









































chance” through which it could capitalize on the gains earlier
made. Marx and Engels spent their lives preparing — or
attempling to prepare — an international organization and an
intellectual, scientific and cultural revolution which would
make possible the seizure of such a new revolutionary oppor-
tunity whenever or to the extent that it presented itself. But
it never came. Or, at any rate, it never came until after their
deaths (in Russia in 1905 and 1917; in Germany itself once
again in 1918). Consequently, by the time a new German
revolutionary opportunity had begun to present itself, there
was no longer in Germany the leadership, forged in a pre-
revolutionary crisis and revolution at an earlier date, capable
of taking advantage of it. The leaders of German social demo-
cracy had been forged in essentially non-revolutionary
circumstances: circumstances in which, admittedly, the strength
of the German working class was pretty inescapable and
obvious, but in which also the Bismarkian state and German
capitalist industry were strong, prosperous and self-confident.
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The long decades of bargaining with the employers and seeking

political concessions from the state had left their indelible
marks. Despite the earlier anfi-socialist laws, the continuing
brittleness and inflexibility of the ruling class and the state, the
leaders of German Social Democracy hed won concessions,
had built up immensely powerful and prosperous organizations,
newspapers and so on, had carved“out a niche for themselves
within the system -- and had at bottom forgotten what revolu-
tion was. The leadership had had no personal experiences of
revolutionary crisis at all. So how could they be real revolution-
aries? They would not have paid lip-service to Marxism at all
had not something of the conditions and traditions of 1848
continued to prevail in Germany (unlike, for example, in
Britain). But this was not enough. While the leaders continued
to acknowledge Marx and Engels as their “teachers”, their own
lived experiences in fact taught them something different —
as did the experiences of the bulk of the working class. The
immense patient historical labour of party-building was in the
end destined to come almost to nothing. The revolutionary
essence of the writings of Marx and Engels was ultimately
missed.

But in Russia it was different. Russia’s “1848” (which in
turn may be compared to France’s 1789 or England’s 1640)
appeared so late that its proletarian revolutionary components
were far more developed than had ever been the case before.
Moreover, in the case of Russia, the “second chance” came not
after a delay of seventy years but after only twelve years. This
meant that the leadership produced by the first crisis was still
relatively young and active when the “second chance” came.

1905 produced Lenin, produced the mature Bolshevik
party  and produced Trotsky’s re-discovery of the theory of
Permanent Revolution. It was as if the soul of 1848 had been
re-born. And then, twelve years later, it all happened again -—
this time with a pre-existing body of revolutionary personnel,
revolutionary organization and revolutionary theory capable
of giving expression to its inner logic in an adequate way. Lenin
and Trotsky, unlike Marx and Engels in Germany, had not
died in the meantime and neither had their ideas and writings
had to be abandoned to the interpretations of others who had
had no experience of the revolutionary conditions which had
produced them in the first place. In Russia in February 1917,
the authority of the Soviets and the other memories of 1905
were still quite fresh in everyone’s mind. Trotsky’s status had
hardly been diminished, and he picked up the threads where
he had left off a decade or more eatlier. Lenin’s party, above

all, provided a material embodiment of the continuity of the
traditions which had been established before, during and after
the previous revolutionary ecrisis. All the theoretical, organiz-
ational and cultural-revolutionary accomplishments of the
intervening years could now be brought to bear upon the re-
enacted drama. The “dress rehearsal” of 1905, in other words,
was followed by the real drama before the actors had lost
interest, died or forgotten their lines. Germany’s “dress
rehearsal” — 1848 — had not been followed up in time.

Marxist politically-committed activists — and this
probably applies to all politically-committed activists to a
greater or lessgr extent — are distinguished from the bulk of
the less politically-committed (politically ‘“one-sided”)
population not by any peculiar ability to defy the laws of
historical .or sociological determinism but merely by their
greater commitment to particular consciousness-moulding
experiences or periods even in opposition to historical change.
The more “normal” attitude of people of all classes is to put
their family lives, immediate economic inferests, leisure
activities and so forth above “politics” for most purposes in
most periods, and to change — within limits — their precise
political commitments to some extent “as the winds change”
~— as the political “climate” alters in response to underlying
alterations in the class realities of power. It is these people who
cannot be much influenced by theory or propaganda unless a
real social change is giving them new forms of strength which
demand new ideas. Politically-committed activists are different.
With regard to their overall direction of commitment, they
change much less easily. Within the limits set by their commit-
ment to a certain form of politics, they may change considerably
on the basis of pure intellectual discussion. But basically they
are moulded by certain social and political experiences which
produce an enduring effect, more orless immune to subsequent,
different experiences. In this sense, one-sidedly “political”
workers more often tend to be (in their own terms)“‘prineipled”’,
which means that they are chatacterized by their greater
resistance to change than the bulk of the population. They
are able to resist social pressures more.

In a crisis situation (e.g. Russia 1905, early 1917, France
in May 1968, Britain from 1970 to 1974), the bulk of workers
can by their actions push society quite violently to the left
even while their surface political representatives, leaderships,
loyalties and conceptions lag far behind. What usually happens
is that those workers who previously took relatively little
specialist interest in politics move fastest, while the more
politically-committed elements move much more slowly. But
the fast-moving currents cannot become stabilized in their new
positions, or find articulate expression for their new views,
precisely because the more articulate, organized elements have
moved more slowly. Politically-committed “specialists” in the
class struggle lag behind. This applies to all shades of the
working class political spectrum, from the ultra-reformist to
the far left. Consciousness always has and always will lag behind
conditions, by the very nature of things, and the more
theoretically-developed and articulate the consciousness
concerned, the greater will be its resistance to change.

In 1917, the Bolsheviks and their supporters (such as
Trotsky) were in a very real sense “conservatives”. Although
they were more “far ahead” than anyone else, this was because
they were still living in the past. They were still, in a sense,
living in 1905. And, 1905 itself, they had still been living,
through the traditions of the workers’ movement as embodied















