
Marx on Thermidor, Bonapartism and the Soviet experience 
 

In order to understand the terms in which the oppositionists and the Decists characterized 
the political character of the USSR government during the 1920s, it is necessary to 
analyze the origins of the theoretical concepts they drew upon for this purpose. 

Marx’s views on these issues were the essential reference point for thinking about the 
structural conditions and class relations that operated as the backdrop to the political 
dynamics of the nascent Soviet Union during the 1920s and 1930s. In order to clarify the 
scope of these concepts and thus prepare the ground for addressing the debates held by 
opponents of rising Stalinism, we will divide this study into three parts. The first analyzes 
Marx’s insights into the processes that characterized the coup of 9 Thermidor in Year II 
(1794) and the consolidation of Napoleon Bonaparte as First Consul on 18 Brumaire in 
Year VIII (1799) in the context of the first French Revolution. The second focuses on the 
problem of the autonomization of the state, a process that Marx analyzed in depth in his 
famous The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. Finally, we will investigate the 
relevance that the class content implicit in these concepts assumed in the thinking of 
Russian social democratic circles during the pre-revolutionary period.  

 

The case of the French Revolution: Thermidor and Brumaire 

Toward the second half of the 1840s, Marx’s political reflections increasingly sharpened 
their critical reading of the Hegelian schema. His interventions from this period 
progressively moved away from the dichotomy between individual freedom and 
individual interest, characteristic of the so-called “system of needs,” and the State as a 
representation of the collective good, which still constituted the theoretical background 
of works such as Debates on the Law on Thefts of Wood, Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy 
of Right, and On the Jewish Question. The focus of the inquiry gradually shifted toward 
the determining character of civil society over the State. During these years, the French 
Revolution of 1789 once again became an important object of inquiry, but this time it was 
subjected to analysis from this new perspective. In this section, we will highlight how the 
coup of 9 Thermidor (1794) and the consecration of Napoleon as First Consul on 18 
Brumaire (1799) were addressed. We will emphasize in particular the class character that, 
from this standpoint, operated as the structural backdrop to these processes. 

In The Holy Family, written in collaboration with Engels, Marx developed a view of 
Robespierre’s fall that he had already put forward in his Critical Marginal Notes on the 
Article ‘The King of Prussia and Social Reform. By a Prussian’. The virtuous form of 
democracy and citizen participation that the Jacobins promoted between 1793 and 1794 
from the state sphere was not compatible with the bourgeois society on which it was 
based. Its incompatibility is reflected in the fact that this demand for virtue could only be 
imposed on bourgeois selfishness artificially through the Terror:  

 

Robespierre and Saint-Just spoke explicitly of ‘liberty, justice and virtue’ of ancient times 
[…] Robespierre, Saint-Just and their party fell because they confused the ancient, 
realistic-democratic commonweal based on real slavery with the modern spiritualistic-
democratic representative state, which is based on emancipated slavery, bourgeois 
society. What a terrible illusion it is to have to recognise and sanction in the rights of man 



modern bourgeois society, the society of industry, of universal competition, of private 
interest freely pursuing its aims, of anarchy, of self-estranged natural and spiritual 
individuality, and at the same time to want afterwards to annul the manifestations of the 
life of this society in particular individuals and simultaneously to want to model the 
political head of that society in the manner of antiquity!1     

 

The Jacobin methods of government were inspired by the values of classical antiquity. 
Similarly, the sans-culottes' struggle to establish maximum prices, as well as their active 
involvement in the repressive policies of the Committees of Public Safety and General 
Security, limited the freedoms of the bourgeoisie. However, these manifestations of 
revolutionary fervor were nothing more than a means of securing the foundations of the 
new bourgeois civilization by “plebeian ways.” Marx expressed this view three years later 
when he contrasted the German revolutionary process of 1848 with revolutionary France 
in 1789. In the latter case, “the bourgeoisie was allied with the people against the 
monarchy, the aristocracy, and the established church” and, as in 17th-century England, 
“the bourgeoisie was the class that really headed the movement”:  

 

The proletariat and the non-bourgeois strata of the middle class had either not yet evolved 
interests which were different from those of the bourgeoisie or they did not yet constitute 
independent classes or class divisions. Therefore, where they opposed the bourgeoisie, as 
they did in France in 1793 and 1794, they fought only for the attainment of the aims of 
the bourgeoisie, albeit in a non-bourgeois manner. The entire French terrorism was just a 
plebeian way of dealing with the enemies of the bourgeoisie, absolutism, feudalism and 
philistinism.2    

 

The coup of 9 Thermidor signaled that bourgeois society was sufficiently established to 
do away with the plebeian ways embodied by the Jacobin government. The latter, together 
with the urban masses, had done the dirty work for the bourgeoisie by destroying 
feudalism at its roots, centralizing the government, and crushing aristocratic resistance. 
The bourgeoisie understood that popular unrest, economic controls, and the guillotine 
were no longer necessary in a scenario where the national market was unified, feudal 
privileges had been abolished, and the danger of invasion was receding after the French 
army’s decisive victory against the Austrians in Fleurus: 

 

After the fall of Robespierre, the political enlightenment, which formerly had been 
overreaching itself and had been extravagant, began for the first time to develop 
prosaically. Under the government of the Directory, bourgeois society, freed by the 
Revolution itself from the trammels of feudalism and officially recognised in spite of the 
Terror’s wish to sacrifice it to an ancient form of political life, broke out in powerful 
streams of life. A storm and stress of commercial enterprise, a passion for enrichment, 
the exuberance of the new bourgeois life, whose first self-enjoyment is pert, light-hearted, 
frivolous and intoxicating; a real enlightenment of the land of France, the feudal structure 

 
1Marx, K., Engels, F., ‘The Holy Family, or Critique of Critical Criticism. Against Bruno Bauer and 
Company’, in Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Collected Works, Volume 4, Lawrence & Wishart Electric 
Book, 2010, pp. 121-122.  
2Marx, K., ‘The Bourgeoisie and the Counter-Revolution’, in Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Collected 
Works, Volume 8, op. cit., p. 161.  



of which had been smashed by the hammer of the Revolution and which, by the first 
feverish efforts of the numerous new owners, had become the object of all-round 
cultivation; the first moves of industry that had now become free — these were some of 
the signs of life of the newly emerged bourgeois society. Bourgeois society is positively 
represented by the bourgeoisie. The bourgeoisie, therefore, begins its rule. The rights of 
man cease to exist merely in theory.3 

 

The growing corruption of the Directory, the double threat posed by the reactivation of 
popular mobilization on the left and the counterrevolution of the royalists on the right, 
were the factors that paved the way for Napoleon’s coup on 18 Brumaire. The brief 
experience of a government led by the propertied classes showed that the bourgeoisie still 
could not do without a ruler from outside its ranks. As had happened under its “plebeian 
tutors” during 1793-1794, Napoleon subjected the bourgeoisie to a regime of political 
constraints. However, this did not mean that he turned the entire revolutionary movement 
into his “prey”. Marx pointed out in this regard that 

 

Napoleon represented the last battle of revolutionary terror against the bourgeois society 
which had been proclaimed by this same Revolution, and against its policy. Napoleon, of 
course, already discerned the essence of the modern state; he understood that it is based 
on the unhampered development of bourgeois society, on the free movement of private 
interest, etc. He decided to recognise and protect this basis. He was no terrorist with his 
head in the clouds. Yet at the same time he still regarded the state as an end in itself and 
civil life only as a treasurer and his subordinate which must have no will of its own. He 
perfected the Terror by substituting permanent war for permanent revolution. He fed the 
egoism of the French nation to complete satiety but demanded also the sacrifice of 
bourgeois business, enjoyments, wealth, etc., whenever this was required by the political 
aim of conquest. If he despotically suppressed the liberalism of bourgeois society — the 
political idealism of its daily practice — he showed no more consideration for its essential 
material interests, trade and industry, whenever they conflicted with his political 
interests.4    

 

“In Roman costume and with Roman phrases”, each of these tutors fulfilled the mission 
of their time, “the task of unchaining and setting up modern bourgeois society”: 

 

The [jacobins and the masses] knocked the feudal basis to pieces and mowed off the 
feudal heads which had grown on it. [Napoleon] created inside France the conditions 
under which free competition could first be developed, parcelled landed property 
exploited and the unchained industrial productive forces of the nation employed; and 
beyond the French borders he everywhere swept the feudal institutions away, so far as 
was necessary to furnish bourgeois society in France with a suitable up-to-date 
environment on the European Continent.5 

   

 
3Marx, K., Engels, F., ‘The Holy Family, or Critique of Critical Criticism’, op. cit., pp. 122-123.  
4Idem.  
5Marx, K., ‘The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte’, in Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Collected 
Works, Volume 11, op. cit., p. 104. 



From this perspective, the coups of 9 Thermidor and 18 Brumaire, which ended the 
Jacobin-led Convention and consecrated Napoleon's rise to power on the ruins of the 
Directory, respectively, prevented the revolutionary movement from exceeding the limits 
set by the needs of the consolidation of bourgeois society, while at the same time averting 
the danger of counterrevolution. A series of considerations can be drawn from these 
statements. According to Marx, the political transformations observed between 1789 and 
1815 are nothing more than the superficial expression of changes in the relations between 
social classes. In 1794, the bourgeoisie demonstrated its disregard for the revolutionary 
heroism of Jacobinism and the popular masses, while in 1799 it sought to protect its 
position from the threat of both the masses and the monarchists. Thus, the reactionary 
nature of Thermidor ultimately paved the way for Boanparte’s military rule.  

These reflections already reveal the class basis from which the transformations in the 
character of the state sphere derive. At the same time, the rising bourgeoisie only held 
direct power for about five years, during the period of the Directory. The risks that this 
entailed for its domination convinced it of the convenience of ceding its government to 
Napoleon. It follows that the social and economic domination of the bourgeoisie can be 
supported by political personnel drawn from outside the ranks of its own class. The ruler’s 
awareness of which class holds real power guarantees the stability of this socio-economic 
domination. But this does not prevent factions of that class from suffering oppression by 
the government, which ultimately ensures the stability of its general interests. As we have 
seen, Napoleon was, according to Marx, one of the main architects of the establishment 
of modern bourgeois society. Likewise, it was Napoleon himself who embodied “the last 
battle of revolutionary terror against bourgeois society,” condemning its ruling class to 
political nullity. This perspective gave rise to a problem that was present in the reflections 
of Marx and Engels during the following decades. It concerns the relative autonomy of 
the state in bourgeois society.6  

 

Bonapartism and the Autonomization of the State 

Marx’s analysis of the evolution of the revolutionary process in France in 1848 gave the 
basis for explaining how the autonomization of state power derived from the very 
dynamics of class struggle. In this approach, we must consider two closely interrelated 
factors. The first refers to what can be called a crisis of hegemony, resulting from a 
situation of virtual stalemate between the main classes of society after their confrontation 
reached extraordinarily high levels of exacerbation. The bourgeoisie is unable to impose 
its worldview as a common horizon on the whole of society it seeks to rule. The 
proletariat, for its part, is not capable yet to seize power, leaving its uprising in a state of 
latent threat. In this scenario of equilibrium of forces, the state stands above the warring 
classes and guarantees the stability of the capitalist order by force.7 The second factor 
refers to the relationship between the state and the ruling classes themselves.8     

As Marx explains, the fear of possible insurrectionary uprisings led by the poor urban 
workers was the main force underlaying the process of disintegration of the bourgeoisie’s 
political personnel, its own political nullification, and the concomitant rise of Louis 

 
6On this subject, see Draper, H., Karl Marx’s Theory of Revolution. Volume 1 State and Bureaucracy, Dehli, 
Aakar, 2011, pp. 311-338. We will address this topic in depth in the following section. 
7Demier, F., “Bonapartismo: o fenômeno e o conceito”, in Revista Outubro, n° 25, 2016, pp. 178-179. 
8Draper, H., Karl Marx’s Theory of Revolution, op. cit., p. 389. 



Bonaparte.9 It was the growing narrow-mindedness of a bourgeoisie frightened by the 
“socialist threat” that led its exponents to sacrifice their aspirations for political 
domination. Under these conditions, a contender with a certain degree of cunning who 
could demonstrate his ability to guarantee the interests of the bourgeoisie as a whole 
would find the way clear to take control of the centralized bureaucratic-administrative 
machinery of the French state. 

The French bourgeoisie demonstrated that it was willing to sacrifice the very conditions 
that gave it full political domination in order to guarantee the safeguarding of its private 
interests, showing that the struggle to maintain its political power “only troubled and 
upset it, as it was a disturbance of private business.”10 Its real guarantee of order was not 
to be found among its own political representatives, but in an increasingly reinforced and 
autonomous executive power governed by a man outside the bourgeoisie, Louis 
Bonaparte, the “leader of the lumpenproletariat” as Marx characterized him. The class 
interest of the bourgeoisie as a whole irrevocably condemned its own government to 
perish.11 

In The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Marx certainly places the 
autonomization of the state machinery within the framework of a revolutionary crisis. 
However, this phenomenon was also highlighted by him and Engels in relation to other 
cases. In both England and Germany, they noted on more than one occasion, it was 
members of the feudal aristocracy who politically protected capitalist development and 
the position of the bourgeoisie as the socioeconomically dominant class. Hal Draper noted 
in this regard that one of the main reasons for the capitalist class’s lack of interest in 
taking direct control of the state apparatus is to be found in the structural separation of 
political and economic institutions under capitalism. Under this mode of production, the 
fusion of political and economic power in the hands of members of the same class ceases 
to be a systemic necessity, as it was under feudalism and, to a lesser extent, in classical 
antiquity, which was based on the exploitation of slave labor.12 In a context of crisis of 
hegemony, then, the bourgeoisie’s inclination to rid itself of the burden of its own political 
domination could only be reinforced.  

Let us finally consider the particular class dynamics the phenomenon of Bonapartism 
relies upon. As Marx points out, the proletariat, militarily crushed in the June days, could 
only take revenge on the republican bourgeoisie by voting for Bonaparte in the elections 
of December 10, 1848. The bourgeoisie’s fear of disturbing the “tranquility” condemned 
it to an immobility that could only strengthen the president. The latter, the “leader of the 
lumpenproletariat,” was at the head of a state machinery that seemed to have acquired 
total autonomy from bourgeois society. And yet, “the state power is not suspended in mid 
air”: its main support lies among the members of “the most numerous class of French 
society at that, the small-holding peasantry.”13 Hence, with the lumpenproletariat as its 
entourage, and socially supported by the conservative smallholder peasantry, the state led 
by Bonaparte presented itself as the most appropriate defender of bourgeois class 
domination after the revolutionary outbreak.14 Such was the power of reproduction on its 
own foundations that bourgeois civil society had achieved since the first revolution. 

 
9Ibid., pp. 111-112.  
10Ibid., p. 171.  
11Ibid., pp. 172-173.  
12Draper, H., Karl Marx’s Theory of Revolution, op. cit., p. 322. 
13Marx, K., ‘The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte’, op. cit., pp. 186-187.  
14Ibid., pp. 193-194.  



Capitalists could relegate both the government of their common interests and social 
support for that government to agents outside their own class.    

 

Thermidor and Bonapartism in the Russian Revolution 

 

In what sense were the concepts of Thermidor and Bonapartism applicable by the 
Bolsheviks to refer to the Russian revolutionary process?  

Before the October Revolution, Lenin referred to the Provisional Government headed by 
Alexander Kerensky as a form of Bonapartism. 15 Nevertheless, it was mainly during the 
late NEP and the Great Turn of accelerated industrialization and forced collectivization 
that opposition circles argued about the dangers of Soviet Thermidor and the advance 
along this path toward a Bonapartist regime. We will limit ourselves here to pointing out 
that the person who most insistently used these categories, Leon Trotsky, derived the 
autonomization of the Soviet state—Bonapartism—from a previous process of 
Thermidorian reaction. The content of these categories does not assume a univocal 
significance in Trotsky’s writings, but rather varied in meaning over the years. However, 
broadly speaking, we can see that the Thermidorian reaction in the USSR, similar to the 
dynamics that marked the fall of Robespierre, expresses in his writings the moment of 
internal “degeneration” of the party, paving the way for the formation of a Bonapartist 
leadership. In 1930, Trotsky referred to the issue in these terms: 

 

Thermidor was a transitory form between Jacobinism and Bonapartism. What was really 
characteristic of Thermidor was the fact that the government was formally controlled by 
members of the same party. Part of the Jacobins, or quasi Jacobins, destroyed the other 
part, the true Jacobins, by an appeal to open civil war. Bonapartism signifies the victory 
of the bureaucratic-military centralist power over all the various shades of Jacobinism. In 
the language of the class struggle, this means the gradual shift of power from the 
sansculottes to the leisure class […] Thermidorean elements have materialized in the life 
of the party: genuine ‘jacobins’ have been replaced by opportunists. But Bonapartist 
elements have also developed, mainly in the selection of the apparatus according to a 
single commandant (Stalin).16   

 

Having triumphed over the “genuine Jacobins,” the victorious faction of “bourgeoisified 
Bolsheviks” would consolidate its privileged position in the Soviet system. We should 
also note that, at least until the mid-1930s, the problem of the peasantry in the class 
structure of the USSR played a crucial role in Trotsky’s characterization of Thermidorian 
tendencies. In early 1930, he seemed to believe that the abandonment of the pro-kulak 
policy and the implementation of collectivization confirmed the accuracy of the 
Opposition’s views on this matter.17 At the same time, after collectivization, he also 
warned that the foundations would have been laid for a reinforcement of the 
“kulakization” of the peasantry: 

 
15A characterization with which Trotsky concurred.  
16Breitman, G., Lovell, S. (eds.), Writings of Leon Trotsky [1930-31], New York, Pathfinder Press, 1973, 
pp. 86-87.  
17Twiss, T., Trotsky and the problem of Soviet bureaucracy, Leiden, Brill, 2014., pp. 264-265.  



 

Forcibly built collective farms do not lead to socialism but on the contrary undermine the 
bases of the proletarian dictatorship by becoming organized formations for peasant strikes 
against the state. By hiding grain from the state, or deliberately restricting the sowing, the 
peasantry takes the kulak road: Allow me, it says, to sell and buy freely. To whom and 
from whom? To him and from him who offers the right price, be it the state, a private 
dealer, or a foreign capitalist. The peasant strike for the freedom of internal trade leads 
directly to the demand for the abolition of the monopoly of foreign trade. That is the logic 
of the mistakes of the first five-year plan.18 

 

Trotsky argued that the impending breakdown of the alliance between the countryside 
and the city, the smychka, due to the inability of urban industry to provide goods and 
supplies to the peasantry, would lead sections of the latter to adopt the “kulak road.” This, 
in turn, would foster the bourgeois tendencies of sections of the party leadership. The 
consequence, then, followed logically: “In the Soviet Union only the peasantry can 
become a force for Thermidor.”19 The position of the peasantry was also a subject of 
concern in the characterizations of the Decists. It is therefore necessary to trace the origins 
of this problem.  

At the beginning of the 20th century, Russian Marxist circles debated the nature of the 
impending revolution in a country where the development of a powerful and highly 
centralized industrial proletariat coexisted with the persistence of the old feudal structure 
and the consequent numerical predominance of the peasant population. What kind of 
revolution should Russian socialists expect? How would the various classes of society act 
in the revolutionary process? What would be the nature of the alliances and antagonisms 
that the revolutionary process would give rise to between these same classes? 

Whereas the Mensheviks were expecting that the upcoming revolutionary process would 
consolidate a new government led by members of the bourgeoisie,20 Lenin warned that, 
rather than leading to confrontation, the new scenario could foster an alliance between 
the bourgeoisie and the nobility. From his perspective, the inevitably bourgeois nature of 
the ongoing revolution notwithstanding, the guarantee of “the decisive victory of the 
revolution over tsarism” depended on an armed insurrection by the proletariat in alliance 
with the peasantry—as the main social base of the revolutionary-democratic element—
aimed at establishing the “revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the 
peasants”.21 

By then, a third position had emerged within Russian Social Democracy. As early as 
1904, Trotsky had sketched out the general outlines of a theory that projected the possible 
future of a bourgeois-democratic revolution led by the proletariat. However, he would 
systematically outline his thesis in his Results and Prospects, written in 1906 from prison. 

 
18Breitman, G., Lovell, S. (eds.), Writings of Leon Trotsky [1932-33], New York, Pathfinder Press, 1972, 
p. 75.  
19Ibid., p. 77.  
20“On the seizure of power and participation in a provisional government (April-May 1905)”, en Harding, 
N. (ed.), Marxism in Russia. Key Documents 1879-1906, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1983, 
pp. 314-315. 
21Lenin, V. I., “Two Tactics of Social-Democracy in the Democratic Revolution”, in Collected Works, 
Volume 9, Moscow, Progress Publisher, 1977., pp. 56-57. 



Given the specific configuration of the class structure in Tsarist Russia at the beginning 
of the 20th century, Trotsky pointed out that, in contrast to a scattered, uneducated 
peasantry, rigidly confined to the dictates of its immediate interests, and a politically 
insignificant bourgeoisie, there was a large and highly concentrated urban proletariat. 
This objective condition made it the only social class capable of articulating the demands 
for emancipation of the entire nation, placing itself on the front line of the struggle against 
tsarism. The working class would necessarily play a leading role among all the classes 
mobilized in the context of a revolutionary process that would consequently drive it to 
exercise political domination. But if, according to this perspective, effective political 
hegemony in the government thus constituted is exercised by the proletariat, the latter 
cannot contain its governmental action within the parameters of the narrow bourgeois-
democratic framework, since this would imply carrying out the aims of a class program 
foreign to its own.  

Even if the completion of Social Democracy’s “minimum program” constitutes its 
unavoidable starting point, workers’ political domination cannot stop there. Rather, it 
must undertake—in accordance with the possibilities determined by the concrete balance 
of forces—measures that reflect its specific historical interests, progressively moving 
toward the realization of decidedly socialist tasks. Herein lies the divergence from the 
Bolshevik slogan of the need to crown the revolutionary triumph with a regime of 
“revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasants”.22 

At the same time, the dynamics that the revolution led by a workers’ government acquires 
on this basis leads to an inevitable loss of class allies as it unfolds its socialist program. 
With regard to the peasantry, the workers’ government would initially present itself as 
their emancipator, insofar as its first steps would entail a validation of their expropriations 
and the elimination of the remnants of feudal serfdom. However, the clash would occur 
when the class nature of the workers’ government is reflected in its defense of the rural 
proletariat or in the promotion of large-scale agricultural production to the detriment of 
small-scale farming. In this sense, the peasantry was by then identified as a potential 
enemy that the proletariat as the ruling class would eventually have to face: 

 

Thus, the more definite and determined the policy of the proletariat in power becomes, 
the narrower and more shaky does the ground beneath its feet become. All this is 
extremely probable and even inevitable . . . The two main features of proletarian policy 
which will meet opposition from the allies of the proletariat are collectivism and 
internationalism. The primitiveness and petty bourgeois character of the peasantry, its 
limited rural outlook. its isolation from world political ties and allegiances, will create 
terrible difficulties for the consolidation of the revolutionary policy of the proletariat in 
power.23 

 

Therefore, in these conditions of internal isolation, the Russian proletariat in power would 
seek to support its domination through solidarity with the European workers’ movement, 
which also imbued the revolution with an international character:   

 

 
22Trotsky, L., The Permanent Revolution and Results and Prospects, New York, Pathfinder Press, 1978, p. 
80. 
23Ibid., p. 77. 



Left to its own resources, the working class of Russia will inevitably be crushed by the 
counter-revolution the moment the peasantry turns its back on it. It will have no 
alternative but to link the fate of its political rule, and, hence, the fate of the whole Russian 
revolution, with the fate of the socialist revolution in Europe.24 

 

Let us note, then, that both from the perspective of the Bolsheviks and that of Trotsky 
before he joined the party, the relationship between the proletariat and the peasantry 
played a fundamental role in the development of revolutionary dynamics. It was the 
“ghost of the peasantry” that haunted their predictions. 

 

*** 

We have considered the categories of Thermidor and Bonapartism that Marx developed 
in his approaches to the French revolutions of 1789 and 1848. We also seek to reflect on 
the reasons behind their application to the study of the evolution of the revolutionary 
process in Russia. Regarding this last point, we observed that the question of the peasantry 
took on an overwhelming centrality and, particularly in Trotsky’s view, that the break 
with the smychka led the wealthy peasant faction to seek to strengthen its own 
mechanisms of accumulation through commodity production, to the detriment of the state 
economy system. This, in turn, would pave the way for Thermidor and, eventually, for 
the Bonapartism of a state machinery that would oscillate between the interests of the 
proletariat and the petty-bourgeois elements of the countryside. At this point, let us stress 
that, according to Trotsky, the danger of a government of working-class origin becoming 
autonomous from its constituency lay in its potential to block the development of socialist 
relations of production, a scenario that was not present in a Bonapartist regime that 
emerged within the framework of bourgeois society. We have seen that, from Marx’s 
point of view, the bourgeoisie could entrust the government of the civil society it 
dominates to political personnel recruited from among members of other social classes. 
The centrality of economic exploitation as the main foundation of its class domination 
allowed it to relegate the problem of political leadership to a secondary level. This 
strengthened the tendency toward the autonomization of the state, exacerbated in times 
of crisis. “In contrast to this”, Trotsky argues,  

 

the property relations which issued from the socialist revolution are indivisibly bound up 
with the new state as their repository. The predominance of socialist over petty bourgeois 
tendencies is guaranteed, not by the automatism of the economy –we are still far from 
that– but by political measures taken by the dictatorship. The character of the economy 
as a whole thus depends upon the character of the state power.25 

 

Consequently, “if a socialist government is still absolutely necessary for the preservation 
and development of the planned economy, the question is all the more important, upon 
whom the present Soviet government relies, and in what measure the socialist character 
of its policy is guaranteed.”26 Here a point of controversy arises. Kevin Murphy 

 
24Ibid., p. 115. 
25Trotsky, L. The Revolution Betrayed. What is the Soviet Union and where is it going, London, Faber and 
Faber Limited, 1937, p. 237. 
26Idem. 



highlighted the difficulties inherent in the notion of Bonapartism posed in these terms. 
The historiographical scholarship of recent decades on “Stalin’s war on the peasants” 
categorically refutes the plausibility of characterizing the class structure of the USSR 
between the late 1920s and the first half of the 1930s as marked by the “kulak threat.” 
This, in turn, leaves out one of the social supports of that Bonapartist regime. If, on the 
other hand, one were to base the autonomy of the Soviet state on the consolidation of the 
bureaucracy itself as a category similar to that of a social class proper—a thesis to which 
Trotsky seemed to lean toward the end of the 1930s—the vision of a state machinery 
situated above contending classes would become equally redundant. As a result, “[O]nce 
contending classes and the temporary nature of Stalinist Bonapartism are jettisoned in 
favor the ‘extreme autonomy’ of the bureaucracy, what exactly is left of Trotsky’s 
Bonapartist model?”27 We have thus outlined the issues that need to be considered.  

    

 

 
27Murphy, K., Review of Trotsky and the Problem of Soviet Bureaucracy, by Thomas Twiss. Historical 
Materialism, March 7, 2017. https://www.historicalmaterialism.org/trotsky-and-the-problem-of-soviet-
bureaucracy/  
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