How effective was the left opposition to Stalinist Power 1924-36
The struggle for power in the Soviet Union from the October Revolution of 1917 to 1936 was an important period of change and development in the history of Marxism and the Soviet state. One of the most prominent events in all of this was the rivalry between two of the Revolution’s leaders: Leon Trotsky and Joseph Stalin. Their war, over opposing futures for socialism, provided the stage for the ideological conflicts that would determine the history of the Soviet Union and the international communist movement. The focus of this essay will be on the performance of the Left Opposition to Bolshevism (1924-36) under Trotsky, in relation to the ascendancy of authoritarianism and bureaucratic integration seen as the hallmarks of Stalin’s ascent to power. After introducing the October Revolution and its leaders, the essay will show how the revolutionary impulses of the Bolsheviks were undermined by Stalin’s consolidation of power. We will talk about the impact of important moments like the Kronstadt Rebellion which drew attention to the conflict between the original revolutionary ambition and the Bolshevik reality. The birth of the New Economic Policy (NEP), Lenin’s death, and the political stalemate in the Communist Party will also be analysed to better grasp the complex politics. Trotsky’s attempt to oppose Stalin by establishing the Left Opposition, the means by which he did so, and the reasons why this was not a great success, will also be addressed. The rise of Stalin and the purges that followed will be taken to be the culmination of this internal war, ending with Trotsky’s assassination in 1940. The essay will end by considering what we might have learnt from Trotsky’s legacy and the condition of the Left Opposition in the battle for socialism, democracy and uncontrolled power in revolution. 
The October revolution was a pivotal moment in the formation of The Soviet Union and the key causal event on the Russian revolution (Faulkner, 2017). The Bolsheviks, led by Vladmir Lenin, seized power from the provisional government in Petrograd and started a 6-year civil war that would result in the formation of the Soviet Union, a state that was meant to be run according to Marxist-Leninist ideology. Amongst the leading figures of the October revolution were Joseph Stalin and Leon Trotsky, two men who would later become central figures within the early Soviet Unions power struggles. Trotsky, a former Menshevik, who came from a wealthy Jewish Ukrainian family, joined Lenin’s Bolshevik movement in 1917 and became an important part of the growing revolution, leading the red army from 1918-25. He was an advocate for a ‘permanent struggle’ (Trotsky, 1917), one that would require the spread of socialism internationally. In contrast, Stalin, who came from a poor Georgian family, held much more pragmatic views, believing that socialism could be achieved in just one country, without a global revolution. This contrast in beliefs would later become the basis for their rivalry.
In the years after the October revolution, the Soviet Union faced a number of threats to its control over Russia. The Kronstadt rebellion, 1921, was arguably one of the biggest tests of early Bolshevik rule. Kronstadt was a naval base on the coast west of St Petersburg, its sailors and soldiers had been supporters of early Bolshevik revolution. However, in 1921 they revolted against the Bolshevik government, hoping for greater political freedoms, an end to economic difficulties, and a decrease in the growing authoritarian nature of Soviet leadership (Faulkner, 2017). Trotsky, as commander of the red army, was sent to, and was instrumental in the suppression of this revolution. This would later haunt Trotsky as a betrayal of revolutionary ideals. The Kronstadt rebellion, whilst unsuccessful, highlighted the growing discontent with Bolshevik centralisation of power and lack of political pluralism, setting the stage for future issues within the Communist party
The financial and political upheaval in the Kronstadt Rebellion shook Soviet policy. Lenin declared War Communism to be over and the New Economic Policy (NEP) adopted in 1921. The NEP was a pragmatist move away from the harsh orthodoxies of War Communism: private trade, small-scale private enterprise and the market economy were partly restored while heavy industry, banks and foreign trade were kept in the state’s hand. It was a policy meant to calm the market, placate the peasantry and stop rebellions.

The NEP was unpopular within certain parts of the Communist Party, with Trotsky criticising it in his 1937 publication Revolution Betrayed (Trotsky, 1936). Trotsky was not opposed to the restoration of the economy, but he was concerned that the NEP would breed a new bourgeoisie and further inequalities. Stalin, meanwhile, who had advocated the NEP, used the policy’s failings to reorganise his forces and turn towards a more centralised and authoritarian economic model in the late 1920s. The NEP period was therefore a period of both reform and the intensification of sectarianism in the Communist Party.
After Lenin’s death in January 1924, the Soviet Union found itself without a leader, and it saw intense competition between the most powerful Bolsheviks. Although Lenin’s "Testament" had condemned several leaders, Stalin among them (Lenin, 1921, p. 596), and recommended that he be dismissed from his position as General Secretary due to suspicions of his authoritarian tendencies, the suggestion mostly fell on deaf ears. Stalin, who had accumulated a large number of political allies due to his monopoly on Party appointments and organisational machinery, instantly cast himself as Lenin’s natural successor. Trotsky, who had previously been commended and put forward as the deputy of the Council of peoples Commissars by Lenin, had support from within the politburo, as shown by the declaration of 46 “…we observe an ever progressing, barely disguised division of the party into a secretarial hierarchy and into "laymen", into professional party functionaries, chosen from above, and the other party masses, who take no part in social life. ...free discussion within the party has virtually disappeared, party public opinion has been stifled. ...it is the secretarial hierarchy, the party hierarchy which to an ever greater degree chooses the delegates to the conferences and congresses, which to an ever greater degree are becoming the executive conferences of this hierarchy.” (1923, Quoted in Carr, 1954, pp. 367-373) which was submitted by members of the politburo
Trotsky’s opposition to Stalin’s ascent transformed from direct resistance in the Soviet Union into an international anti-Stalinism. In 1923, Trotsky became the de-facto head of the Left Opposition, a movement opposed to the bureaucratic centralisation and ideological transitions under Stalin’s leadership (Figes, 2014). They demanded the reversion to inner-party democracy, for free and public discourse in the Party and for policies that would bring more egalitarian distribution of wealth. Trotsky’s socialism, then, was socialist, revolutionary and left-wing, concentrating the interests of the working people and peasants in programmed economic policy, which was not controlled by elites in bureaucracy. Furthermore, Trotsky and the Left Opposition were passionate internationalists: believing that the survival and triumph of the Soviet experiment rested on the dissemination of socialist revolutions across the globe, not Stalin’s isolationist measures.

But Stalin’s growing control of the Party machinery, most notably as General Secretary, severely restricted the authority of Trotsky and his allies. Stalin effectively used his authority to place comrades in high offices, relegating to the shadows those who were open to Trotsky’s vision. Trotsky’s call for free political expression was now regarded by Stalin’s side as a dangerous deviation from Party unity at a time when the Soviet Union was just settling in from the Civil War and dealing with economic reconstruction. Accusations of "factionalism" — the creation of subordinate groups within the Party — were levelled at Trotsky and he was demoted from senior positions, and then banished from the Party in 1927.
Trotsky was expelled again, to Alma-Ata in Kazakhstan in 1928 and abroad, in 1929, where he ended up in Turkey, France, Norway and later Mexico (Rubenstein, 2013). As a native of exile, Trotsky continued to be a hostile critic of Stalinism, drawing on his knowledge and prolific writing to critique what he considered the decay of the Soviet state. He wrote a lot about his opposition to Stalin’s economic policies, including the collectivisation of agriculture by force, resulting in famine and suffering among the peasantries. Trotsky attacked Stalin’s policy as an infraction of socialist ideals because it involved force instead of free participation and emphasised the bureaucratic hold that Soviet society has. In writings like The Revolution Betrayed (1936), Trotsky spelled out a clear condemnation of Stalinist totalitarianism accusing Stalin of forming a "degenerated workers’ state" (Trotsky, 1936) that retained the façades of socialism but lost the spirit.
The founding of the Fourth International in 1938 (Fourth International, n.d.) was possibly Trotsky’s greatest exile project. The Fourth International was conceived as a replacement for the Stalinist Third International (Comintern), which Trotsky believed had become a puppet of Soviet foreign policy rather than an agent of world socialist revolution. The Fourth International aimed to mobilise anti-Stalinist Marxist organisations from all corners of the globe on internationalism, workers’ democracy and the necessity of a revolutionary leadership to direct the next revolt. Although the Fourth International never had the traction or mass that Trotsky envisaged, it was a symbol of opposition to Stalinism and helped to instil Trotskyism in the minds of future socialists.
Despite Trotsky’s efforts from exile his influence slowly diminished more and more as Stalin’s Soviet Empire solidified. Stalin’s propaganda machine worked round-the-clock to demonise Trotsky as a traitor, a counter-revolutionary and a conspirator of capitalists (Deni, 1937). This propaganda was accompanied by an orchestra of show trials, during the Great Purges of the 1930s, where Trotsky’s former friends were suspected of being participants in a fictional Trotskyist conspiracy to destroy the Soviet nation (Conquest, 1968). Not only were these trials aimed at purging the Soviet Union of any remaining Trotskyist sympathisers, but they also helped confirm Stalin’s account of Trotsky as a deadly enemy of the revolution. In monopolising the story in the Soviet Union, in controlling the state machinery, Stalin annihilated Trotsky’s presence in Soviet politics and reduced him to a figure of treachery in Soviet party history.
Trotsky’s attempts to mobilise against Stalin faced many practical challenges. He was in exile, disconnected from the Soviet power capitals, relying on secret communication with sympathisers in the USSR and the creation of resistance groups abroad (Rubenstein, 2013). Trotsky could not exert direct influence on events within the USSR and Stalinist repression scared and silenced many potential supporters that may have supported him. Stalin’s NKVD, the states secret police, were working globally to hunt down and kill Trotsky’s supporters, turning the opposition movements into a world of fear and suspicion. Secondly, Stalin’s economic and political achievements, from rapid industrialisation to the development of the Soviet Union as a global power, were such that many in the Soviet Union saw Stalin’s government and power as a necessary response to internal and external enemies, making Trotsky’s objections seem out of touch or even dangerous.
By the time Stalin took control completely in the 1930s, Trotsky’s resistance became desperate. He warned against Stalinist authoritarianism, which, he said, was going to slowly erode the revolutionary capacity of the Soviet Union (Trotsky, 1936). Even if he was forbidden to be published in the Soviet Union, his books were read by left-wing thinkers and other dissidents elsewhere, and helped shape socialist movements in Europe, Latin America and elsewhere. But these movements were still small and peripheral in relation to the monolithic power of the Soviet state.
Ultimately, Trotsky’s ideological and political fight led to his assassination in 1940. He was murdered with an ice pick in Mexico by a Soviet agent named Ramón Mercader (Trotsky, 1936). It was the last act in Stalin’s long campaign to purge Trotsky as a political threat. Trotsky’s assassination was Stalin’s symbolic victory and silenced his most prominent and constant critic to his regime. Trotsky’s work and philosophy continued to influence anti-Stalinist socialist movements elsewhere but did not have immediate effect on the Soviet Union itself, still under Stalin’s dominion. Trotsky’s Anti-Stalinist critique would be recognised much more after Stalin’s death in 1953, when the Soviet regime, under Nikita Khrushchev, began to dissociate itself from the more extreme aspects of Stalin’s rule and admitted some of the excesses of which Trotsky warned.
Ultimately, the effectiveness of Trotsky’s Left Opposition to Stalin (1924-36) is a study in the potency and limits of ideological mobilisation. Trotsky’s anti-Stalinism, his prophecies of bureaucratic centralisation, authoritarianism and the end of internationalism, serve as a persuasive opposition to the official Soviet narrative. His proposals for inner-party democracy and socialist socialism based on the mobilisation of workers and peasants echoes many who witnessed the revolution being destroyed by a more authoritarian government. But Trotsky’s efforts to mobilize dissent in the Soviet Union were hindered and eventually blocked by Stalin’s Party machinery, his political skills and his use of propaganda to discredit opposition. Trotsky’s works in exile were and are still influential to Leftists around the world and has left us with a socialist vision that did not accept Stalinist dogma, but it made no significant difference directly within Stalinist Soviet politics. Both the murderous suppression of the Left Opposition and Trotsky’s assassination attest to the brute force of Stalin’s apparatus. But, Trotsky’s resistance has been preserved as a lesson in the perils of totalitarianism and in the challenge of conserving revolutionary ideas from bureaucratic and authoritarian pressures. Trotsky’s fight can also teach us that revolutions should always be on the lookout for the monopolisation of power by a few, lest they betray the very principles they aim to advance. His struggle, though ultimately largely unsuccessful during his lifetime, is just one episode of a much wider historical struggle for a democratic, participatory and global socialism.
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