
Both Shliapnikov and Medvedev were expelled from the Party in 1933. 
The former may have been reinstated to become Chairman of the Execu­
tive Committee of the Arkhangel'sk Soviet.49 If so, it was a brief respite. 
In 1937, the Military Collegium of the USSR sentenced Shliapnikov and 
Medvedev to death for plotting terrorist acts against Party and state 
leaders. They were shot soon thereafter.50 

Other prominent members of the Workers Opposition fared no better. 
Lutovinov committed suicide in 1924; Kiselev, who served as the first 
Chairman of the Little Council of People's Commissars from 1921 to 1923, 
was executed in 1938; Kutuzov died in prison in 1943, if not earlier. Kol­
lontai survived the purges, serving in the diplomatic corps as Soviet am­
bassador to Norway and Mexico. She died in 1952. More recent times 
have been kinder. In 1988, Shliapnikov, Medvedev, and several other 
Workers Oppositionists were cleared of criminal charges.51 Political 
rehabilitation may soon follow.52 

The Ideological Challenge 

An ideological chasm separated the Workers Opposition from the Party's 
leadership. Lenin insisted on the necessity of political organization, dis­
cipline and, if need be, compulsion from above. The Workers Opposition 
emphasized the importance of initiative and enthusiasm from below. 
"The illness observable in our Party," Shliapnikov declared at the Tenth 
Party Congress, "consists in the isolation of our centers from the Party 
masses and of the entire Party apparatus from the working masses.,,53 "It 
is impossible to decree communism," Kollontai declared in her pamphlet, 
"it can be created...only by the creative powers of the working class it­
self.,,54 

Once given the right of self-management, all workers, including tech­
nicians and white collar personnel, would become a homogeneous class of 
producers. This ability of labor to become one, as it were, could even 
bridge the gap between the working class and Party. The "Tasks of 
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Unions" made no provision for representation of the Party or of different 
strata of workers in a union, administrative organ, or Congress of 
Producers. Lenin scoffed at these ideas. He rejected the notion of a 
single body of "producers" as a denial of the class struggle at the very 
moment when Soviet Russia experienced a "rabid class struggle.,,55 

A split between the Party's leadership and the Workers Opposition 
occurred over the recent past. The Workers Opposition insisted that it 
preserved Bolshevism and promoted the ideals of the 1917 revolution. It 
claimed specifically to teach the historical importance of workers control 
over the production and distribution of goods. For the Workers Opposi­
tion, of course, this meant union not Party control. On the other hand, 
Lenin stressed domination by a political vanguard. Prior to the revolu­
tion, Lenin had tolerated intra-Party debate. After 1917, he regarded it as 
a luxury the Party could ill afford.56 "We are not a discussion club," Lenin 
declared at the Tenth Party Congress.57 

In one very significant way, the Workers Opposition snapped any 
bonds with Leninism, past or present. Lenin and other Bolsheviks had 
avoided setting constitutional or legal limits on the power of the Party's 
leading organs. The Workers Opposition promoted a comprehensive pro­
gram of guarantees for working class control of unions, union control of 
industrial administration, and freedom of criticism within the Party. 
Shliapnikov spoke aptly of a "kind of 'revolution'" and for "changes in our 
Soviet constitution." Bukharin put it just as well, if negatively, at the 
Tenth Party Congress. He rejected demands for the establishment of 
"definite rights fixed in law [zajiksirovany zakonodatel'nym poriadkom] by 
a Soviet constitution.,,58 

Another opposition group within the Bolshevik Party, the Democratic 
Centralists, understood the novelty of the Workers Opposition program. 
Both groups seemed similar. Democratic Centralists called for workers' 
democracy, freedom of discussion within the Party, and an end to 
bureaucratism. But they stopped far short of guarantees for the participa­
tion of workers in industrial administration. Thus their "Theses on 
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Unions," presented to the Tenth Party Congress, left considerable 
authority in the hands of the Supreme Economic Counci1.59 It proposed 
a limited role for unions and that to be exercised chiefly by the Trade 
Union Council and the central committees of individual unions. 
Democratic Centralists also insisted on Party control over unions through 
its fractions. 

At the Tenth Party Congress, Democratic Centralists dismissed 
proposals permitting working class but non-Party elements to direct the 
industrial economy. For this group, the key issue was a proper organiza­
tion of authority within the Party and not a sharing in any form of its 
dictatorial powers.60 la. N. Drobnis, a delegate from Odessa, put it best. 
Commissioned, he said, by the Democratic Centralists to speak, Drobnis 
declared that the matter at hand concerned a crisis within the Party and 
had nothing to do with labor unions as such.61 With the issue so cogently 
(and disingenuously) clarified, other Democratic Centralists condemned 
the Workers Opposition for its alleged appeals to non-Party masses.62 As 
we will see, the Workers Opposition in fact scrupulously avoided launch­
ing a campaign for support outside the Party. Angered by the rival group's 
refusal to consider significant change in industrial administration, the 
Workers Oppositionist from Khar'kov, LN. Perepechko, accused the 
Democratic Centralists of supporting the very bureaucratism it pretended 
to condemn.63 

When confronted with biting criticism at the Tenth Party Congress, 
Shliapnikov exhibited his own gift for the disingenuous. He claimed that 
the Workers Opposition disagreed with the Par~s leadership not on fun­
damental issues but only over tactical questions. When pressed further, 
he allowed for control over unions "through the [Party] fraction, as we 
have always done it.,,65 But this concession, important as it was, under­
standably did not satisfy the majority. They understood that domination 
by Party fractions did not guarantee control by the Party's machinery if the 
full weight of the "Tasks on Unions" took effect. With the application of 
"workers' centralism" in industrial administration and of "workers' 

13
 



democracy" in the Party, union fractions might control the Party itself. 
Once again, Bukharin put it succinctly when he declared that the Workers 
Opposition proposed that unions exercise a leading role over the party.66 

Small wonder, then, that little or no chance for compromise existed as 
the major combatants came to recognize their differences. Shliapnikov 
might surrender some points rhetorically at the Tenth Party Congress, but 
he rejected any modification of the program then or later before the Com­
intern or the investigative commission of the Eleventh Party Congress. 
Nor would Lenin budge. At one point during the exchange at the Tenth 
Party Congress, the Party's leader commented that it was necessary, 
figuratively speaking, to use machine guns to achieve Party unity.67 When 
Kiselev criticized him for such language, Lenin apologized and solemnly 
promised not to use such again.68 But at the following Congress, Lenin 
broke his promise. Resorting once again to military metaphors, he ac­
knowledged that the NEP was a retreat and charged that the Workers 
Opposition spread panic by breaking rank. "When a real army undergoes 
a retreat, machine guns are employed, and when an orderly retreat be­
comes disorderly, the command is given: 'Fire.' And rightly so.,,69 Shliap­
nikov objected to the language as well as content of these remarks.70 This 
time,. L' didI not apo ogize.ernn I' 71 

Political Failure 

Why did the Workers Opposition fail? An accounting of its strength 
reveals a limited base of support. As Appendix A shows, representatives 
of unions in heavy industry and mining dominated the list of thirty-eight 
who signed the "Tasks of Unions."n Six leaders of the Metalworkers 
Union, Shliapnikov and Medvedev included, signed. It was not surprising. 
On December 16, 1920, the Bureau of that union's Party fraction had 
urged all fractions in the union's district committees to make every effort 
to send representatives of the Workers Opposition to the upcoming Tenth 
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Party Congress.i'' Led by Kiselev, eight members of the Central Commit­
tee of the Miners Union signed the same document. 

The Workers Opposition gained noticeable support in Party organiza­
tions in Nizhnii Novgorod, Samara, the Don Basin? Omsk, Riazan, Kras­
nodar, Vladimir, Moscow, Khar'kov, and Odessa. 4 It dominated pre­
ciously few. Before the Tenth Party Congress, the Workers Opposition 
enjoyed a majority in the Party's municipal and provincial committees in 
Samara and Omsk.75 It continued to control the Samara provincial com­
mittee for a time after the Congress.f Its support in this area stemmed 
largely from the energetic efforts of Iurii K. Milonov, head of the provin­
cial committee since late 1920.77 Early in March, the Workers Opposition 
garnered 21 of 28 votes cast at a meeting of the Par~ fraction of the 
Nizhnii Novgorod Provincial Council of Trade Unions.7 In Moscow city 
and province, the Workers Opposition, in alliance with a like-minded 
group headed by E.N. Ignatov, maintained a substantial though minority 
voice at the Party's provincial conferences in November 1920 and 
February 1921.79 Following the Tenth Congress, the Opposition retained 
control of the Party organization in Moscow's working class Bauman dis­
trict.80 These were hard-won but rare accomplishments. I.M. Vareikis, a 
delegate from Vitebsk at the Tenth Party Congress, commented that if the 
Workers Opposition appeared at all in the provinces, it was an oddity at 
which everyone laughed. 81 

The contest certainly was not a fair one. Prior to the Tenth Congress, 
the Central Committee majority used Party funds, facilities, and agents to 
its own advantage.82 It blocked the publication and distribution of the 
literature of opponents, held secret meetings, and called for proportional 
representation in the selection of delegates only when it was in its favor to 
do so. Higher Party organs demanded the submission of lower, dissenting 
bodies. Union fractions were told to follow orders from above. After the 
Congress, the Central Committee and its Central Control Commission 
dispatched special emissaries and commissions, which included such well­
known Party figures as Y.Y. Kuibyshev, M.1. Kalinin, Y.A. Antonov-Ov­
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seenko, and 1.1. Skvortsov-Stepanov, to enforce Party discipline. The 
Party's center removed or transferred recalcitrant leaders.83 Moscow 
either ignored or sent out its own hand-picked teams to investigate com­
plaints of persecution.T' 

After the Congress, it took crude intervention from above to remove 
Shliapnikov from leadership of the Metalworkers Union and his sup­
porters from its Central Committee.85 On May 28, at a meeting of the 
Party fraction of the Fourth All-Russian Congress of Metalworkers, 
Shliapnikov proposed a list of candidates for the union's Central Commit­
tee. It included a majority thought by the Party's leadership to be suppor­
tive of the Workers Opposition. A special commission of the Party's 
Central Committee compiled its own slate with fewer Oppositionists in­
cluded. Shliapnikov's list was nevertheless approved by a vote of 120 to 
37.86 Undaunted, the Central Committee's commission met later that day 
with selected members of the fraction. When the entire fraction next met, 
Shliapnikov and Medvedev convinced it to refuse to discuss the offending 
list. The Party commission responded simply but decisively. It demanded 
and received, on order from the Politburo, acceptance of its nominees by 
the union without benefit of a vote or discussion. The same arbitrary 
behavior on a broader scale occurred during the last five months of 1921. 
The Party purged about 20 percent of its membership including many who 
were or had been affiliated with the Opposition.V 

The Workers Opposition also experienced difficulties because it 
demanded a devolution of power in a period when the Party felt consider­
able pressure to "get things done" by administrative fiat. The reigning 
ideology and personal characteristics of those at the top contributed to 
this authoritarian impulse. There were, however, other sources. Recent 
works by Carmen Sirianni, Thomas Remington, William Husband, and 
Robert Service point to the role of economic, social, and military condi­
tions and demands from rank and file Party members in br~ing about 
dictatorial initiatives by Moscow on a whole range of issues. The pro­
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gram of the Workers Opposition seemed impractical to these Bolsheviks 
at a time when the Party and infant republic struggled for survival. 

Other analysts make a similar argument. Theodor Von Laue, Rudolf 
Bahro, and Teodor Shanin regard Russia as a developing (or what Shanin 
calls a "peripheral") society, requiring policies of modernization imposed 
by a regime not squeamish about the use of force.89 Lenin understood 
these needs, so this thesis goes, the Workers Opposition did not. Accord­
ing to Bahro, the Bolshevik task was not yet the construction of "socialism 
but rather the rapid industrial development of Russia on a non-capitalist 
road,,;90 "modernize, industrialize, make wooden Russia into iron Russia, 
the imperative to 'catch up and overtake' - that is the basic text of this 
history.,,91 At the Tenth Party Congress, Bukharin once again drove right 
to the heart of the matter. He charged that the Workers Opposition ig­
nored conditions requiring "again and again a change of policy toward 
more centralization and militarization of our apparatus."n 

The Social Dimension 

But these reasons only scratch the surface in explaining the failure of the 
Workers Opposition to garner more support. It is not enough to point to 
the machinations of the Party's leadership, to the vote tally at the Tenth 
Party Congress, or to a perceived need for rule by fiat. The Opposition's 
problems went far beyond the political realm. Its failure had an important 
social dimension. Dramatic socio-economic changes made its program 
increasingly impractical and irrelevant, a point painfully acknowledged by 
many of the Opposition's leaders. 

While the Opposition spoke of the power of a working class fueled by 
numerical strength and political consciousness!} the proletariat's number, 
confidence, and esprit de corps rapidly eroded. 3 From 1917 to 1920, the 
population of such major industrial centers as Petrograd, Orekhovo­
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Zuevo, and Kolomna fell by over 50 percent.94 In the words of one Soviet 
historian, the village "swallowed up workers" desperately searching for 
food. 95 Many stayed in the countryside or migrated to other industrial 
locales in pursuit of employment and decent rations. Others volunteered 
or were drafted into the army. And still others, often the most politically 
active, took up permanent positions in the military or civilian bureaucracy, 
the very apparatus under attack by the Workers Opposition.96 A recent 
study by William Chase reveals the consequences of these developments 
on Moscow's proletariat. Well over half of the ca.pital's workers in their 
twenties served in the Army during the Civil War.9 While the number of 
workers in the Party's Moscow organization doubled from 20,000 to 
40,000, only 6,000 of the latter figure worked in factories and half of them 
held managerial posts. 98 

Many factories continued to operate because new workers supplanted 
the old coterie lost to the village, war, or bureaucracy. This was indeed 
the case by 1920 with the metal and textile industries in Moscow.99 Many 
new workers voluntarily or under compulsion came from the countryside, 
with which they still maintained contact, or from the non-proletarian 
strata of urban areas. l OO Thus transformed, the proletariat became less 
skilled, more feminized, less proletarian in its self-identity, and far less 
likely to be attracted to the Opposition's proposals for working class con­
trol of industry. They had other, more immediate, concerns. 

New workers suffered from the very conditions from which their 
predecessors had fled. lOl Inadequate clothing and housing were the least 
of their problems. Workers suffered from disease and hunger. Depleted 
supplies of fuel and raw materials posed a constant threat of factory 
closure and unemployment. At the Tenth Party Congress, Bukharin men­
tioned workers' dissatisfaction with these multiple shortages.102 He un­
derstated the problem by a wide margin. During the first six months of 
1920, strikes occurred in 77 percent of the medium-sized and large in­
dustrial plants of Soviet Russia often in response to the lack of food and 
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clothing.103 On the eve of the Tenth Party Congress, a wave of strikes 
engulfed Petrograd and Moscow. 

Unions at the Food and Labor Fronts 

Labor unions faced a difficult task. The Party and state demanded 
mobilization of union members for greater productivity and production. 
Yet workers expected their organizations to address the crises in fuel, 
food, clothes, footwear, and housing. In response to this dual pressure, 
unions attempted a delicate balancing act. They responded to pressure 
from below by acknowledging the immediate needs of workers. They 
responded to pressure from above, from a Party that dominated the 
union's leadership, by compelling greater discipline and production. The 
result was an intriguing mixture of panic and optimism, distrust of workers 
and faith in the working class. 

This dual response was no less true of the Metalworkers, Miners and 
Textile Workers Unions where the Workers Opposition had marked sup­
port at the top. Their major publications, conferences, congresses, and 
central committees quite literally mixed martial metaphors, combining a 
concern for the "food front" with demands to end "desertion at the labor 
front." The call went forth in Metallist, Gomorabochii and Tekstil'shchik: 
Provide more clothes, bread, and housing and curb sharply, by compulsion 
if need be, absenteeism, job mobility, and flight. 104 Local newspapers 
jointly sponsored by Party and governmental organs repeatedly carried the 
same message. Such was the case with Nizhegorodskaia kommuna in 
Nizhnii Novgorod and Kommuna in Samara, areas where the Workers 
Opposition had noticeable strength in the Party.lOS In 1920, for example, 
the Central Committee of the Metalworkers Union followed a condemna­
tion of "deserters from the labor front" with a shrilly positive note: "Long 
live labor; Long live the victory over hunger! Long live the victory of the 
Red Army.',106 Not to be outdone, the Central Committee of the Miners 
Union issued an appeal in 1920 to its membership ending with "long live 
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labor in a labor country. Long live union discipline."I07 Locals of the 
Textile Workers Union responded in the same way.IOB 

There was the occasional dissenting voice. One Metalworkers Union 
local complained that given the absence of food it made little sense to ask 
factory committees to strengthen labor discipline.109 But this attitude was 
as exceptional as it was realistic. Most metalworkers locals linked 
demands for fuel and food with a call for greater vigor at the workplace.UO 

The Orlov branch spelled out precisely what it required of workers. It 
demanded a cram course in the capitalist work ethic. 

All must sacrifice for the economic improvement of the country. Let there be a 
guarantee of comradely discipline and a maximum increase in productivity...DoWD 
with tardiness...Down with ending work before the set signal. Down with reading 
newspapers and unnecessary conversations and meetings during work time. DOWD 
with laziness.lll 

In the Don Basin, a conference of metalworkers complained about 
shortages and called for a "merciless struggle with absenteeism."U2 
Several locals exhibited a special penchant for mobilization. In rnid-1920, 
a municipal conference of metalworkers in Nikolaev and a provincial con­
ference in Olonetsk app.roved forced transfer of workers to factories 
where they were needed.113 Later that year, the union's Moscow branch 
declared its intent to forcibly transfer some of its member to the Don 
Basin if the number of volunteers did not suffice.U4 

Nationally and locally, unions left industrial administration largely up 
to the state bureaucracy and factory management. In so doing, their 
leaders responded to pressure from the Party, of which many were mem­
bers, and to demands by workers that unions focus on improving their 
living conditions. By 1920, limp proposals for participation (or its 
semblance) in management had become a monotonous refrain. That year, 
the Third Congress and the Fifth Conference of the Metalworkers Union, 
the First Congress of Miners, the Central Committee of the Miners 
Union, and the Third Congress of Textile Workers urged the appointment 
of an unspecified number of workers to factory and higher administrative 
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U S organs. By the same token, the Bolshevik fraction of a Conference of 
Factory Committees of Moscow's metalworking enterprises believed that 
a few workers placed in the Commissariat for Food might alleviate 
hunger.116 

If the suggestions were sincere, the hopes behind them were chimeri­
cal. Union leaders were not immune to a belief in scientific planning from 
above as a cure-all. They believed that workers holding administrative 
posts would always represent their class, and, by virtue of their moral force 
and historical law, exert a powerful influence on their fellow bureaucrats. 
No less than Lenin himself retained this faith to the very end. Struggling 
with what he called the "cancer of bureaucratism" during the last days of 
his life, Lenin proposed to overcome the problem in the Party's Central 
Committee by adding to it 50 to 100 workers and to the Central Control 
Commission 75 to 100 workers and peasants.117 The Workers Opposition, 
as we have seen, shared this belief in the mystical power of the proletariat. 
To a great extent, its ideology emerged from it. 

The public posture of those unions in which the Workers Opposition 
had strength changed remarkably little during the union controversy. The 
Miners Union, Metalworkers Union, and Textile Workers Union con­
tinued to seek fuel for the factory, food for workers, discipline at the 
workplace, and placement of a few workers on administrative boards. In 
February 1921, the All-Russian Council of Textile Workers made precisely 
these points while the Union's Central Committee declared that the crisis 
was "one of production, not of management.,,118 Dissenting voices were 
summarily dismissed. In December 1920, the Miners Union's Gor­
norabochii featured an article by S. Arutiuniats, a member of the union's 
Central Committee and a signatory to the "Tasks of Unions." He asked• 
rhetorically whether unions would participate in administration or would 
continue "to playa deceitful role as a supplier of an organized working 

r' force...Will unions live or die?,,119 An uncompromising rebuttal followed. 
The working class was not prepared to restore a devastated economy. 
Rather, its task was to do everything "to aid production and not count the 
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quantity of its candidates [for positions] in administrative organs.,,120 At 
the same time, Gomoe delo, a publication of the Supreme Economic 
Council, re~orted favorably that the Miners Union focused on increasing 
production. 21 Shliapnikov's Metalworkers Union behaved no differently. .' Metallist featured a two-part article by an efficiency expert, A Tiktin, 
demanding that the proletariat work harder.122 At a Metalworkers Con­
ference in Moscow, delegates expressed their overriding concern for 
food. l 23 When the Union's Don Basin Southern Bureau complained that 
factory managers neglected to consult factory committees, a union com­
mission recommended that committees use the time freed from ad­

o. 0 0d f' d b d & hei k 124rrumstrauve uties to In more rea lor t err wor ers. 
In regions where the Workers Opposition had a marked following, 

union locals and Party organizations focused on discipline, production, 
food, and clothing. In Samara in mid-March 1921, the Council of Labor 
Unions, a Congress of construction workers, and a Municipal Conference 
of Factory Committees did not stray from the norm.l2S In Cheliabinsk, 
union locals for the metal, leather, construction, and transportation in­
dustries likewise embraced the familiar formula of food and produc­
tion. l 26 In Nizhnii Novgorod, something approximating a public discus­
sion of the Workers Opposition platform occurred, but with predictable 
results. In November 1920, Nizhegorodskaia kommuna published a con­
demnation of bureaucratism by a "group of union workers." They 
demanded that union locals exercise control over the planning and proces­
ses of production.127 Although modest in comparison with the Workers 
Opposition's "Tasks of Unions," this proposal failed to carry the day. In 
December, Nizhegorodskaia kommuna, featured a damning indictment of 
anyone, specifically Shliapnikov, who dared to right the wrongs of 
bureaucratism with administrative reform. The author, a certain "B," put 
the entire matter back on familiar rails: "Our bureaucratism is the 
bureaucratism of poverty." He proceeded to combine a request for boots 
with demands for greater production. l 28 Party locals reached the same 
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