature, will split under 
the impact of a political revolution – in 
order to make the point, in particular 
regarding the Communist Platform, that 
there was no such section of the bu-
reaucracy in the DDR.”  

But for the ICL today, even raising 
the issue is deemed Stalinophilic. Ac-
cording to Seymour, there could not be 

any “Reiss faction” of the bureaucracy in the post-WWII 
period because Stalin had succeeded in exterminating any 
potential left opposition in the bureaucracy in the Moscow 
Purges. The ICL’s claim that Trotsky’s analysis of the bu-
reaucracy splitting is no longer valid and hasn’t been valid 

Ignaz Reiss
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for half a century contradicts innumerable polemics against 
Stalinophobic pseudo-Trotskyists published in the Spartacist 
press in the 1970s, ’80s and early ’90s which repeatedly 
invoked the possibility of a Reiss faction. And Seymour 
can’t claim originality: the identical argument was raised by 
such revisionists as David North and the BT. 

Ignaz Reiss (Poretsky) was a long-time member of Soviet 
military intelligence who broke with Stalin in 1937 and heroi-
cally declared himself a supporter of the Fourth International. 
Shortly afterward he was murdered by Stalinist assassins. Trot-
sky saw Reiss as a representative of a potential revolutionary 
section within the bureaucracy, as opposed to openly pro-
capitalist elements symbolized by one Fyodor Butenko, a So-
viet diplomat who defected to fascist Italy. In the words of the 
1938 Transitional Program, the founding document of the 
Fourth International, “all shades of political thought are to be 
found among the bureaucracy: from genuine Bolshevism 
(Ignace Reiss) to complete fascism (F. Butenko).”  

Trotsky was emphasizing here the heterogeneous nature 
of the bureaucracy as a petty-bourgeois caste perched upon 
the collectivized property forms of a workers state, an un-
stable layer that would polarize or disintegrate under the 
impact of capitalist counterrevolution: “If tomorrow the 
bourgeois-fascist grouping, the ‘faction of Butenko,’ so to 
speak, should attempt the conquest of power, the ‘faction of 
Reiss’ inevitably would align itself on the opposite side of 
the barricades.” Thus Trotsky’s conception of a “Reiss fac-
tion” had nothing in common with the idea put forward by 
Isaac Deutscher that the Stalinist bureaucracy would reform 
itself, an illusion propagated by the followers and political 
heirs of Michel Pablo and Ernest Mandel. 

So why no more “Reiss factions” today, according to the 
ICL? Seymour begins by setting up his straw man, defining a 
“Reiss faction” in the narrowest possible terms: “As the term 
‘faction’ clearly denotes, Trotsky was here projecting the 
emergence of a left opposition within the bureaucracy in ad-
vance of a political revolution or the collapse of Stalinist bona-
partism in society at large” (emphasis in original). Yet as Trot-
sky’s reference to “the ‘faction of Butenko,’ so to speak” 
makes clear, he was not referring to pre-existing organized 
groupings. And concerning Reiss, the Transitional Program 
explicitly states: “The revolutionary elements within the bu-
reaucracy, only a small minority, reflect, passively it is true, the 
socialist interests of the proletariat.” One would hardly describe 
a formal Trotskyist left opposition as passively reflecting the 
revolutionary interests of the working class. 

Trotsky considered Reiss’ adhesion to the Fourth Interna-
tional as symptomatic of suppressed tendencies within the bu-
reaucracy inside the USSR, not as evidence of a cohered Bol-
shevik-Leninist opposition. Trotsky’s article on the murder of 
Reiss (“A Tragic Lesson,” September 1937) was particularly 
concerned with why Reiss waited so long before declaring for 
the Fourth International: “the monstrous Moscow trials were 
required, and not only the first, but also the second, to bring 
Reiss to the actual breaking point. We may assume with cer-
tainty that in the ranks of the bureaucracy there are quite a few 
who feel as Reiss did. They have contempt for their milieu. 
They hate Stalin. And, at the same time, they endlessly toil on 

and on.” Trotsky here portrays someone reacting under the 
hammer blows of events and choosing a side. 

Moreover, rather than posing a Trotskyist opposition 
group within the bureaucracy existing “in advance of a po-
litical revolution,” as Seymour claims, Trotsky repeatedly 
linked the crystallization of a “Reiss faction” with the po-
larization brought about by a crisis posing the stark alter-
natives of political revolution or social counterrevolution. 
In addition to his reference cited above about different “fac-
tions” of the bureaucracy lining up on opposite sides of the 
barricades, Trotsky writes elsewhere:  

“Of course, in the ranks of the bureaucracy there are 
sincere and revolutionary elements of the Reiss type. 
But they are not numerous…. We may be sure that the 
more decisive the discontent of the toilers becomes the 
deeper will the differentiation within the bureaucracy 
penetrate. But in order to achieve this we must theoreti-
cally comprehend, politically mobilize and organize the 
hatred of the masses against the ruling caste.” 
– “It Is Necessary to Drive the Bureaucracy and Aris-
tocracy Out of the Soviets” (July 1938) 

This was a constant theme for Trotsky. Five years earlier, he 
wrote: 

“A real civil war could develop not between the Stalin-
ist bureaucracy and the resurgent proletariat but be-
tween the proletariat and the active forces of the coun-
terrevolution. In the event of an open clash between the 
two mass camps, there cannot even be talk of the bu-
reaucracy playing an independent role. Its polar flanks 
would be flung to the different sides of the barricade.” 
–“The Class Nature of the Soviet State” (October 1933) 

This is clearly a very different perspective than the ICL’s 
view of the bureaucracy leading the counterrevolution.  

Having decreed that a Reiss faction means essentially a 
Trotskyist cell in the bureaucracy, Seymour then declares ex 
cathedra: “In this sense the potential for a Reiss faction was 
specific to the Soviet Union in the 1930s. It is not a trans-
historic concept applicable to all Stalinist bureaucracies in all 
times and places. There are no Chinese Ignace Reisses in Bei-
jing today or Cuban Ignace Reisses in Havana.” And again: “A 
Reiss faction in the specific sense that Trotsky conceived it was 
no longer possible in the bureaucracies of the post-World War 
II Sino-Soviet states.” Leaving aside that Trotsky nowhere 
decreed that a Reiss faction was a cohered Fourth International-
ist opposition organized prior to a political revolution, if a Reiss 
faction is “no longer possible” post-WWII, why not? 

The possibility of a Reiss faction, dixit Seymour, “de-
rived neither from the sociological nature of the Soviet bu-
reaucracy nor the particularities of Stalinist ideology but 
rather from certain historically conditioned features of the 
Soviet bureaucracy in the 1930s.” To wit: some senior cad-
res of the CPSU had been Bolsheviks before 1917, others 
joined during the Civil War, many had been part of the 
Trotskyist, Zinovievite and smaller left oppositions in the 
1920s, etc. Moreover, “A major aim of Stalin’s Great 
Purges was to eliminate that potential by physically exter-
minating former left oppositionists and other critically 
minded Soviet officials and intellectuals. And he succeeded 
in doing so.” Yet this leaves out a key fact: Trotsky’s analy-
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sis of a “faction of Reiss” did not predate the purges. In-
deed, in the Transitional Program he forecast the existence 
of such a layer after the purges, in the context of a crisis of 
the Stalinist regime. 

Seymour goes on to ask, “But could a ‘Reiss faction’ in 
a looser sense – a left opposition of a roughly centrist char-
acter – have developed in the postwar Stalinist regimes?” 
Again, his answer is no: “I believe this was possible only in 
the first generation of the bureaucracy when many of its 
members were originally leftist militants in reactionary capi-
talist states.” Now this is a curious argument indeed, since 
in East Germany the first generation of the bureaucracy was 
still running things, including party chief Honecker, security 
chief Mielke and others who had been jailed by the Nazis. 
Seymour even mentions that “the experience of the redoubt-
able DDR intelligence chief Markus Wolf was somewhat 
comparable” to that of Reiss. Moreover, the “first genera-
tion” is still around in Cuba, Vietnam and China today. So 
that doesn’t exactly get him anywhere. 

Seymour intones the Marxist axiom that being deter-
mines consciousness. Yet where Trotsky explained the po-
tential for a “Reiss faction” in terms of (a) the contradictory 
nature of the bureaucracy and (b) a crisis of the Stalinist 
regime, the ICL’s theoretician portrays a clot of aging pen-
sioners animated by vestigial remnants of consciousness 
acquired before the rise of the bureaucracy. This “genera-
tional” analysis has more in common with Mormon geneal-
ogy than with Marxism. It resorts to rank empiricism – de-
ducing that since no “Reiss faction” has appeared in recent 
decades, therefore there can be none – to declare Trotsky’s 
analysis of the Stalinist bureaucracy outdated. In a similar 
fashion, the ICL now renounces the key thesis of the Transi-
tional Program – that “the world political situation as a 
whole is chiefly characterized by a historical crisis of lead-
ership of the proletariat” – declaring in its new Declaration 
of Principles that this “predates the present deep regression 
in proletarian consciousness.” 

Since according to the ICL, a “Reiss faction” of the bu-
reaucracy has been impossible at least since World War II, 
why do they suddenly discover this now? “During Cold War 
II it was necessary for us to emphasize the contradictory na-
ture of the Stalinist bureaucracy against the pseudo-Trotskyist 
advocates of the ‘bourgeois-democratic’ revolution in the 
Soviet sphere. But that contradiction must be understood dia-
lectically, not statically,” writes Seymour. The theme for to-
day, he says, is that “The historical tendency of all Stalinist 
bureaucracies is to bring about capitalist restoration by one 
means or another.” In addition to implicitly saying the ICL 
earlier “bent the stick” in one direction and is now bending it 
in another, this is inaccurate. Rather, the role of the Stalinist 
bureaucracies is to prepare the way for capitalist counterrevo-
lution in which the bourgeoisie takes power, displacing the 
parasitic bureaucracy which disintegrates as the workers 
states it fed off and betrayed are destroyed. The new ICL 
“theory” is no dialectical understanding of the contradictions 
of Stalinism but an attempt to negate them. It is a crude falsi-
fication to “update” Trotskyism in the spirit of the bourgeoi-
sie’s “death of communism.”  

Revisionist Minds Think Alike 

“That was then, this is now” is the ICL’s new message. 
They’re not the only ones pushing that line. In “Where Is 
China Going?” we pointed out how the ICL’s line that Stalin-
ism is leading the counterrevolution in China echoed, almost 
word for word, the position of the British Workers Power 
group (which has since declared China capitalist). Here Sey-
mour’s arguments on a “Reiss faction” uncannily parallel 
those used by David North’s “International Committee” to 
condemn the ICL. An article in North’s International Work-
ers Bulletin of 7 October 1996 on the expulsions from the SL 
(reprinted in the ICL’s Hate Trotskyism, Hate the Spartacist 
League Bulletin No. 10, January 1997) reviles our slogan 
“Hail Red Army in Afghanistan” and singles out a paragraph 
in Spartacist No. 43-44 (Summer 1989), stating:  

“In the USSR the appearance of capitalist-restorationist 
forces can lead to an open clash between them and the pro-
letariat, which will inevitably split the bureaucracy into its 
polar components. Soviet politics thrown into turmoil by 
glasnost demonstrate anew Trotsky’s observation that ‘all 
shades of political thought are to be found among the bu-
reaucracy: from genuine Bolshevism (Ignace Reiss) to 
complete fascism (F. Butenko)’.” 

This restatement of basic Trotskyism brought yelps from the 
Northites, who wrote, referring to the Stalinist purges of the ’30s: 

“This act of political genocide effectively stamped out 
the last remnants of revolutionary Marxism within the 
state and ruling party of the USSR. To base oneself on 
the supposed existence of a revolutionary faction within 
the bureaucracy in 1989 was to ignore nearly six dec-
ades of history and the river of blood separating Stalin-
ism from Bolshevism.” 

Precisely Seymour’s argument. Ironically, even as the Nor-
thites penned their 1996 article, the ICL had internally al-
ready abandoned the long-standing position that North & 
Co. were polemicizing against!  

In early 1990, at the height of the ICL’s intervention in 
East Germany, it put out a pamphlet, Trotskyism – What It 
Isn’t and What It Is! in German and English, later translated 
into Russian, that devoted two pages to attacking the Nor-
thites precisely over this issue. North & Co.’s claim that 
Stalinism today is “counterrevolutionary through and 
through” directly contradicted Trotsky’s references to a 
“faction of Reiss,” the ICL pointed out. The Northites’ revi-
sion of Trotsky’s analysis of the bureaucracy was their way 
of junking the Trotskyist position of unconditional defense 
of the Soviet Union and justifying support to every reac-
tionary anti-Soviet force on the planet, from Afghan muja-
hedin to Polish Solidarnosc.  

Another treacherous pseudo-Trotskyist outfit that at-
tacked the ICL over the issue of a “Reiss faction was the 
misnamed International Bolshevik Tendency (IBT). The 
IBT article, “Robertsonites in Wonderland” (1917 No. 10, 
Third Quarter 1991), complained of the Spartacist interven-
tion in the DDR in 1989-90, “The ICL attempts to justify its 
policy of currying favor of the Stalinists by citing Trotsky’s 
analysis of the bureaucracy.” Tops on the IBT’s list of ex-
amples of supposedly “currying favor with the Stalinists” 
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was…“The SpAD’s Debacle at Treptow”! Not coinciden-
tally, the German Northites of the BSA (Socialist Workers 
League) also joined in slandering the quarter-million-strong 
demonstration initiated by the Spartakists against the Nazi 
defacing of the Soviet war memorial. While the bourgeois 
press was denouncing “The SED’s Nazi Trick,” the BSA’s 
Neue Arbeiterpresse (19 January) chimed in: 

“Today the campaign ‘against the fascist danger in the 
DDR’ serves to save and restabilize the Stalinist state 
apparatus, army, secret services, judicial system, etc.” 

In denying the possibility of a “Reiss faction,” the ICL has 
adopted the outlook of the very anti-Trotskyists it fought 
tooth and nail in 1989-90. This is the sordid company they 
now keep. And so, as is now the case on one issue after an-
other, the ICL must attack its own former self, the revolu-
tionary Marxist positions it used to defend. 

Get Real – The ICL in the DDR 

In his November 1995 ICL internal document, Norden 
wrote, “We didn’t simply ignore the SED, the party of the 
East German Stalinist bureaucracy and throw all its mem-
bers into one bag. We directed propaganda to the SED con-
ferences, seeking to engage interested elements in debate 
and discussion.” Reporting on an issue of Spar-
takist/Arbeiterpressekorres-pondenz (No. 7, 15 December 
1989) directed at an SED conference, Workers Vanguard 
commented at the time:  

“Many thousands of SED party members, not excluding 
sections of the leadership, and also not excluding many 
of those who have recently quit the party in protest, 
genuinely seek to root out Stalinism and defend the col-
lectivized basis of the DDR against capitalist reabsorp-
tion.” 
–WV No. 492, 29 December 1989 

The next issue of Arprekorr (No. 8, 18 December 1989) 
printed “Greetings to the Extraordinary Party Congress of 
the SED,” saying “No doubt there are in the ranks of the 
SED many serious and honest workers who hate Stalinism 
but want to find the way to genuine communism.” A pro-
gram in brief, “What Do the Spartakists Want,” printed in 
each issue of Arprekorr, stated:  

“We stand with those members and recent ex-members 
of the Stalinist SED, as well as numerous others seek-
ing to build a socialist world, who vow that the heirs of 
Hitler must not expropriate that which, by the workers’ 
toil, has arisen out of the ruins.”  

Recall that the SED was the political vehicle of the governing 
bureaucracy. Does the ICL now renounce this work, since it 
claims the SED bureaucracy “led the counterrevolution”? 

Publishing a daily news sheet, organizing in factories, 
initiating demonstrations including the massive 3 January 
1990 Treptow mobilization, running candidates of the Spar-
takist Workers Party in the DDR elections, the ICL sought 
to build a Trotskyist party from workers (German and im-
migrant), students and also elements breaking from the Sta-
linist SED. Through this work, the SpAD won several for-
mer officers of the East German army (the NVA). One 
could consider them a miniature “Reiss faction.” They were 
not numerous, and they were from the bottom rungs of the 

bureaucracy. But Trotsky himself emphasized that a revolu-
tionary faction would be very small compared to pro-
capitalist elements of the Stalinist bureaucracy. 

Here we see the reality behind the ICL’s “no more Reiss 
faction” line. The issue arose in the SL when Nelson attacked 
Norden for authoring the SpAD campaign to win recruits out of 
the Kommunistische Plattform (KPF) of the PDS. In fact, the 
group of NVA officers and soldiers won to the SpAD were all 
members of the KPF. Today, Seymour with his generational 
analysis writes off any possibility of revolutionary recruitment 
among younger elements, declaring that “the second, not to 
speak of the third, generation of the Stalinist bureaucracies 
were and are made up of people who inherited or were co-
opted as youth into positions of social privilege and political 
influence.” Yet here were young officers on the front line of 
Soviet bloc forces confronting NATO in the Cold War who 
thought they were defending socialism. When they saw the 
Stalinists selling out the DDR before their eyes, they became 
open to Trotskyism.  

Significantly, the SpAD has since lost all its NVA re-
cruits. It also won the odd East German gilded youth “co-
opted … into positions of social privilege and political in-
fluence.” That is who stuck, and who today regurgitate ICL 
elucubrations about the impossibility of a “Reiss faction.” 

Another example of the potential for a “Reiss faction” 
in the Stalinist bureaucracy is an incident related by Norden 
in his Humboldt University speech, titled “Who Defended 
the DDR? Who Fought Against Capitalist Reunification? 
The Spartakists on the Collapse of Stalinist Rule in East 
Europe.” (This is significant because the ICL now pretends 
this speech belittled the Spartacist work in the DDR.) The 
first issue of Arprekorr was headlined “No Sellout of the 
DDR! Workers and Soldiers Councils Now!” An NVA sol-
dier visiting Berlin from the north told in an interview how 
he had gotten hold of a copy of the paper and together with 
his comrades formed a soldiers council. Norden related: 

“It turns out that when this soldier returned to the bar-
racks, he was sitting in the canteen with the TLD 
[Trotzkistische Liga Deutschlands, the ICL section be-
fore it fused with East German Spartakist-Gruppen to 
form the SpAD] material that he had brought with him, 
when his political officer went past and saw the word 
Trotsky or Trotskyist. The soldier thought, ‘Oh shit, 
now I’m really in for it.’ But no, the officer proposed to 
him an exchange. He had secreted away Trotsky’s His-
tory of the Russian Revolution and offered to lend it to 
the soldier in exchange for these pamphlets and leaflets. 
Soldiers councils were also built in a couple other units 
there on the Polish border, and we also later won com-
rades from the same units to the SpAD.” 

Here we had what was likely a member of the “second gen-
eration” of Stalinist bureaucrats, the NVA Politoffizier, trad-
ing Trotsky’s book for Trotskyist pamphlets from a soldier 
who together with his comrades of the “third generation” 
then formed soldiers councils, out of which several officers 
and soldiers were recruited to the SpAD! 

This incident introduces a reality factor in contrast to 
the ICL’s anti-Marxist, genealogical analysis supposedly 
proving the impossibility of the “Reiss faction.” It’s no ac-



81 

cident, moreover, that these officers were recruited not to 
the Stalinophobia of the IBT and Northites but to the au-
thentic Trotskyism then upheld by the ICL. At the Hum-
boldt speech, IBTers declared that there was a “blood line” 
between the officers of the East German army and East 
German workers. An SpAD member who was a former 
NVA tank commander got up and powerfully refuted the 
IBT Stalinophobes.  

The SpAD’s experience in the DDR is not unique. A 
remarkably similar story is related in the issue of Revolu-
tionary History (Vol. 7, No. 3) published last year on Trot-
skyism in Cuba. A report by an American SWPer from the 
Internal Bulletin of the International Secretariat of March 
1963 deals with his discussions with the Cuban Trotskyists, 
followers of the current led by J. Posadas:  

“Incidentally, Molina [one of the Cuban Posadistas] 
told me of an incident that happened just recently where 
a comrade met a compañero with whom he had fought 
in the hills who is now a captain in the G2 [Cuban mili-
tary intelligence]. The G2 man did not know the other 
fellow was a Trotskyist, and he held up a copy of The 
Revolution Betrayed which he was reading and advised 
the comrade to read this guy Trotsky, as he was pretty 
good. At this, the comrade said he was a Trotskyist, and 
then the G2 man clasped him warmly and asked him if 
he could get him some more books by the same au-
thor.” 
Are these incidents unique? Not at all. The ICL found a 

remarkable receptivity to Trotskyist views not only among 
East German military personnel but also among officers of 
the Soviet Army. It sold hundreds, perhaps several thousand 
copies of its Russian language publications in and around 
Soviet army bases in East Germany. The ICL twice ad-
dressed large gatherings of Soviet officers, including a May 
1991 meeting of “300 Soviet officers and soldiers com-
memorating Red Army victory over Nazi Third Reich, at air 
base in East Germany,” as a picture caption noted in the 
Spartacist pamphlet “How the Soviet Workers State Was 
Strangled.” A photo showed rows of Soviet military men, 
mostly officers, listening to an ICL speaker at a podium 
with the flag of the Fourth International. Another shot 
showed uniformed air force men looking at Spartacist litera-
ture (including the Spartacist bulletin talking of a Reiss fac-
tion and featuring the picture of Ignace Reiss).  

What was the ICL doing there – particularly if these 
were the very forces the ICL now says were the spearhead 
of counterrevolution! – if it had no thought of recruiting a 
“Reiss faction” from among these military members of the 
Soviet Stalinist bureaucracy? Alternatively, since it is ram-
pantly revising a host of questions, will the ICL now claim 
that military officers are not part of the bureaucratic appara-
tus? If so, let’s hear it. More likely they will prefer silence 
on this question, as on so many others. 

The ICL and Hungary 1956 

These comments about the ICL’s actual work in Ger-
many, in which comrades who were expelled in 1996 and 
are now part of the League for the Fourth International 
played a leading role, point to what lies behind the ICL’s 

line change(s) on the nature of the Stalinist bureaucracy. 
The current ICL position that there was not, is not and can-
not be a “Reiss faction” of the bureaucracy from 1945 on, 
and that the Stalinist bureaucracy led the counterrevolution, 
is a line for budding Stalinophobes…or dead-end absten-
tionists who are prepared to raise such social-democratic 
arguments in order to stop any work directed at the Stalinist 
milieu. The tortuous 1995-96 discussion in the ICL about its 
German work showed deep social-democratic inroads in the 
SpAD, in particular among the older West German cadres 
teleguided by Al Nelson feeding them Shachtmanoid lines.  

More broadly, the ICL’s line is that of pseudo-
Trotskyists who have no intention of actually fighting for 
proletarian political revolution in China or any of the other 
remaining deformed workers states. The ICL’s analysis is 
the handmaiden of organizational considerations, notably its 
concern to polish its self-image, and social reality be 
damned. Anyone who seriously attempts to break the Stalin-
ist stranglehold and fight for authentic communism would 
pay great attention to any possibility of individuals or 
groupings breaking from the bureaucracy to come over to 
the revolutionaries. Moreover, those who claim that the Sta-
linists “led” the counterrevolution and that there can be no 
revolutionary “Reiss faction” recruited out of the bureauc-
racy are actually capitulating to and alibiing the imperialist 
bourgeoisie. In fact, in those cases where a political revolu-
tion has taken hold the Stalinist apparatus invariably shat-
ters, often with sections fraternizing with or going over to 
the insurgent workers. 

The Hungarian Revolution of 1956 is a key case in 
point. Today the ICL admits that the 1989 workers revolt in 
China had echoes even in the higher echelons of the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army (PLA) officer corps, at the same time 
as it denies that elements can be won out of sections of the 
bureaucracy to a Leninist-Trotskyist opposition. Yet in the 
Hungarian Revolution of 1956, groups of military cadres 
and officials joined the workers on the barricades fighting 
for what they understood to be communism. In “Where Is 
China Going?” we noted how PLA units initially refused to 
attack the 1989 Tienanmen protests, indicating the possibil-
ity of a split in the Chinese Stalinist bureaucracy. We added: 
“This occurred in Hungary in 1956, where the head of the 
army (Pál Maléter) and the head of the Budapest police 
(Sándor Kopácsi) went over to the insurgents.” In “Still 
Looking…,” WV allows that these “were heroic individuals 
who had fought as Communist partisans against Nazi occu-
pation forces in World War II and were personally opposed 
to capitalist restoration,” but declares this irrelevant as they 
remained “within the framework of Stalinist nationalism and 
‘peaceful coexistence’ with the imperialist order.” 

This was in a situation where the developing Hungarian 
political revolution was defeated by the armed force of the 
Moscow Stalinists. We cited the examples of Maléter and 
Kopácsi to indicate the potential for a split in the bureauc-
racy when faced with a workers insurrection. They were not 
just “individuals” who were “personally” opposed to coun-
terrevolution: the bulk of the Hungarian Army officers went 
over to the insurgent workers. True, in the absence of a 
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Trotskyist party, they did not break from the ideological 
framework of Stalinism. That is not an argument for deny-
ing any possibility of sectors that could be won to the revo-
lutionary cause in the heat of a working-class upheaval; 
instead it underlines the urgency of organizing the nucleus 
of a Leninist-Trotskyist vanguard. As part of organizing the 
proletariat for a political revolution to oust the disintegrating 
Stalinist caste which is preparing the way for counterrevolu-
tion, winning socialist-minded elements from the bureauc-
racy could help advance this struggle, particularly from a 
tactical/military standpoint .  

Shane Mage, later a leader of the Revolutionary Ten-
dency of the SWP which was the forerunner of the Sparta-
cist League, wrote a 1957 article on “‘Truth’ and Hungary – 
A Reply to Herbert Aptheker” (the theoretical hack of the 
American CP), quoting an interview with Maléter: 

“The National Guard, the revolutionary committees and 
the workers councils are solidly in the hands of freedom 
fighters who are fighting on two fronts: against the Sta-
linists and against the reactionaries.”  
–reprinted in the Young Socialist pamphlet, The Hun-
garian Revolution (1959) 

In another interview, Maléter declared, “‘if there are people 
who are thinking about going backward, then we will see,’ 
and he put his hand on his revolver holster.” So what about 
Maléter and Kopácsi? At the end of five tabloid pages of 
“Still Looking…,” in which it is explained that there can be 
no “Reiss faction” of the Stalinist bureaucracy, WV opines: 
“In the course of such political struggle, elements like Malé-
ter might well have been won to the Trotskyist program”! 
With that statement, the whole elaborate construct built up 
by Seymour and regurgitated by WV about the impossibility 
of a “Reiss faction” in the post-WWII world collapses like a 
house of cards. If it might well have happened in Hungary 
’56 (though according to Seymour it was theoretically im-
possible since ’45), why can’t it happen elsewhere tomor-
row? The ICL’s arguments are revealed as the smokescreen 
of centrist fakers, armchair theoreticians who have no inten-
tion of organizing a proletarian political revolution.  

ICL Ricochets Rightwards 

We have pointed out that following counterrevolution 
in the Soviet Union and East Europe the ICL lost its moor-
ings. Beginning with a drift toward abstentionism and a 
Kautskyite centrist policy of “passive radicalism,” it began 
to flail about wildly on a number of issues.  

 Desperately seeking to make a case that we denied 
permanent revolution in Mexico, it came up with the argu-
ment that in Mexico the struggle must be directed against 
“elements of the Spanish colonial feudal heritage” and even 
“feudal peonage in the countryside.” For a year the ICL 
insisted on the survival of feudal remnants in Mexico in 
polemics against the IG, which we demolished by pointing 
out that “Latin American feudalism” was a recurrent theme 
of the U.S. bourgeois press and a hoary remnant of Stalin-
ism used to justify its reformist “two-stage” revolution. 
Then the ICL precipitously abandoned this claim when 
called to order by Jim Robertson (who had first defended 

the “Mexican feudalism” line).  
 In 1997, Workers Vanguard raised the call for an 

independent “Soviet Tibet” just as the imperialist “Free Ti-
bet” chorus was reaching a crescendo, and then a year later 
renounced this piece of revisionism.  

 After almost ten years of denouncing the 
“Cárdenas popular front” in Mexico, on the eve of 
Cárdenas’ June 1997 election to the Mexico City govern-
ment it suddenly declared that no such popular front exists 
or could exist in a semi-colonial country without a mass 
workers party.  

 After decades of calling for independence for the 
U.S.’ Caribbean colony, in early 1998 it declared that it does 
“not currently advocate independence for Puerto Rico.” 
After we raked them over the coals for this capitulation to 
“their own” bourgeoisie, the Spartacist League now says (in 
its latest “Programmatic Statement”) that it would passively 
and quietly “favor independence for Puerto Rico” while not 
retracting its refusal to advocate political freedom from 
Yankee colonialism. 

 After long labeling Jörg Haider and his Austrian 
Freedom Party (FPÖ) fascist, at the point they came into 
office last year as part of a coalition with the conservative 
People’s Party the ICL suddenly decided that this admirer of 
the SS and Hitler’s “employment policies,” the son of Nazis 
and instigator of anti-“foreigner” campaigns that unleashed 
terror bombing of immigrant workers hostels by Haider 
supporters, was not a fascist after all. The ICL’s explanation 
that the FPÖ is just an “electoral machine” reflects the elec-
toral cretinism of the social-democratic left, which uses the 
same arguments in denying Haider is a fascist. 

 Now, after several years of insisting against the 
IG/LFI that the Stalinist bureaucracy led the counterrevolu-
tion in the DDR and USSR and is leading the counterrevolu-
tion in China today, revising Trotsky’s understanding of the 
dual character of the bureaucracy, they render their revision-
ism “more precise” by saying that sections of the Stalinists 
may pull back at the crucial moment. Yet simultaneously 
the ICL insists that there can be no more “Reiss faction” of 
the bureaucracy. 

 Generalizing its defeatist political line, the ICL de-
clared that the central programmatic conclusion of the 
founding document of Trotsky’s Fourth International was 
outdated. Where the Transitional Program declared that the 
world situation is “chiefly characterized by a historical crisis 
of leadership of the proletariat,” the ICL decreed that this 
“predates the present deep regression of proletarian con-
sciousness.” Not the misleaders but the working masses are 
the key problem, in its view. This negates the very reason 
for being of the Fourth International. 

This is the record of a centrist current that has cut its 
programmatic anchor to Trotskyism and is tossed about in 
the seas of the class struggle. While its initial motivation 
may be factional, its gyrations reflect the pressure of the 
imperialist bourgeoisie and social democracy. The fight to 
reforge an authentically Trotskyist Fourth International must 
include a thorough and rigorous refutation of this revision-
ism in order to prepare a vanguard capable of leading the 
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hard struggles ahead. Those who have abandoned this fight 
in all but name may continue to concoct ever-new theories 
for their own self-justification, but in doing so they prove 
themselves worthless to the proletariat, for which the crisis 

of revolutionary leadership remains the central issue to be 
resolved as it faces the stark alternatives of socialism or 
capitalist barbarism.

Seymour contra Seymour 
Remarkably, less than a year before his December 1995 

treatise declaring that a “Reiss faction” of the Stalinist bu-
reaucracy has been impossible since the end of World War 
II, the semi-official theoretician of the International Com-
munist League, Joseph Seymour, wrote another  piece with 
a very different analysis and opposite conclusions. In his 
document, “On Stalinism and Social Democracy in Cold 
War Germany and the Fourth Reich” (31 March 1995), 
Seymour writes: 

“As Trotsky pointed out, the Soviet bureaucracy contained 
all currents of political opinion, from fascist to Bolshevik. 
These contradictory and even antagonistic elements found 
their expression in the different aspects of official and 
even more so unofficial Soviet ideology and political cul-
ture. The post World War II expansion of Stalinism pro-
duced a world movement of qualitatively diverse social 
and political components – the bureaucracies of degener-
ated/deformed workers states at different socio-economic 
levels (the Soviet Union, China, the DDR), mass reformist 
workers parties (France, Italy, Chile), peasant-based na-
tionalist-populist parties (South Vietnam) and left-wing 
propaganda groups (Britain, the United States, Argentina). 
The ‘ideological’ schisms which ripped apart the ‘world 
Communist movement’ beginning in the late 1950s (Mao-
ism, Third World guerrillaism, later Eurocommunism) ex-
pressed the conflicting interests of these diverse elements.” 

The same document also observes that “the counter-
revolutions in the Soviet Union and the DDR had different 
immediate causes and effects” (emphasis in original). While 
key sectors of the Soviet bureaucracy supported the restora-
tion of capitalism and many became capitalists themselves, 
“the DDR bureaucrats were not striving to become capital-
ists and could not have done so in any case given the strong 
pre-existing West German imperialist bourgeoisie. When 
the Gorbachev government, reflecting the rapid disintegra-
tion of the Soviet bureaucracy, agreed to the capitalist reuni-
fication of Germany, the DDR bureaucracy simply capitu-
lated and has since adapted to the Fourth Reich by transmut-
ing into a regional social-democratic party,” the PDS, which 
“continues to be the target of anti-Communist witchhunting 
and demagogy by the German bourgeoisie, its SPD agents 
and its state” (emphasis in original). 

No Stalinism “leading the counterrevolution” here! This 
document, Seymour’s swan song as a Trotskyist theorist, 
“predated” his discovery of which way the wind was blow-
ing in the ICL’s internal discussion over Germany. After a 
judicious interval he weighed in with his disquisition belat-
edly writing the “Reiss faction” out of post-WWII history. 
Where Karl Kautsky wrote that “paper is patient” (which 
Stalin translated as “paper will take whatever is written on 
it”), Seymour just “pounds the delete key.”  

 

How the ICL’s Line on Stalinism Was Strangled 
The scene: an Internationalist Group literature table at a 

Palestine conference at Columbia University on March 31. A 
representative of the Spartacist League (SL), responding to our 
polemic printed above, vociferously declaimed that Boris Yel-
tsin was “basically a representative of the Stalinist bureauc-
racy” when he headed the August 1991 Moscow “counter-
coup” that led to capitalist counterrevolution in the former 
USSR. The SLer – a Workers Vanguard editorial board mem-
ber– was attempting to defend the International Communist 
League’s claim that the Stalinist bureaucracy as such suppos-
edly “led” counterrevolution in the former Soviet bloc.  

The comrade manning our table walked over to the 
Spartacist League lit table and bought a copy of the August 
1993 pamphlet How the Soviet Workers State Was Stran-
gled. He showed the SL representative a passage on page 5 
referring to “Yeltsin, the former bureaucratic hack turned 
capitalist-restorationist.” No response. In fact, the entire 64-
page pamphlet of ICL articles and statements published in 
1992 is a devastating polemic against the revisionist line 
subsequently adopted by the ICL. Indeed, it is full of polem-
ics directed against the fake-Trotskyist tendencies which 
(like the ICL today) claimed that the Stalinist bureaucracy 
was leading the counterrevolution in order to justify their 

program of support to Yeltsin.  
The first item reprinted in the pamphlet is the statement 

“Soviet Workers: Defeat Yeltsin-Bush Counterrevolution!” 
(30 August 1991), distributed in thousands of copies by 
supporters of the ICL then active in the former USSR. This 
powerful call states in its first paragraph: 

“The first workers state in history, sapped and under-
mined by decades of Stalinist misrule, lies in tatters. 
The state power has been fractured, the Communist 
Party – its bureaucratic core – shattered and banned 
from the KGB and armed forces….”  

Far from portraying a Stalinist bureaucracy leading a social 
counterrevolution against the state it had presided over, the 
article explains how Gorbachev’s perestroika fueled the 
forces of capitalist restoration and brought an accelerating 
fragmentation of this parasitic caste. 

An article against “Cheerleaders for Yeltsin’s Counter-
revolution” (27 September 1991) denounced “Traitors, Not 
Trotskyists,” noting: 

“Insofar as these cheerleaders for counterrevolution in 
the Soviet Union attempt to provide any kind of ‘theo-
retical’ fig leaf, it is that the Stalinist bureaucracy is the 
chief, indeed the only, instrument for counterrevolution. 
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The view, summed up in the phrase ‘Stalinism is coun-
terrevolutionary through and through,’ has historically 
been used to justify de facto abandonment of the Trot-
skyist position of defense of the Soviet Union. Today it 
is being used to justify support to the counterrevolu-
tion. Thus, trying to buttress its outlandish claim that 
the victory of the Yeltsinites was a defeat for imperial-
ism, Socialist Action (September 1991) claims that with 
the botched coup by the ‘gang of eight’: ‘It will be ex-
tremely difficult now for the bureaucracy and its allies 
to organize a new, effective, instrument to carry 
through the restoration of capitalism.’ 
“In the first place, as Trotsky pointed out time and 
again, the bureaucracy was not a homogeneous class 
but a brittle, contradictory layer resting atop proletarian 
property forms, from which it derived its privileged po-
sition, and potentially including both restorationist and 
revolutionary elements. In the absence of a proletarian 
challenge and under sharp pressure from imperialism, it 
was the restorationist wing of the Stalinist bureaucracy 
which blossomed under Gorbachev. The coup plotters 
were themselves committed to introducing a capitalist 
market economy, though more gradually and under cen-
tralized control. But the bureaucracy has now utterly 
collapsed. And, in any case, Yeltsin had already broken 
from it to become the spokesman for the incipient bour-
geoisie – the ‘yuppskies,’ black marketeers and a politi-
cal spectrum ranging from would-be Western ‘democ-
rats’ to the fascists of Pamyat.” [Our emphasis] 

So, ICL, who is it today that says the bureaucracy led and is 
leading the counterrevolution? 

The core of the pamphlet is the article “How the Soviet 
Workers State Was Strangled,” originally published in 
Workers Vanguard (27 November 1992) and subsequently 
translated in the press of all ICL sections as a fundamental 
statement on this question of world-historic importance. It 
summed up the results of a wide-ranging discussion the ICL 
published in eight volumes of its International Internal Bul-
letin during 1991-92 under the title “Documents and Dis-
cussion on the Collapse of Stalinism.” 

Arguing from the standpoint of the revolutionary Marx-
ism the International Communist League still upheld at that 
time, the article includes a lengthy section on “The Army 
and the Bureaucracy.” Stressing again that “Trotsky ex-
plained that the bureaucracy was a brittle, contradictory 
caste,” it states: “This contradictory position generated 
within the bureaucracy a range of contradictory political 
impulses: ‘all shades of political thought are to be found 
among the bureaucracy: from genuine Bolshevism (Ignace 
Reiss) to complete fascism (F. Butenko)’ (Transitional Pro-
gram).” It goes on observe: 

“The dual character of the Stalinist bureaucracy, and 
the conflicting political appetites it harbored, remained 
even after the bloody purges of the 1930s exterminated 
any remnant of the Bolshevik ‘Old Guard.’ But while 
resting on and deriving its privileges from proletarian 
property forms, the Stalinist bureaucracy was not ir-

revocably committed to their defense. It could play no 
independent role in society. Under the impact of any 
sharp frontal assault, either from the revolutionary pro-
letariat or the counterrevolution, the bureaucracy would 
shatter.” [Our emphasis.] 

That is exactly the point that the ICL today desperately 
seeks to deny, insisting that no “Reiss faction” of the bu-
reaucracy has been possible since World War II, because 
any potential for this was supposedly wiped out in the Mos-
cow purges! 

But keep reading. The article notes that in the case of 
the 1956 Hungarian Revolution, “the bulk of the bureau-
cratic stratum went over to the side of the insurgent pro-
socialist proletariat,” whereas “in contrast, more recently in 
the Soviet Union, the steady pressure of conciliation to im-
perialism and internal market forces pushed ever-greater 
sections of the bureaucracy into the camp of capitalist resto-
ration, for whom Yeltsin early on became the chief spokes-
man.” It then notes: “The utter incapacity of the bureaucracy 
to play any independent role was forcefully demonstrated in 
the events of August 1991.”  

Another item, “Camp Followers of Counterrevolution” 
(WV, 9 April 1993), denounced Ernest Mandel’s United 
Secretariat and other fake-Trotskyists such as the followers 
of Nahuel Moreno, who claimed the bureaucracy itself re-
mained in place and “is directing the transition” to capital-
ism. The polemic stressed:  

“The idea that the Stalinist bureaucracy remains intact in 
the wake of – and indeed presides over – capitalist coun-
terrevolution is of a piece with the view that Stalinism is 
‘counterrevolutionary through and through’.... Trotsky, 
in contrast, characterized the bureaucracy as a brittle, 
contradictory caste, parasitically resting on the proletar-
ian property forms of the degenerated workers state. 
“But the bureaucracy as a caste has now been shattered. 
Yeltsin himself demonstratively broke from the Commu-
nist Party – the bureaucracy’s ‘apparatus of domination,’ 
as Trotsky called it – well before becoming Russian 
president. He offered himself up for the new layer of 
yuppie speculators and Western-oriented entrepreneurs.” 
The pamphlet ends with the historical article “Stalin 

Drowned the Communist Party of Lenin and Trotsky in 
Blood,” translated from a spring 1993 Russian-language 
bulletin. Emphasizing once again the contradictory nature of 
the bureaucracy, illustrating this – once again – with the 
case of Ignace Reiss and the passage from the Transitional 
Program that today’s ICL epigones junk in their ongoing 
effort to cast off the remnants of their Trotskyist past. 

How the Soviet Workers State Was Strangled is must 
reading for all those (including any in the ranks of the ICL) 
who seek to draw the crucial political lessons of the real 
Trotskyist struggle against counterrevolution in the degen-
erated and deformed workers states. If the ICL was honest, 
it would renounce this pamphlet in its entirety. The League 
for the Fourth International stands on this crucial document 
and is making it available to readers.  

 



 

 

 

 




