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Six years after the October Revolution, in the autumn of 1923, a political 
contest broke out in Soviet Russia. Commonly referred to as the “struggle 
for power and for Lenin’s legacy,” it began as a conflict within the Party 
leadership, but eventually involved the Party as a whole. A heterogeneous 
coalition – headed by Lev Trotskii – challenged the majority group of the 
Party’s Political Bureau of the Central Committee, led by the Triumvirate 
(“Troika”) faction of Iosif Stalin, Grigorii Zinov’ev, and Lev Kamenev. This 
conflict triggered one of the most fundamental crises faced by the Bolshevik 
Party while in power. Initially beginning within the intraparty regime – 
having been started by a group which advocated a reform in the context of 
the deepening bureaucratization of the Party’s leadership and having been 
made worse by the latter’s monopolization of power – the conflict spread 
and ruptured the links between the top tier of the Party and its grassroots, 
leading to political passivity among many lower-level members. 

The roots of this conflict go back to the early 1920s, before the death of 
Vladimir Lenin. According to official Party statutes, the intraparty regime was 
to function according to the norms of “workers’ democracy,” which included 
considerable opportunities for deliberation and leadership renewal. The 
members of the intraparty (Left) Opposition argued that the effectiveness of 
the New Economic Policy (NEP), which was also in crisis, depended on the 
success of the Party’s reforms. In the end, the Opposition lost and faced 
condemnation on a number of fronts. The symbolic consolidation of this 
defeat came with the death of Lenin (the Party’s undisputed leader) on 
January 21, 1924, as the sacred image of Lenin was deployed in a rhetorical 
attack against the threat to “Party unity” personified by the Opposition. The 
importance of these few months of intense confrontation can hardly be 
overestimated in the communist project’s subsequent evolution. As the power 
of the Party apparatus strengthened, the constant denunciation, demoniza-
tion, and ultimately repression of the Opposition became the foundation for 
Stalin’s regime. These factors influenced not only the USSR, but became the 
norm in Soviet-styled parties and regimes globally. While the history of the 
power struggle and the so-called “Trotskyist Opposition” has been the subject 
of numerous studies (Carr 1956; Deutscher 1959; Daniels 1960; Olekh 1992;  
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Demidov 1994; Kruzhinov 2000; Halfin 2007; Pirani 2008), this inquiry goes 
further by exploring the practices of intraparty parliamentarianism.2 

Intraparty discussions were a significant political event; although they 
occurred within the framework of a single-party system, they were com-
parable in their importance and intensity to the government crises experi-
enced in Western democracies of the time. Émigré newspapers generally 
framed the political struggle within the Russian Communist Party 
(Bolsheviks) or the RCP(b) as analogous to parliamentary debates in the 
West. However, what made the Soviet case peculiar was the practice of 
limiting the discussions to “only the Party members,” as a caption on one of 
the discussion pamphlets stated (Diskussionnyi sbornik 1923, 1). “What is 
settled within a bourgeois democracy by voting, by a discussion of the whole 
people,” the de facto Soviet Prime Minister Alexei Rykov pointed out, “in 
our [system], under the dictatorship of the Party, is settled by the intraparty 
order, and every peasant, every worker, every spets3 and nepman4 – they 
know that this discussion […] determines the structure of the government 
and all of its policy.”5 

In fact, public sentiment was sometimes alarming to Party functionaries. 
The editor-in-chief of the newspapers Krest’ianskaia gazeta (“The Peasant 
Newspaper”) and Bednota (“The Poor”) claimed to have received letters 
from peasants, which, according to him, “fundamentally” contained the 
message “give us democracy!” He appealed to a “sense of responsibility” of 
his fellow Party members in the face of the danger of “the formation of class 
consciousness in the corresponding strata [of the petty bourgeoisie] which 
read in the discussion articles” that the working class was losing its power to 
bureaucracy.6 The members of the Opposition were charged with discussing 
bureaucratization in a manner that threatened the Soviet system; in re-
sponse, they acknowledged this threat but did not change their approach, as 
they saw the strengthening of “workers’ democracy” as the best solution. 

Although the Soviet system did not solicit public sentiment, democracy was 
integrated into the Party system in a variety of ways – most notably through 
the regular conferences, at which pressing issues were debated, reports were 
heard, and the leadership was elected or reelected. Many members of the 
Opposition saw the Civil War period as the ideal time for the Party due to the 
frankness of the discussions among its members, and noted that these demo-
cratic Party traditions began to gradually stagnate in the years that followed. 
In 1922, the Twelfth Party Conference amended the Party Statute. Provincial 
and district conferences were to be held every six months instead of every three 
months; the all-Party conferences were to be held once a year instead of twice 
(as had been resolved by the Tenth Congress a year before). Viacheslav 
Molotov, a secretary of the Central Committee and a close associate of Stalin, 
justified these changes by arguing that they matched the existing practices and 
claiming, “the implementation of parliamentarianism in our Party has not, in 
fact, been carried out” (Nazarov 2000, 71). The Party’s “parliamentarianism” 
was supposed to be revived with a new course within intraparty politics. The 
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resolution “On Party Construction” of the Central Committee and the Central 
Control Commission, adopted on December 5, 1923, stated that at future 
elections “the Party apparatus should be systematically refreshed from below, 
by promoting into decision-making positions those members who are capable 
of ensuring intraparty democracy.”7 

What did the Opposition mean by parliamentarianism, and how did they 
take advantage of the opportunities offered by the Party’s turn toward it? In 
order to answer this question, one needs to understand the dual practices of 
“electoral” mobilization and the nomination of their supporters at the con-
ferences of all levels, as well as to explore the relationship between the lea-
dership of the Opposition and the grassroots of the Party, and the 
Opposition’s perception of their fight for a majority in the Party.8 

The discourse on intraparty parliamentarianism was primarily influenced 
by the principle of anti-parliamentarianism, as established in the RCP(b) 
program (Vos’moi s’’ezd RKP(b) 1959), and reinforced by the norms of 
political rhetoric (Iarov 2014). While commenting on the conflict over the 
composition of the Credentials Commission at a Party conference, Timofei 
Sapronov, an especially vocal Opposition leader, noted that “it is totally 
inappropriate for the conference to be turned into a historic bourgeois 
parliament.”9 Alongside the perceptions of the institutional obsolescence of 
parliaments, the members of the Opposition cited the objective realities in 
the Party politics. David Riazanov, one of the sharpest critics in the Party, 
stated, “We all understand that [we have] the conditions of a military en-
campment; the conditions of the Communist Party itself do not allow any 
referendum, any direct voting rights.”10 Some members of the Opposition 
even came up with ad hominem arguments against those whom they accused 
of participating in parliamentarianism. For Karl Radek, a member of the 
Central Committee and Trotskii’s supporter, the point was “not that 
C[omrade] Trotskii is a greater democrat than comrades Tomskii and 
Zinov’ev; each of them is a democrat of the same kind, good or bad.” To 
prove his orientation toward compromise, he could unleash criticism on the 
“overzealous” Opposition members and state: 

Comrades, I have never been a democrat in my entire life. I was a left- 
wing communist, but not a democrat […] And if ten resolutions were 
adopted that said: you must become a democrat, I would not become 
one, because I cannot.11  

Trotskii, whose articles were essential to the intraparty discussion, carefully 
steered clear of the metaphors of parliamentarianism. In the amendments to 
the draft resolution of the Thirteenth Party Conference of January 16–18, 
1924, the resolution which denounced the Opposition, Trotskii wrote that 
the Party’s “governing institutions” both at the center and in the provinces 
“could never be” turned into a “parliament of opinions” in addition to 
stressing that “democracy is neither an end in itself nor a single means of 
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salvation.” Nevertheless, he considered it essential to defend the “free opi-
nion” against the “bureaucratic regime,” as well as to protest the “liquida-
tion of all discussion and any democracy.”12 In his public statements, the 
Opposition leader spoke out more often on the issue of voting rights, which 
was the most visible part of the discourse on the Party’s parliamentarianism. 
For example, when speaking about the practice of “renewing the appa-
ratus,” Trotskii reminded that those who were “renewed” were “elected” by 
the Party.13 

There were nevertheless important nuances and differences in the context of 
Riazanov’s “conditions of a military encampment” and Radek’s democrats 
“of the same kind.” In a lengthy discussion in a Moscow printing house, a 
certain Cherniak polemicized with a more cautious comrade, stressing that the 
“intraparty democracy is nothing similar to the state democracy” in European 
countries. Neither this nor other arguments in favor of a more decisive im-
plementation of democracy were supported by the majority. Equally vigorous 
debates were held at the Party cell of the Moscow State Tram Depot, where 
one of the Opposition leaders, Vladimir Smirnov, spoke to an audience of just 
46 people. The minutes registered opposing views: while Smirnov argued that 
the transition to the NEP required a simultaneous transition to “democracy,” 
a supporter of the Central Committee (who eventually attracted most of the 
votes) stated the opposite – that the NEP was associated with “a limitation of 
democracy.” The discussion in the Party cell of the Gosspirt [State Alcohol] 
factory lasted until two in the morning, and after 18 of the 29 being present 
had spoken, an Opposition resolution demanding “the steadfast im-
plementation of Party democracy” was adopted with all but one vote.14 The 
brief form of the minutes hides a subjective and perhaps a more nuanced 
interpretation of democracy. While each of these meetings had common 
features, they also illustrate the important nuances and differences in what 
might be called the practical meaning of democracy. 

Some Party members did not merely express their thoughts in the circle of 
their comrades in one Party cell. A Party member, who authored one of the 
many oppositional articles that polemicized with Stalin and went un-
published in Pravda (“Truth”), defended the “democrat” Georgii Piatakov 
(a member of the Central Committee and a moderate member of the 
Opposition), while at the same time questioning Trotskii’s alleged “demo-
cratism.” His conclusion was that among the Opposition “there are, without 
a doubt, also some bureaucrats. But the Opposition’s line is democratic, 
antibureaucratic.”15 An anonymous note submitted to Zinov’ev at a meeting 
at the Communist University maintained that Lenin’s authority could only 
be replaced by “the Party bodies endowed with the maximum trust of the 
vast majority of the Party, as revealed in free elections.” Another one relied 
on symbolic authority: 

I think of “workers’ democracy” as Rosa Luxemburg thought of it. If the 
Party mass does not participate in the discussion and elboration of issues 
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[…] then the “top leaders” are nothing more than a “withering sect,” to 
quote Rosa. This leads to bureaucratism, careerism, and so on.16  

Indeed, the “red” students formed a particularly active part of the 
Opposition. The memoirs of Isai Abramovich, who in 1923 was a student at 
the Moscow Institute of National Economy, are illustrative in this regard. 

My institute mates and I first comprehended the values of democracy 
when, in the twenties, we began to study the works of Marx and Engels 
under the tutelage of such teachers as D. B. Riazanov. We could not, of 
course, fail to see that the principles proclaimed by the founders of 
scientific communism were sharply at odds with the policies pursued by 
our Party. But we believed that the centralization of power, the 
prohibition of “dissent” and so on were temporary phenomena, caused 
by the fact that the country was under siege. We believed that with the 
transition to peacetime, the democratic methods of governing the 
country would be implemented. 

And so, when the republic entered peacetime, in 1923–1926, disagree-
ments arose and intensified within the Party, precisely on the question of 
democracy. Perhaps many of us (myself included) joined the Opposition, 
which proposed to rebuild the Party in a democratic way, under the fresh 
impression of having read the works of Marx and Engels. 

At the same time, it must be admitted, we did not even think of granting 
any rights to other socialist parties […] we did not go that far. But we 
believed that, within the ruling Party, there should be complete freedom 
of criticism regardless of persons, freedom of factions and groupings, 
free speech in the press and at meetings, unrestricted elections of Party 
organs and so on. (We did not yet understand then that freedom based 
on privilege is not freedom). 

(Abramovich 2004, 68)  

Certainly, common sense suggested a skeptical attitude to the prospects of 
the Party’s democratization under the tutelage of its own apparatus. Stalin, 
the chief of this apparatus, warned against the “extreme” reliance on elec-
tions, which, as he put it, “consists in the fact that some comrades seek 
elections ’till the end.’ If there are elections, then elect all the way! Party 
record?! What is it for? Elect whoever pleases your soul. This view, com-
rades, is erroneous.”17 Speaking in the Zamoskvoretsky District of Moscow 
on the newly adopted resolution on intraparty democracy, Kamenev chided 
“the comrades who said with a sneer: the freedom of election was granted,” 
referring to the “liberal manifesto” of October 17, 1905, which declared but 
did not guarantee liberties. Kamenev promised the opportunity “to renew 
the entire apparatus of the Party at the forthcoming elections.”18 Speaking 
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after Kamenev, Evgenii Preobrazhenskii joked that he was not thinking of 
blaming “the Central Committee the same way as they blame the next 
ministry to be brought down in Italian parliamentary elections, which is 
even blamed for the fact that goats do not give enough milk.”19 

But the accusations were not ungrounded. The further away from 
Moscow, the less friendly the system of intraparty democracy was toward 
potential opposition. Zinov’ev, speaking at a conference of the Petrograd 
Provincial Party organization on December 1, 1923, felt no need for the 
liberalism of his Moscow colleague in the Triumvirate: 

We might have been told: the Central Committee of the Party, just 
before the congress at which it will be criticized [and] reelected, picks its 
own delegates and cuts the voting rights of Party members. From the 
point of view of abstract workers’ democracy, this is a mockery of 
“democracy.” But we needed this from the point of view of the 
fundamental interests of the revolution, from the point of view of the 
benefits of the revolution, to allow only those who are the real Party 
guard to [get] elect[ed].20  

Apparently, even in Petrograd, a city where the Opposition was barely 
supported, Zinov’ev decided to secure his position by holding a conference 
before the publication of the resolution “On Party Construction,” one 
month before the All-Union Party Conference and five months before the 
Party Congress. Shortly afterwards, speaking to Moscow cell leaders, 
Zinov’ev maintained that one must wait for the next congress, if it was to be 
convened immediately, “in a disciplined manner, and not go running 
[‘snooping’ in the version in Pravda] through cells and undermine confidence 
in the Central Committee.”21 The fact that there was applause in response is 
deeply symbolic. Sapronov interpreted Zinov’ev’s words as a demand for 
keeping silent until the congress and a prediction that the Opposition “will 
not get the support of even three percent at our Party congress,” and then, 
for a newspaper publication, extended the phrase to “will not get the sup-
port in our Party.” Later Sapronov “assured” Zinov’ev that “if this congress 
is elected without pressure from the apparatus,” then “there will be a few 
dozens of those you do not like.”22 Overall, the members of the Opposition 
did not appear to be overly optimistic about their electoral prospects. 

Speaking at the aforementioned meeting of Moscow cell bureau members, 
Sapronov expressed his understanding of the electoral freedom: “One must 
elect without recommendations, without reinforced testimonials, without 
prior arrangements, and elect the cells of one’s bureaus without any pressure 
[…].” The same understanding can be seen in the Central Committee 
resolution proclaiming a “new course,” although the emphasis which 
Sapronov placed when speaking to this particular audience was different. 
Public discussions were pervaded by mistrust and, as a consequence, there 
was a demand for “safeguards.” For example, Georgii Andreichin, a former 
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activist in the Bulgarian and American socialist movements, noted that “the 
strongest guarantee is open debate, open elections.”23 There is at least one 
letter, which Sapronov addressed directly to factory cells, calling for the 
immediate reelection of the apparatus. Curiously, a week later, a response to 
Sapronov’s letter with an expression of confidence in the Central Committee 
was adopted by a vote of nine to four.24 

The Opposition’s “campaigning” influenced both the Party “electorate” 
and the candidates for the Party bodies. On December 29, 1923, in response 
to the “hesitation” of the subordinate apparatchiks (apparatus function-
aries), the members of the Siberian Bureau of the Central Committee ap-
proved a letter to a narrow circle of the Party staff, in which they claimed 
that the Opposition had the aim of seizing the apparatus for themselves and 
that “they want to do this under the guise of reelecting the apparatus, de-
posing its members, and so on while dressed up in a ‘democratic’ garb” 
(Demidov 1994, 22). Articulating the same argument to an audience in 
Moscow, Zinov’ev exclaimed, “Everything else is empty gibberish, all the 
words about democracy – this is not worth a jigger.”25 Zorin, a supporter of 
the Central Committee, argued that “democracy” meant settling “personal 
debts” for the Opposition.26 Feliks Dzerzhinskii made one of the most 
spectacular juxtapositions of different projects of “democracy.” 

Our democracy is not about people coming and saying that the Central 
Committee is not good at all, that there are such-and-such mistakes and 
such-and-such mistakes, and so on and so forth. All the more reason for 
the Party organization to express the unanimous opinion and the 
unanimous will that we ought to continue the struggle to solve the 
problems which history has put before our Party. And we shall be 
promoting democracy, but not that of which Comrade Preobrazhenskii 
and Comrade Rafail are the heralds (applause).27  

Negative examples of democracy were drawn from the Party’s history, with 
the 1920–1921 debates being particularly often used for that purpose. For 
Kamenev, for instance, it was a time when 

there was a race throughout Russia for the co-rapporteurs and 
rapporteurs, and [when] some voted for the Lenin line and others for 
the Trotskii line. We tried to avoid this by all means. We realize that if 
this was dangerous under Lenin, it is ten times more dangerous without 
Lenin.28  

Such a “race” was avoided in 1923–1924, when, unlike their opponents, the 
members of the Opposition made very few attempts to mobilize support 
across the country and never succeeded. Preobrazhenskii also offered to 
recall the facts of the “trade union discussion” in order to be “justified in 
saying: we do not want democracy winded up or wrapped up in a paper 
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resolution.”29 Vagarshak Ter-Vaganian, speaking at the same meeting with 
Preobrazhenskii, referred to earlier years to emphasize the lost democracy of 
the Party. “In 1917 I was secretary here and often did not know what was 
being put forward [at the Party meetings].”30 Such a kind of leadership style 
seemed anachronistic in 1923. 

As represented by its leaders, the Central Committee apparatus took an 
active part in the intraparty struggle. Lazar Kaganovich, the head of the 
Organizational Department, for instance, had earned the nickname 
“Commissar of the Central Committee” among the Opposition members in 
the Zamoskvoretsky District (Rees 2013, 37). But the Opposition in the 
capital’s Party organization also gave the impression of an organized force. 
According to Rykov, the Opposition group’s “apparatus for connecting 
with the district, apparatus of speakers, apparatus for recruiting speakers” 
were “better than ours.”31 

This was largely due to the energetic activity of the Opposition leaders in 
fighting for the votes of rank-and-file Party members. For example, as early 
as November 30, 1923, at a joint meeting of the cell of the Central Executive 
Committee and the Auto-Military Unit of the Central Executive Committee, 
a resolution by Rikhard Rein on Sapronov’s report was adopted with only 
two votes against and several abstentions. It was no coincidence that many 
of the cells that voted for the Opposition had leaders of the Opposition 
among their ranks; such examples included the Ikar Factory (Ivan Smirnov), 
the Sixteenth Printing House (Petr Drobnis), and the Paris Commune 
Factory (Boris Breslav) (Ignat’ev 1969, 149). Most importantly, many of the 
signers of the “Statement of the Forty-Six” (which was seen as the program 
of the Opposition) spoke in the cells. Lev Sosnovskii, for instance, opposed 
Rykov and Mikhail Kalinin and received 200 votes in favor and only 68 
against at the Mining Academy; Vladimir Kosior and Ter-Vaganian re-
ceived 400 votes from students at the Institute of National Economy.32 

At the same time, of course, the Opposition also suffered many defeats. 
For instance, Sapronov’s resolution was rejected at a numerous meeting of 
workers’ cells of the Sokolniki workshops in Moscow, the Geofizika 
Factory, the Hosiery Factory, and the Posadchik Factory.33 On December 
19–20, 1923, at a joint meeting of the cell of the Joint State Political 
Directorate and other agencies, Nikolai Bukharin, who was opposed by 
Preobrazhenskii, received an overwhelming majority out of 1,500 votes.34 

These and many other facts were later used against the Opposition as a 
proof of its rejection at the grassroots level. 

On December 14, 1923, it was announced at the Plenum of the Moscow 
Committee that the Opposition had its own agitation department (Garniuk 
2014, 165). The rumors of an Opposition apparatus soon spread to other 
regions. The main task that such a “center” would perform was sending its 
speakers to discussion meetings in order to replicate the actions of the Party 
committees. “They know that they have to attract votes, that they need to 
have communication, that they need to select speakers, to select resolutions, 
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to prepare cheat sheets for speakers, which are sent out to the provinces.”35 

Speaking at the district Party conference, Radek unequivocally supported 
the notion that there was a “center,” admitting, “It is clear that I was not 
called by the district committee. I got a phone call today and was told to 
come to the conference […] I felt that it was not an invitation from the 
district committee (applause).”36 Being a moderate member of the 
Opposition, Radek was being ironic about the mutual accusations of “fac-
tionalism” in this case. However, very few members of the Opposition could 
afford making such risky jokes, as the consequences could be very serious. 

Breslav, one of the “forty-six” signers, had to refute the accusations that 
he was involved in adopting the most radical and critical resolution in 
Moscow by several military organizations on December 14. In his statement, 
which he demanded to be read out before the delegates to the Moscow 
Provincial Conference, Breslav pointed out that the Moscow Military 
District cell was “just as much a Soviet cell as, for example, the apparatus 
cells of the Central Committee and the Moscow Committee of the RCP,” 
that is, a cell of employees, and its decision was entirely independent. 
Breslav, the Head of the Moscow Military District, claimed that he was 
attached to another cell and did not take part in the meeting, and that 
therefore “the members of the Central Committee are trying in vain to use 
this resolution against the Party members of the Staff.”37 These Central 
Committee members were Molotov and Zinov’ev, who specifically referred 
to the December 14 resolution during the district Party conferences in early 
January 1924 in order to fully defeat the Opposition.38 Here is the most 
problematic point of the resolution on intraparty democracy. 

The cell believes that the All-Russian Conference, scheduled for the 
middle of January, which will be composed mainly of the Party 
functionaries who have actively pursued an antidemocratic policy within 
the Party, cannot be considered fully competent in resolving the questions 
relating to the implementation of the principles of workers’ democracy. 
Therefore, provided it is not possible to reelect the district [uezd] 
committees and provincial committees before this date, it is necessary 
to try to intensively influence the delegates at the Conference from below 
by means of a resolution [“On Party Construction”], by submitting voter 
instructions [nakazy], and via the Party press.39  

Having thereby expressed distrust of the supporters of the Central Committee, 
the meeting considered “it necessary to extend the discussions until the 
Thirteenth Party Congress (concerning the questions regarding the genuine 
implementation of the workers’ democracy).”40 While Kamenev could say that 
“any democracy is an organized distrust and that democracy is no good if it is 
not an organized distrust,”41 for Molotov the Opposition’s points were no 
good. He said that by articulating them the “rampant” members of the 
Opposition were “presenting an unheard-of challenge […] by juxtaposing 
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themselves to the forthcoming Conference in advance.”42 One of the authors 
of the resolution was given the opportunity to respond to Molotov’s criticism. 
Insisting on his correctness, he expressed the concern that “the Central 
Committee might overestimate the importance of the [January] Conference.”43 

It was this controversial point that Molotov latched on to, arguing that it was 
impossible to “protect the authority of the Central Committee” from the 
Conference delegates, many of whom had previously been appointed or re-
commended to leadership positions by the same Central Committee. 
Certainly, this was outright self-defense of the apparatus, but the facts were in 
favor of the Central Committee’s secretary: a week before the All-Party 
Conference, no Party organization had “demanded an immediate change of its 
provincial and regional Party committees.”44 

The Central Committee supporters were concerned not only by individual 
vociferous statements but also by the significant presence of the Opposition 
members at assemblies. During an exchange of accusations of violating the 
principles of “workers’ democracy” at the Khamovniki District Party 
Conference, for instance, a Central Committee supporter stated that “a 
number of Opposition comrades” were bringing “staffs” of supporters to 
Party meetings, “who were influencing the elections” (the response was: 
“lies,” noise in the hall).45 Such an accusation was also heard at some other 
meetings in Moscow, but it is impossible to determine the scale of this 
phenomenon. There were also accusations which allegedly came from the 
workers: “Comrade Ter[-Vaganian] travels around and votes in all dis-
tricts.” “Some of the indignant, like the Georgian deviators, go to all uni-
versity meetings and vote,” claimed another Central Committee supporter.46 

The intraparty struggle was sometimes seen as a kind of “election cam-
paign.”47 One of the most straightforward dialogues on this subject occurred 
during Kamenev’s speech at the Military Academy: 

Why do you go to meetings, do you want to have your resolution 
adopted? (applause). What did I come for? To win a majority (applause). 
I say: let us not cover ourselves. The question is clear. The question is 
who will hold the majority at the next congress (voice: you). If you know 
in advance that we will, then don’t forget that we have won […] (Radek: 
far too much). Comrade Radek says we won too much at the last 
congress. I believe that if we are to win, we must win to the end. Your 
task is to win a majority in Moscow, because with a majority in Moscow 
[…] you will win in general. As we are used to looking at what is being 
done in the organization, we can see that Comrade Serebriakov is 
undoubtably a tsekist [Central Committee member] by nature (voice: are 
there any?), he is campaigning in the Baumansky District. I. N. Smirnov, 
a member of the Central Committee […] is suddenly operating in the 
Baumanovsky [Baumansky] District […] Of course, district committees 
must be won, because this is the first step to winning a majority in the 
Moscow organization.48 
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Sapronov recounted a speech made by the Kauchuk Factory worker at a 
Party meeting: “I want to criticize, but I am afraid they will think I want to 
get into the Central Committee.”49 Nikolai Nemtsov, an honored Party 
official from amongst the workers, a member of the Supreme Court cell, 
reflected on the group of “forty-six” in the following way: “I will die first, 
but I will never vote for them.”50 However, curiously enough, Nemtsov, like 
the majority in his cell, was on the side of the Opposition. Most likely, he 
needed such a turn of phrase to once again refute the idea that there was a 
fight for seats in the Central Committee. In support of his words, Nemtsov 
went on a long historical excursus, explaining how he was offended by the 
Opposition leaders of a district committee in 1921. 

The actual campaign at the grassroots level manifested in the reelections of 
cell bureaus. The transition from theory to practice was expressed in the fact 
that reelections were either held or planned at the meetings at which the re-
solution on intraparty democracy was discussed. The election of cell delegates 
to Moscow district conferences were held in the middle of December 1923. 
According to the statistics compiled by the Moscow Party Committee, in the 
Khamovniki District there were 44 tsekists and 15 supporters of the Opposition 
among the 67 delegates from the workers’ cells; among the 21 delegates from 
the soviet cells there were 11 tsekists, 4 supporters of the Opposition, and 6 
vacillators; among the 111 delegates from the university cells there were 51 
tsekists, 47 supporters of the Opposition, 11 vacillators, and 2 uncertain; 
among the 78 military delegates there were 35 tsekists, 37 supporters of the 
Opposition, 2 vacillators, and 4 uncertain. According to other data of the 
Moscow Party Committee, there were almost twice as many tsekist delegates as 
supporters of the Opposition.51 If the functionaries were guided by this data, 
they should have been surprised by the Opposition’s majority at the 
Khamovniki District Conference. In any case, these facts show that the com-
petition between various factions was real. 

Finding themselves in the minority at the Moscow Provincial Conference, 
the members of the Opposition ostentatiously exercised their democratic 
rights. During a discussion of the members of the new Moscow Committee, 
the members of the Opposition were not allowed to put their candidates 
forward. However, they managed to put the removal of ten other candi-
dates, including Bukharin and Kaganovich, to vote. It was then decided to 
discontinue individual voting “in view of the fact that the counting produced 
the same figure.”52 

In the midst of this intraparty struggle, Pravda named an important as-
pect of the Opposition’s parliamentarianism: the demand for “proportional 
representation” in the Moscow Party Committee (obviously, in the district 
committees as well). According to the supporters of the Central Committee, 
this constituted the Opposition’s “minimum program.” Pravda’s editorial 
board based its assertion on a letter by Ivan Skvortsov-Stepanov recounting 
Preobrazhenskii’s speech at a meeting of the State Power Plant on December 21, 
although it was noted that Preobrazhenskii immediately stated that he had 
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been misinterpreted.53 An interpretation of this pricniple was also given by 
Rykov, who said that it meant 

a coalition of two parties in all Soviet organs, a reorganization of the 
Central Committee on the basis of an agreement between the two 
factions […] and that means organizing a joint committee, as it was 
under the Mensheviks, and that means a split.  

In this quote, Rykov is referring to the prerevolutionary period of Party- 
building, during which the Bolsheviks had been in the minority. 
Preobrazhenskii, who spoke next, confined himself to a simple promise, to 
“set an example of loyalty to the Party” for his opponents: “If we get a 
majority, then we will pick them as we would under normal circum-
stances.”54 At the Moscow Provincial Conference, when there was no longer 
any doubt that the Central Committee majority would prevail, the 
Opposition member Nazarov put forward the idea of proportional re-
presentation in a most transparent form: 

I ask […] is it necessary to take into account the proportion of the 
opinions that have been revealed in this discussion? […] I am sure that 
only by the joint work of the representatives of these two opinions in the 
organization will you build that old steel apparatus which the Party 
yearns for and which we had while we were underground and which the 
Party masses so persistently demand. Do not ostracize the Opposition, 
but draw it into the apparatus, make it responsible, as you are, for 
everything you do. 

(XI Moskovskaia gubernskaia konferentsiia RKP(b) 1924, 78)  

But already then, the supporters of the Central Committee called the 
Opposition “unprincipled.” An article titled “What They Promise and What 
They Give” appeared in Pravda on January 11. Its author referred to the case 
of the Voskresensk District Party Conference, at which the Opposition, “led by 
Sapronov,” did not allow the minority of people who supported the Central 
Committee to join the delegation to the Provincial Party conference. Thereby, 
the author argued, Preobrazhenskii’s promise had been broken.55 Whatever 
circumstances might have played a part at this conference, the attitude of the 
Opposition members to proportional representation had its nuances. 
“Comrades, we in the Party are not federalists, we are not putting forward any 
slogan advocating for proportionality,” Radek said, not clarifying on behalf of 
which group he was speaking.56 However, rejecting this slogan did not mean 
rejecting proportional representation. A statement by a minority of delegates 
to the Zamoskvoretsky Party Conference, for instance, read: 

We believe that we indeed do not uphold any principle of proportional 
representation, and we have always endeavored to form our executive 
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bodies in a homogeneous manner, so that they are able to implement the 
majority line of our congresses and conferences, but we have always 
sought to ensure that all shades of sentiments and opinions within our 
Party have the ability to reveal themselves […].57  

At the cell level, this aspiration was expressed in the following election results 
for delegates to the Conference: the tsekist candidates were elected most often 
unanimously, while the Opposition candidates got through by a “ratings 
vote,” often accompanied by the tsekists second to them and the vacillating 
ones.58 The results of the elections to the Moscow Conference appeared 
miserable to the Opposition (Hincks 1992), making Preobrazhenskii draw the 
following reasonable conclusion regarding the technology which would be 
used to prepare a future “unanimous” condemnation of the Opposition: 

At the Krasnopresnensky District Conference, the Opposition had 188 
votes and we were denied representation on the list. In Zam[oskvor-
etsky] District we have a ratio of 260 to 230 votes. Furthermore, in 
Rogozhsko-Simonovsky district we have 127 to 90, and yet only 
4 Opposition representatives were elected. When we see such politics, 
what can we count on? In Moscow, according to the Central 
Committee’s estimate, it [the Central Committee] has slightly more 
than a half, and it seems to us that we have a half, we won’t debate this, 
but the ratio roughly stands at that level, yet at the conference elections 
this ratio has been reduced in all places. At the provincial conferences 
there will apparently be a similar method of electing delegates, which 
hides the actual proportion [of votes] in our Party. This is nothing but 
the preparation for the bureaucracy’s wellbeing, a conference of 600 
members will gather with only 50 or 60 representatives from the 
Opposition. This does not represent the real balance of forces.59  

The actual All-Union Conference turned out to have even fewer Opposition 
members, and they sent statements to the Moscow Provincial Conference 
protesting the disproportionately low number of their delegates.60 “We have 
never previously, even [during the] trade union discussions, had the 
Opposition excluded from representation in an organized manner,” pro-
tested Preobrazhenskii.61 Addressing the more friendly atmosphere of the 
Conference, Sapronov said that in the Rogozhsko-Simonovsky District not 
a single Opposition delegate was picked for the Moscow Provincial 
Conference, even though the supporters of the Central Committee had a 
majority of only 30 votes; in the Zamoskvoretsky District, where the sup-
porters of the Central Committee won by 31 votes, 3–4 Opposition members 
were delegated to the Provincial Conference out of 40 in total. In response to 
the shout that “this was proportional,” Sapronov replied that the number of 
delegates did not have to reflect the abstract total strength of the 
Opposition, but that it should be appropriate for the particular assembly, 

The Left Opposition 97 



“so that its opinion is reflected in its entirety.” “Is this an atmosphere of 
concessions and agreement on issues within the Party?” Sapronov resented. 
“This is a schismatic arithmetic (applause).” He ironically suggested that the 
Opposition could only get a majority if 95 percent in the Party supported it, 
and that 80 percent was no longer enough.62 

At the Krasnopresnensky District Conference, the Opposition was denied 
proportional representation in the District Committee and to the Provincial 
Party Conference, but this was a peculiar conflict. In reference to another 
member of the Central Control Commission, Emel’ian Iaroslavskii told the 
Political Bureau members that after this: 

[…] Rafail proposed that a meeting of the Opposition be opened and 
declared the session open to discuss the situation and to elect delegates 
to the Provincial Party Conference and to the District Committee from 
the Opposition. But the meeting could not in fact take place because of 
the continuous roar and noise which lasted from two to four in the 
morning, after which everyone dispersed in an incredibly angry mood.63  

The Opposition won virtually no majority in the elected bodies anywhere. 
This relieved the Central Committee’s anxieties only partially. Shortly after 
this triumph, Bukharin requested that Zinov’ev did not 

overestimate the size, character or strength of the victory. We fought 
essentially only in Moscow. We had the entire apparatus in our hands. 
We had the press, and so on. Finally, we had – very importantly – in our 
hands the ideals of unity and of continuing the tradition of the Party, 
personally embodied [in Lenin]. And yet the Opposition proved to be 
quite considerable in Moscow, to say the least. 

(Iakushev 1990, 61–62)  

But Bukharin naturally publicly denied the importance of “formal democ-
racy” for intraparty affairs during the debate (Vilkova 2004, 400). Against 
all odds, political pragmatism prevailed. 

It was not only the Opposition leaders but also its rank-and-file supporters 
in the cells who initially remarked that “many people do not know what de-
mocracy means.”64 The worker Okhapkina exclaimed in her overemotional 
and confused speech during a conference in the Khamovniki District of 
Moscow: “Here is a meeting of the Central Committee, the Moscow 
Committee, the District Committee, the Comintern, but there is not a single 
worker.”65 It was then that dozens of Party members signed up to participate 
in the debate, and the question of whether to stop giving speeches altogether 
or to limit them to five minutes was repeatedly being raised. Eventually, 
however, a decision was reached using a class-based approach: to give the 
floor only to worker delegates “from the machine.” One of them, a worker 
from a printing house, based his whole speech on the rhetoric of confusion: 
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what was such an obscure struggle about?66 A woman worker who spoke next 
expressed it literally: “[…] we cannot work out which of them is right and 
which is wrong, the devil knows, they are probably fighting over their min-
isterial posts, and they are messing with our heads. We don’t have a clue about 
it.” The worker did not question her class status, on the contrary, she stressed 
it in order to urge the “upper class” to stop “fighting” on behalf of her class.67 

As one of the Joint State Political Directorate’s intelligence reports shows, 
even those workers who had been Party members since 1900 could also per-
ceive this discussion as a question of “who would be in power: Zinov’ev or 
Trotskii.”68 It was not surprising that the political conflict was perceived 
through the traditional framework of the “struggle for power.” Not only a 
participant at a small meeting in Petrograd could say that “the hype raised by 
writers and newspapermen creates the opinion that someone aspires to 
power,” but the old Bolshevik Matvei Muranov could also not resist ex-
claiming: 

[…] Our leaders had launched the revolution as a people’s revolution, a 
proletarian one, and now they are ending it as a palace revolution 
(shouting, noise). This is why it is necessary for the leaders to come to an 
agreement, and there will be no discussion in the grassroots either.69  

One could reasonably assume that the majority was also resentful when 
one of the workers in his speech openly and insistently persuaded his 
audience that “democracy,” as the word was being understood by the 
members of the working class, would only bring “harm.” From his point 
of view, the workers “do not support democratic centralism.” It is not 
important whether what was being referred to was specifically “worker’s 
democracy,” here the keyword is “democracy.” The Central Committee 
supporter was emphatic: “Comrades, the workers know very well that they 
are underdeveloped, they understand this very well (loud noise). Comrades, 
the workers know very well that they are underdeveloped (noise: enough).” 
The solution, according to the speaker, was to maintain the regime. 
However, when the worker began to speak of the need, as opposed to 
“Sapronov’s methods,” for the State Political Directorate to be employed, 
“loud” and “prolonged” laughter began to sound throughout the hall. 
However, one of the other “grassroots” Party members who spoke also 
stated bluntly that the workers did not have the necessary knowledge of 
Marxism and needed “a higher level of socialist consciousness” in order to 
implement Sapronov’s suggestion to replace the apparatchiks.70 

It is possible that some members of the Opposition walked out of the 
room during speeches of this kind. This served as an opportunity to contrast 
the working-class grassroots with the elite of the Opposition. Iaroslavskii 
added a phrase in Pravda which was absent in the transcript of his speech: 
“You only talk about democracy, but when the workers from the 
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neighborhood spoke here, you did not want to listen to them and you left 
the hall like herds (voices: right; applause; noise).”71 

One of the sharpest and somewhat paradoxical juxtapositions between the 
“tops” and the “bottoms” was voiced by the head of the Soviet government, 
Kalinin, who stated that “the people, the working class are not in fact 
suffering from a lack of democracy, rather, it is the Party which is suffering 
from a lack of it.”72 One of the workers’ Opposition activists from the 
Kauchuk Factory would probably not agree with this, as he claimed that the 
Moscow Committee had twice canceled the results of their cell’s reelection. 
Being certainly aware of such controversies, Bukharin, at a closed-door 
Central Committee Plenum on January 14–15, 1924, stated that the 
Opposition was heterogeneous and set the objective: “The workers who 
express a healthy tendency should be isolated from the Opposition leaders” 
(Vilkova 2004, 400). 

Lenin’s death on January 21, 1924, triggered a series of resolutions from 
factories and plants, which were aimed not so much against the Opposition 
as against discussion in general. Thus, the Communists and the Komsomol 
members of the Yaroslavl Plant Trud i Tvorchestvo demanded from the 
Central Committee to “concentrate all forces and ban all discussions”; all 
discussions were deemed “self-destructive” for the Party. A meeting of 
thousands of workers at the Sormovo plants supported the demand “to put 
an end to these incomprehensible differences of opinion” (Ennker 2011, 
120). In his report, the secretary of the Vasileostrovsky District Committee 
of Leningrad wrote: “The disputes over the [Opposition] platform’s cor-
rectness have quickly faded after receiving the news of Comrade Lenin’s 
death, and now many ardent supporters of the so-called Opposition are 
publicly admitting their mistake.”73 

On rare occasions, Party members inclined toward the Opposition con-
tinued their activities. At a city-wide meeting in Kaluga on January 7, 1924, 
where the majority supported the Opposition, after the Party Conference’s 
decision to end the discussion, “a few comrades […] did not calm down and 
brought democracy from the Party to the non-partisan masses.” Following 
an investigation by a special commission, “some comrades were transferred 
and some were expelled [from the Party].”74 The members of the Opposition 
in Krasnoyarsk had been elected to one of the district committees while the 
Thirteenth Party Conference was in progress. There they gained a foothold 
and continued their work. The chairman of the Siberian Bureau of the All- 
Union Central Council of Trade Unions, Iurii Figatner, described in a letter 
to a colleague that a Communist who had previously been transferred from 
Tula for “squabbling” had been elected as the new secretary. From then on, 
Figatner wrote: 

[…] the work [of the Opposition] went into full swing, the cell secretaries 
in the First District were thoroughly treated, as the Siberians say, “to 
perfection,” the secretaries are all workers, good, energetic lads, the 
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Opposition spent all their time in the District, they not only worked in 
cells, they worked the public individually, they spent all their free time in 
the District, sleeping in the District, drinking with the lads, in short, 
doing everything possible to make the District their own, and they more 
than succeeded in this.75  

The victory of the Central Committee’s supporters cemented the trend of 
contrasting the “word and deed.” Dzerzhinskii, for example, was applauded 
during a discussion after saying that criticism of the Opposition does not 
simply take place under the Party’s “democracy,” but leads to “arch- 
democracy, because no other party would allow such idle talk to take 
place.”76 By the end of 1924 no one would be any longer surprised by what 
Mikhail Kharitonov, the head of the Ural Bureau of the Central Committee, 
had to say: 

I attended two okrug [area] conferences, one in Perm and the other in 
Yekaterinburg. In Perm I did not hear a single word about intraparty 
democracy and I heard very little about it in the Yekaterinburg okrug. I 
think it is correct to say that in each individual district, the more they 
talk about democracy, the less they carry it out. 

(RKP(b) 1924, 110–111)  

Not only could democracy’s defeated supporters be blamed for talking 
about it, but also for being silent about it. Three members of the defeated 
Opposition who were located in a cell within the People’s Commissariat of 
Finance, for instance, made a statement at a district Party conference which 
read, “Objectively, the Opposition has been cultivating among its followers, 
politically speaking, a dog’s senility (passivity and unprincipledness) and 
organizational formlessness (abstention from voting, conscious maintenance 
of ‘calm’ at Party meetings), and so on and so forth” (RKP(b) 1924, 75). 
Whether this statement corresponded to reality is difficult to judge. 
However, one can ascertain that, even if the Opposition had not been de-
prived of their seats in the governing organizations (there were none of its 
members at the level of the district committees anymore), they would have 
still completely lost the initiative in implementing democracy. 

For a while the intraparty struggle led to the formal democratization of 
the Party apparatus: electoral recommendations and “transfers” were re-
duced, and the leadership was partially renewed (Pavliuchenkov 2008, 327). 
The Tomsk Regional Party Committee democratized the election to district 
Party organizations to such an extent that it soon regretted it, as its secre-
taries became markedly “younger” and “intellectual” (Kulikov 1991, 120). 
Democratic practices were used in order to defeat the Opposition and to 
legitimize the domination of the apparatus, which had returned to the old 
path of bureaucratic centralism. What worried the apparatchiks was the 
atmosphere of uncertainty which democratic procedures, elections, appeals, 
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and endless discussions created. The members of the Opposition initially 
conditioned their “electoral” successes on the “terms” of the intraparty 
democracy resolution, being rightfully concerned about their opponents’ 
technologies. The latter, in turn, were confident that the Opposition had the 
ability to “fight for power.” The ordinary electorate was often unable to 
grasp the essence of this debate and perceived it as a “struggle over seats.” 
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