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Among the side effects of the revolutionary wave in Europe between 1917 
and 1923 was the long-lasting division of the labour movement. Reformist 
and radical trends, which had co-existed until 1914 in the same parties, 
trade unions and International, became foes afterwards, accusing one 
another not only of betrayal but also of using harsh repression against 
former comrades. This situation also had consequences within Marxism 
itself. Perry Anderson pointed out effectively how dialectical materialism 
as a set of ideas underwent a major change, becoming a dogmatic theol-
ogy in the USSR and in the communist movement while being largely 
transformed into an intellectual game in the West. Nevertheless, one must 
not forget either the contribution of anti-Stalinist leftist minorities or the 
fact that after October 1917 many Second International socialists also still 
claimed to be Marxists.

The best example of the latter is Yuli Martov. If anyone can be described 
as an orthodox socialist with a lifelong commitment to the workers’ move-
ment, it was Martov. Born in 1873 into a liberal Jewish family, he was first 
arrested as a revolutionary when he was nineteen. At twenty-three, he 
was the first Russian Marxist able to theorise how to set up a workers’ 
socialist organisation on the basis of his own experience as a militant 
when he was in exile in Vilno in 1895. Consequently, Lenin was eager to 
collaborate with Martov and together they formed the core of the Iskra 

editorial board in late 1900. As they then opposed each other at the 1903 
social-democratic congress, Martov would become the leading intellec-
tual figure of Menshevism, sharply criticising Bolshevism from its earliest 
organisational steps until its practice as a ruling party after 1917. This was 
enough for him to gain respect from the anti-Leninist left. However, as 
Martov was one of the few members of the Second International who had 
remained faithful to its anti-war credo in 1914, he was also recognised as 
a true-hearted activist by the triumphant Bolsheviks. Trotsky described 
him as ‘a penetrating mind and a graduate of the school of Marxism’;1 and 
even though the Cheka was watching Martov closely, Lenin was ready to 
help him get treatment for the tuberculosis of the throat that eventually 
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killed him.2 His Memoirs of a Social-Democrat were officially published 
in the Soviet Union shortly after he died in order ‘to make the younger 
generation of communist workers know about those of his works which 
had and still retain a revolutionary meaning’.3

Martov’s most all-embracing work about the Russian Revolution 
was published posthumously in Berlin in 1923 under the title World 

Bolshevism. As Martov’s book has never been published in full in English, 
an analysis of his arguments may be of particular interest to readers of 
Socialist History.4 In his foreword, Fedor Dan, who succeeded Martov as 
the leader of the Russian Social-Democratic Labour Party abroad, notes 
the book’s ‘burning practical interest for the political orientation of all 
those who are convinced that the basis of all politics must be first of all a 
comprehensive understanding of those political and social events’ which 
‘have shaken Eastern Europe’ (p6). Indeed, what was initially a series of 
articles issued in Khar’kov as early as spring 1919, is a milestone in Marxist 
thinking about the post-war revolutionary wave in Europe.

Martov begins with the most insightful statement, considering 
‘Bolshevism as a world phenomenon’ for it is a ‘heritage of war’. Hence 
he refuses ‘to link Russian Bolshevism to the agricultural nature of the 
country, to the absence of any real political education in popular circles, 
in short to purely national factors’ (pp9-10). Writing these lines as the civil 
war was still going on, Martov set out the two main lines along which essay-
ists and historians would analyse 1917. However, he chose to emphasise 
the international aspect of the event, when most works would highlight 
on the contrary their autochthonous filiations, as Nikolay Berdyaev did 
in his renowned essay The Origin of Russian Communism. Even though 
Berdyaev recognised the role of ‘a new social layer who got through the 
school of war’, this Christian author was fundamentally looking for the 
‘national roots’ of Bolshevism.

Martov preferred to insist on ‘the role which, thanks to the world 
war, the army plays in social life, and this is without any doubt the first 
common factor that can be discerned in the revolutionary process of 
countries as socially dissimilar as Russia, Germany, England and France’. 
If soldiers were important actors, Martov does not neglect working class 
action but he also points out the impact of war on it. As many proletarians 
were called up into the forces, ‘millions of new workers recruited from 
ruined artisans and other “little people”, rural proletarians and women of 
the working class’ got jobs in factories. Consequently ‘the class movement 
born of the war has brought up deep proletarian layers who had not yet 
passed through the long school of organised struggle’ (pp13-14). 
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When the overthrow of the old order began, ‘they ranged themselves 
on the side of those who represented the most simplistic, the most general 
expression of the spontaneous instinct of revolt’ e.g. the Bolsheviks. One 
can conclude that 

the change that occurred in the social composition of the proletariat, 
the four years of war accompanied by a recrudescence of savagery and 
brutality, followed by a ‘simplification’ of the intellectual physiog-
nomy of the European, created a propitious field for the return of […] 
this anarchist-tending psychology (pp20-21).

A reader who did not know where these statements came from might think 
they are from a summary of the achievements of the ‘revisionist’ social 
history that developed in the West to go beyond the Cold war totalitarian 
paradigm. Leopold Haimson, writing in 1964 on ‘The problem of social 
stability in urban Russia, 1905-1917’, opened the way for a whole range 
of new research, including about the Russian working class. Studying its 
composition and its evolution, scholars such as Stephen A. Smith, William 
G. Rosenberg, Diane P. Koenker or David Mandel could offer in the 
1980s a vivid picture of proletarian radicalism where workers were neither 
Soviet-style marble statues nor the mob of easily manipulated poor devils 
imagined by Western conservatives. 

A decade or so later, the question of mass violence in the twentieth 
century became central and scholars began to discuss the influence of the 
Great War. Regardless of their rather different orientation, George L. 
Mosse with his concept of ‘brutalization’ of societies and Ernst Nolte or 
Enzo Traverso describing a ‘European civil war’ could be considered in 
debt to Martov. Research concentrating on Russia alone after 1914 had 
certainly shed light on ‘savagery and brutality’. Eric Lohr showed how, 
from 1915, Tsarist generals had carried out the looting and the deporta-
tion of Jews. The Russian army eventually disintegrated in 1917 through 
a soldiers’ revolt which unleashed a radical plebeian storm against the 
privileged, as has been described by Nicolas Werth or Boris Kolonitskii. 
Against this background, the question of violence should not be seen 
one-sidedly, as in the Black Book of Communism, but, following Arno 
J. Mayer, as ‘furies’ nourished by the interaction of revolution and coun-
ter-revolution. In the words of Peter Holquist’s book title, the way of 
‘making war and forging revolution’ explains ‘Russia’s continuum of 
crisis’ between 1914 and 1921.
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The relevance of Martov’s socio-political analysis of 1917 makes him a 
forerunner of the best contemporary historians. One might want to chal-
lenge him on what became, in retrospect, the most acute problem of the 
Russian revolution, the question of freedom in the revolutionary process. 
Unlike many later critics of Bolshevism, including left-wing ones, Martov 
did not absolutise forms of democracy. He wrote that ‘denying elec-
toral rights to bourgeois and rentiers, and even to members of the liberal 
professions – eventuality admitted by Plekhanov for the period of the dic-
tatorship of the proletariat – does not of itself make the “soviet system” 
something absolutely contrary to democracy’ (p43) especially compared 
to many ‘democracies’ at that time which excluded women. 

He queries the notion of democracy in the revolution from another 
angle, questioning the organic links between the soviets and the lower 
classes. From February 1917, Lenin fought against the conciliatory social-
ists who then won the backing of a majority of workers and hence had the 
leadership of the All-Russian Executive Committee of Soviets. In this sit-
uation, ‘The slogan “all power to the soviets” bec[ame] a pseudonym for 
the dictatorship of a minority’ of the proletariat. Stating that Bolsheviks 
never enjoyed the active support of a majority of workers, Martov sees 
the regime born in October as a ‘minority dictatorship set up as a party’, 
just as in France under the Jacobins in 1792-94. Nevertheless, ‘Placed 
in the concrete conditions of contemporary Russia, the Bolshevik party 
dictatorship reflects, in the first place, the interests and aspirations of the 
proletarian elements of the population’ and in the rest of Europe, the 
infatuation for the soviets grows as ‘its movement towards social revolu-
tion strikes against the impossibility of realizing its power in any other 
way than through the dictatorship of a minority, a minority within the 
proletariat itself’ (p40-41).

Quite glibly, Martov gives us a clue to the question which tormented 
left thinkers for a century: how is it possible to think the birth of the 
party dictatorship without attributing it to Marxist totalitarian ideology 
and to Lenin’s evil mind? The proletariat, broken up by three years of 
war and one of revolution, was unable to make its different layers keep 
pace with one another. This became obvious immediately after October 
when the Vikzhel, the leadership of the Union of Railwaymen, called for 
a general strike against the Council of People’s Commissars appointed 
by the Second All-Russia Congress of Soviets. If some trades opposed 
the others, if young radicalised workers did not listen to the old activists’ 
words of wisdom, the Bolshevik party would become the only factor of 
proletarian unity, even though it would be forced. Moreover, this process 

Socialist History 52.indd   20Socialist History 52.indd   20 16/10/2017   20:53:0516/10/2017   20:53:05



Questioning the Use of Marxism: Yuli Martov’s Analysis of 1917 21

would continue until 1920 as the country fell into a state of war if not ‘of 
every man against every man’, at least of every social group against the 
others: workers against bosses, poor against rich, coarse people against 
cultivated ones, countryside against town, not speaking about the savage 
reaction against the emancipation of Jews or women. Only the Bolshevik 
party could succeed in keeping the country together by concentrating the 
most determined activists in an army-like organisation.

Having shed light on social contradictions within the Soviet regime, 
Martov contrasts them to the dreams of a free society expressed by Lenin’s 
in his summer 1917 essay The State and Revolution:

Reality has cruelly shattered all these illusions. The ‘Soviet State’ has 
not established in any instance electiveness and recall of public offi-
cials and the commanding staff. It has not suppressed the professional 
police. It has not assimilated the courts in direct jurisdiction by the 
masses. It has not done away with social hierarchy in production. It has 
not lessened the total subjection of the local community to the power 
of the State (p37).

 
This complete reversal of the original perspective of a ‘withering away’ of 
the state was made possible by the differential evolution of its components.

The shrewd people continue to repudiate democratic parliamenta-
rism. But they no longer repudiate, at the same time, those instruments 
of State power to which parliamentarism is a counterweight within 
bourgeois society: bureaucracy, police, a permanent army with com-
manding cadres that are independent of the soldiers, courts that are 
above control by the community, etc. (p38).

Martov concludes that ‘In the crucible of reality, the “power of the 
Soviets” has become the “soviet power”, a power that originally issued 

from the Soviets but has steadily become independent from the Soviets’ 
(pp37-38). Unlike the anarchists who would only incriminate Bolsheviks 
for the usurpation of Soviet democracy, Martov suggests in a more subtle 
way that bodies of direct democracy had themselves secreted the germ of 
authoritarianism. French historian Marc Ferro convincingly traced this 
path in his 1980 book, From Soviets to bureaucratic Communism.

Still, Martov does not challenge Lenin’s main assertion that proletarian 
revolution has to ‘smash the “existing state machinery”’, and that this was 
done in October. He sees the bureaucratic and coercive elements of the Soviet 
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apparatus as a ‘resurrection, under an altered aspect, of most State institu-
tions typical of the bourgeois era’ and not as a survival of that old state. There 
are reasons to raise doubts about this. Thanks to Daniel T. Orlovsky, we 
know that the ‘lower middle strata’ of educated people played a major role in 
the Soviet state-building process in a country where illiteracy was predomi-
nant.5 But besides the continuity of administrative staff at the local level, we 
may have the impression that whole segments of the old state machinery 
remained and were crudely adapted to the various councils and committees 
which claimed to be state power after October. Curiously enough, we still 
do not have a reliable historiographical synthesis about this crucial point.

Regardless of the socio-historical perspectives he opens, Martov con-
centrates his criticism of Lenin’s project of a ‘commune-state’ on the 
theoretical level. He challenges the Bolshevik leader’s claim to legitimate 
it relying on Marx. In essence, Martov states that what Marx wrote about 
the Paris 1871 Commune was a tactical ‘unclear formula’ but that he never 
fundamentally deviated from the ‘old conceptions found in the Manifesto 
[…] in which the dictatorship of the proletariat is identified with the “con-
quest of democracy”’(pp70, 91). This may be the least convincing part of 
Martov’s work: he criticises Lenin for selective use of quotes from Marx 
and Engels and in his turn he tries to downplay the significance of these 
quotes by relying on other no less carefully selected ones. 

Martov’s arguments are more cogent when he traces the sources of 
Lenin’s conceptions of a ‘commune-state’, not only pointing out the influ-
ence of anarchist ideas from Proudhon to Bakunin, but highlighting even 
more the impact of the syndicalist trend within the labour movement.

The viewpoint of the Federalist-Communard approaches quite closely 
to the outlook which, in 1833, led Morrison and Smith to their formula 
of a ‘House of Trades’; which at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
gave rise to the doctrine of Georges Sorel, Edouard Berth, and De Leon 
on the replacement of the ‘artificial’ subdivisions existing in the modern 
State by a federation of ‘natural’ corporative (occupational) cells; and 
which, in 1917-1919, created the conception of the ‘soviet system’ (p79).

As with the charges of aping French 1792-94 revolutionary radicalism, the 
accusation of syndicalism was useful in order to criticise the Bolshevik 
revolution as an ‘active minority’ coup d’état. This charge of syndicalism 
also unveils the core of Martov’s opposition to October and to the soviets. 
Even though he relies on the idea of class struggle, Martov is not at ease 
with the actual forms of social conflict in post-war Europe. For him, the 

Socialist History 52.indd   22Socialist History 52.indd   22 16/10/2017   20:53:0516/10/2017   20:53:05



Questioning the Use of Marxism: Yuli Martov’s Analysis of 1917 23

attempts at ‘direct workers’ control’ in Russia are ‘anarchist experiments’ 
and, regarding Germany in the days of Spartacist revolution, he criticises 
the ‘‘‘strike epidemic” [which] can itself on its own drive the country to 
a catastrophe’. Moreover, he clearly separates throughout his book social 
matters from political ones. Soviets are not to his taste for they are mixed 
socio-political bodies, a ‘form of political organization (even the sole 
form)’ which is supposed to bring about ‘the social emancipation of the 
proletariat’ (p84, my emphasis). In his understanding of the revolutionary 
process, Martov is thus far behind Hannah Arendt who considered that 
workers’ councils showed that people ‘had their own ideas about the pos-
sibilities of democratic government under modern conditions’.6

About the failure of socialism in August 1914, Martov wrote that ‘the 
“defeat” of Marxism as practical leader of the movement was at the same 
time its greatest triumph as “ma terialist interpretation” of history’ (p20). 
This sentence would apply to him quite well. His mastery of Marxism 
helped him highlight crucial phenomena as the very revolutionary process 
was going on in Russia and in Europe. But this ‘materialist interpreta-
tion of history’ was not enough to make him an effective ‘leader of the 
movement’. Trotsky stated that being ‘Deprived of the will’s mainspring 
Martov’s thought consistently directs all the force of its analysis towards 
theoretically justifying the line of least resistance’.7

Putting the blame on Martov’s nature, Trotsky may have missed the 
point in order to avoid a more embarrassing question. What if something 
was wrong with Marxism itself? Gramsci directly tackled the problem in 
his famous article ‘The Revolution against “Capital”’:

The Bolsheviks renounce Karl Marx and they assert, through their clear 
statement of action, through what they have achieved, that the laws of 
historical materialism are not as set in stone, as one may think, or one 
may have thought previously.8

Martov was indeed iconic of the Marxism of the old Second International 
which ignored the utopian impetus and the syndicalist practice of workers 
in revolt. That is why he opposed the Bolsheviks, who did, for a short 
period, invent a new Marx, freed from tradition.
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