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Ludwig von Mises's criticism of socialism has, since the collapse of the 
USSR, become more popular than when it was written in 1944. "They 
promise the blessings of the Garden of Eden, but they plan to transform 
the world into a gigantic post office. Every man but one a subordinate 
clerk in a bureau..." 1 Today, every argument for socialism, every 
restatement of Marxist ideas, lacks credibility unless it gives some 
account of the monstrous history of the bureaucracy in the USSR.

A major source of ideas for such accounts is still the writings of the 
USSR's chief revolutionary socialist critic-from-exile, Leon Trotsky. 
Thomas Twiss has written one of the first studies to show the intricate 
evolutions and innovations in Trotsky's analyses.

Twiss shows us that Trotsky's thinking on the bureaucracy was a 
continual process of reconsiderations, new approximations, shifts in 
terminology, reconceptualisations, driven both by new events in the 
USSR and by Trotsky's efforts to clarify and to dissect ambiguities and 
difficulties in theory. Bureaucracy was not a question adequately dealt 
with in previous Marxist theory.

Up until 1922-3, Trotsky spoke and wrote of bureaucratism as meaning 
'inefficiency in military supply and the economy', buck-passing, relapse 
into routinist formalities, departmentalism. In 1922-3 he shifted towards 
the way that Lenin and others had defined bureaucratism, in terms of 
'the independence of the state and party apparatuses from proletarian 
control and their responsiveness to alien class pressures'. Bit by bit, and 
decisively over 1933-6, he moved to seeing the bureaucracy 'as a 
distinct social formation that had attained a high degree of autonomy 
from all social classes' (p. 440).

Twiss's narrative leads up to an examination of The Revolution 
Betrayed, written between the summer of 1935 and August 1936. As 
Trotsky himself wrote (to Sara Weber), the book was not just a collation 
of ideas already developed: 'the work [proved] more difficult than I 
thought… I became more and more engrossed in the theme – with 
frenzy and desperation'.2 Twiss shows that The Revolution Betrayed 
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summed up a 'theoretical revolution' in Trotsky's thinking between 1933 
and 1936, and beyond that 'included a number of important new ideas 
and emphases' (p. 330, 403).

The relative poverty and isolation of the workers' state had shaped the 
emergence of the bureaucracy; but what had emerged was not merely a 
inflection of workers' rule. Trotsky still thought the bureaucracy not yet a 
'ruling class' in traditional Marxist terms. Yet it had become the 'sole 
privileged and commanding stratum'. It was so entrenched against the 
population that the working class must make a revolution to overthrow it. 
(That idea had been in his writings since 1933, but in muffled form). 
Trotsky estimated the bureaucracy's size and income; he described the 
Stalinist regime for the first time as 'totalitarian', and acknowledged that 
this new description was a belated catch-up with a reality already 
established. 'The regime had become "totalitarian'' in character several 
years before this word arrived from Germany'.3

Twiss's account is one of few that sees the movement, change, 
development in Trotsky's analyses of the USSR. In Isaac Deutscher's 
account, Trotsky arrived in 1929 at an 'adamant' insistence, from which 
he would never 'yield an inch', that as long as there was 'national 
ownership of the means of production' in the USSR, so long was it a 
workers' state4. Orthodox Trotskyist writers, like Deutscher, tend to 
telescope elements from all Trotsky's changing views over the 1930s 
into a single axiomatic "theory" of the "degenerated workers' state"5.

Marcel van der Linden's account (van der Linden 2009) discerns the 
fact, occluded in the Orthodox Trotskyist accounts, that Trotsky's 
descriptions were "inherently and essentially also a description of it as in
radical flux, unstable in the very short term". Perhaps because van der 
Linden lacked space for more in a broad-survey book, he still blurs the 
flux in the theory, and tends to telescopes everything into the description
"degenerated workers' state" used by Trotsky only from 1938.

Max Shachtman discerned a break in Trotsky's thinking, moving in the 
early 1930s from "reformability" to "nationalised property" as the 
keystone criterion of a workers' state6. Tony Cliff7 follows Shachtman's 
account. Sean Matgamna argues that this break was not as clear as 
Shachtman portrays, and discerns a number of other breaks, especially 
in the years after 19368.

Twiss's valuable work, I think, loses much by its four missing years. It 
claims, implausibly that the process of successive approximations and 
redefinitions in Trotsky's analyses, so rich up to 1936, stopped in the 
eventful years 1936-40. Twiss writes that the account in The Revolution 
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Betrayed was 'the final theory', 'the one [Trotsky] would continue to 
uphold until his death in 1940', 'the essential completion in the 
development of his thinking on… Soviet bureaucracy' (p. 401, 424), and 
closes his detailed analysis of Trotsky's writings in 1936.

Even the limited sallies beyond 1936 which Twiss allows himself show 
that nothing was 'essentially complete'. Twiss's survey of Trotsky's 
responses to the Moscow Trials, which began just after Trotsky finished 
The Revolution Betrayed, shows that those accounts were 'clearly quite 
flawed' for reasons including 'the distorting effects of his theory', i.e. of 
the theory as formulated in the 1936 book.

The USSR bureaucracy developed by the melding of a contingent of the 
activists of the Bolshevik party which made the revolution in 1936 into a 
large corps of officials who were inherited from the old regime because, 
on the one hand, the revolutionaries lacked administrators, and, on the 
other, the old administrators, especially in the times of great economic 
stress following 1917, wanted to keep their jobs. The Bolsheviks who 
retained a more revolutionary turn of mind were suspicious of the 
officials from the old regime, and their likely links and affinity with the 
merchants and such who became a sizeable group in the USSR with the
dismantling of 'war communist' policies in 1921 and the managed 
restoration of market forces.

Dominant in Trotsky's writings before the early 1930s was the idea that 
the bureaucracy, or a large chunk of it, represented not its own corporate
interests, assumed to be secondary, but stronger bourgeois interests 
geared to restoration of private capitalist property, or (as Murphy 2017 
discusses) the result of pressure from rich-peasant interests. Trotsky 
increasingly superimposed onto that picture one of the bureaucracy as a 
single and cohesive grouping, pursuing its own interests, rather than 
different components being the relatively passive vehicles of interests 
beyond themselves. But only 'almost' submerged. The idea was still 
there, and I think had to be there as long as Trotsky would reject the 
idea that the bureaucracy had become the ruling class.

While sometimes writing that the Terror represented the whole 'oligarchy'
terrorising the people, Trotsky also wrote of the Trials as a 'direct 
expression' of 'internal antagonisms within the bureaucracy', where 
'some wish to restore capitalism; others are against it'; the terror was 
shifting 'the political equilibrium still more in favour of the right, bourgeois
wing of the bureaucracy', and would bring the rapid 'downfall of 
Stalinism' (p. 432-5). As Twiss comments, 'there is no evidence that the 
supporters of the repression within the state and party apparatuses 
viewed the prospect of capitalist restoration more positively than did 
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many of its victims… One source of this error on Trotsky's part seems to 
have been his continuing inclination, even after his theoretical revisions 
of 1933-6, to perceive increases in repression as directly related to 
rightward shifts in policy or rightist tendencies within the leadership' (p. 
438).

In The Revolution Betrayed Trotsky came to the very brink of registering 
that the bureaucracy had become the ruling class, but recoiled. A sense 
of the unresolved tensions in the analysis can be got from the fact (which
Twiss does not comment on) that the first chapter of the book, in praise 
of 'gigantic achievement in industry, enormously promising beginnings in
agriculture, an extraordinary growth of the old industrial cities and a 
building of new ones, a rapid increase of the numbers of workers, a rise 
in cultural level and cultural demands' is so out of kilter with the other 
chapters. Those document how 'the Soviet Thermidor, which has given 
complete independence and freedom from control to a bureaucracy 
possessing little culture, and has given to the masses the well-known 
gospel of obedience and silence' had led to a revival of 'genuine Russian
barbarism', with a 'deadly similarity' to fascism. Chapter 1 is as much as 
odds with those later chapters as it is with what we now know about the 
limits of Stalinist economic growth in the 1930s and the brutal and 
wasteful way it was achieved.9

In the later chapters of the book, Trotsky concluded that the Stalinist 
machine was not only a distinct, weighty, oppressive bureaucracy, but 
'something more than a bureaucracy. It is in the full sense of the word 
the sole privileged and commanding stratum in the Soviet society… 
[And] the very fact of its appropriation of political power in a country 
where the principal means of production are in the hands of the state, 
creates a new and hitherto unknown relation between the bureaucracy 
and the riches of the nation. The means of production belong to the 
state. But the state, so to speak, "belongs" to the bureaucracy. If these 
as yet wholly new relations should solidify, become the norm and be 
legalised, whether with or without resistance from the workers, they 
would, in the long run, lead to a complete liquidation of the social 
conquests of the proletarian revolution'.10

When, in the book, Trotsky discussed how to define the Stalinist USSR, 
he did not use the formula later taken as a codified summary of his 
assessment, that it was a 'degenerated workers' state' (p. 454-55). In 
The Revolution Betrayed Trotsky wrote that 'the question of the 
character of the Soviet Union [is] not yet decided by history'.11 He then 
discussed two different scenarios for the coming few years: a revolution 
by the workers to oust the bureaucracy, or a bourgeois counter-
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revolution. The third scenario, that 'the bureaucracy continues at the 
head of the state', was not in fact a distinct one, but just a variant of the 
second: the bureaucracy would seek restoration of bourgeois property 
relations, and 'the victory of the bureaucracy... would mean its 
conversion into a new possessing class'.12 The definition of the USSR 
flowed not from an assessment of it as it was - that was too fleeting and 
unstable a reality to go on - but from the scenarios.

Here Trotsky used a dialectical device he had already deployed in a 
1933 polemic: the definition of the USSR must be considered 'not in its 
static but in its dynamic cross section'. Either the workers would oust the
bureaucracy, or 'the further unhindered development of bureaucratism 
must lead inevitably to the cessation of economic and cultural growth, to 
a terrible social crisis and to the downward plunge of the entire society. 
But [then]… in place of the workers' state would come not "social 
bureaucratic" but capitalist relations… The bureaucracy in either case 
turns out to be not an independent class but an excrescence upon the 
proletariat'.13 Trotsky's theory was not only a moving, evolving one, but 
also a theory of an object of study presented as so much in flux that it 
could be defined only from consideration of likely futures.

Trotsky would write in 1937: 'Of course, the dictatorship of the proletariat
is not only "predominantly" but wholly and fully a political category. 
However, this very politics is only concentrated economics... The regime 
which guards the expropriated and nationalised property from the 
imperialists is, independent of political forms, the dictatorship of the 
proletariat'.14 Even if that regime also 'guards the expropriated property' 
from the workers! Trotsky had not forgotten the pre-1914 socialist 
movement's standard argument that 'state socialism', fully-nationalised 
economy, was alien to socialism unless coupled with working-class rule. 
In The Revolution Betrayed he did not dispute the theoretical possibility 
of 'integral' state capitalism; he argued only that the USSR was not that 
theoretically possible variant, ending with the declaration that it was 
'absurd... to identify capitalist state-ism with the Soviet system. The 
former is reactionary, the latter progressive'.

Trotsky further reckoned that a bourgeois counter-revolutionary 
government in Russia 'for a lengthy period would have to base itself 
upon the nationalised economy'.15 The actual state must therefore have 
been distinguished from that bourgeois counter-revolutionary 
government not by the mere existence of nationalised economy, but also
by some political criterion. 'The predominance of socialist over petty 
bourgeois tendencies is guaranteed, not by the automatism of the 
economy – we are still far from that – but by political measures taken by 
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the dictatorship. The character of the economy as a whole thus depends 
upon the character of the state power… a socialist government is still 
absolutely necessary for the preservation and development of the 
planned economy…'16 The Stalinist government could not be trusted to 
be socialist, but it 'continue[d] to preserve state property only to the 
extent that it fear[ed] the proletariat', and that 'fear' somehow made it still
residually an aberrant species of socialist government. Flickering in and 
out of the theory, but always flickering, and more and more erratically, 
was an idea of a residual connection between the bureaucracy and the 
working class of 1917.

'It is not surprising that some of Trotsky's comrades - Joseph Carter and 
James Burnham in the USA - conclude[d] after The Revolution Betrayed 
that the idea that the USSR remains a workers' state makes no sense', 
and that Yvan Craipeau in France, who had already reached that 
conclusion, was spurred to polemic.17 From then on, the 'workers' state' 
designation was a matter of debate among Trotskyists, and not just (as it
had been before) between Trotskyists and other anti-Stalin Marxists. So 
in yet a third way - in addition to the internal development of Trotsky's 
own "frenzy" of thought, and the impulses from events in the USSR - the 
theory was put into flux.

Between 1936 and 1940 Trotsky changed his description of the 
bureaucracy significantly. In The Revolution Betrayed he wrote: 'The 
distribution of this earth's goods in the Soviet Union, we do not doubt, is 
incomparably more democratic than it was in Tsarist Russia, and even 
than it is in the most democratic countries of the West'.18 In 1939 he 
made the opposite judgement: 'The higher layer of the bureaucracy lives
approximately the same kind of life as the well-to-do bourgeois of the 
United States and other capitalist countries', yet 'the people are 
compelled to fight for a piece of bread', obviously in worse poverty than 
workers in the USA.19 'Historically, no class in society has ever 
concentrated in its hands in such a short time such wealth and power as 
the bureaucracy has concentrated during the two five year plans'.20 'The 
Soviet bureaucracy has all the vices of a possessing class without 
having any of its "virtues" (organic stability, certain moral norms, etc.)'.21

From December 193622 Trotsky used a new word to describe the 
bureaucracy: 'oligarchy'. He also wrote that 'the Moscow bureaucracy 
which has stifled the Soviet working masses... has become transformed 
into a new aristocracy'.23 In 1939, copying the term that radicals and 
Marxists had used for the Tsarist order, he started describing the 
Stalinist regime as a bureaucratic 'autocracy'.24 Oligarchy, aristocracy, 
autocracy - just 'bureaucracy' no longer sufficed. In the early 1930s he 

6



had still sometimes described the bureaucracy as having living links with
the working class; in 1938 he called for regenerated soviets (workers' 
councils) to exclude the bureaucrats in the same way that 'once the 
bourgeoisie and kulaks were not permitted to enter'.25 He had been been 
concerned about the bureaucracy reflecting the interests of the richer 
peasants against those of the workers26, and had sometimes described 
the bureaucracy as balancing between the workers and the peasants; 
now Trotsky ceased to differentiate much between workers and 
peasants as the objects of the bureaucracy's repression, and generally 
wrote about the oligarchy uniformly repressing and plundering 'the 
masses' or 'the people'.

Over the 1930s Trotsky had described the role of the bureaucracy in 
world politics first as 'centrist' (i.e. wavering, opportunist), then as 
'conservative', and then as 'counter-revolutionary' in the sense of acting 
as a political agent and ally for global capital. In an unfinished article of 
August 1940 he sketched another role, that of the Stalinists aiming 
neither to serve the established capitalist powers nor to help the working 
class: 'The predominating type among the present "communist" 
bureaucrats is the political careerist and in consequence the polar 
opposite of the revolutionist. Their ideal is to attain in their own country 
the same position that the Kremlin oligarchy gained in the USSR. They 
are not the revolutionary leaders of the proletariat but aspirants to 
totalitarian rule. They dream of gaining success with the aid of this same 
Soviet bureaucracy and its GPU. They view with admiration and envy 
the invasion of Poland, Finland, the Baltic states, Bessarabia by the Red
Army, because these invasions immediately bring about the transfer of 
power into the hands of the local Stalinist candidates for totalitarian 
rule'.27

In early 1939 Trotsky came out for independence of the Ukraine. To 
communist-oppositionist critics who protested that this would break up 
the planned economy which defined the USSR as a (degenerated) 
workers' state, he replied that: 'This argument... is not decisive. An 
economic plan is not the holy of holies... it is impermissible to forget that 
the plunder and arbitrary rule of the bureaucracy constitute an important 
integral part of the current economic plan'.28 This position indicated 
opposition to Stalin's invasion of eastern Poland when it came in 
September 1939, and indeed Trotsky denounced it as 'shameful and 
criminal'.29 The Stalinists would push through land reform and 
nationalisations; but 'first and foremost' this was 'extension of the 
territory dominated by bureaucratic autocracy and parasitism, cloaked by
"socialist" measures… This evil by far outweighs the progressive content
of Stalinist reforms in Poland'.30
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Trotsky had written in The Revolution Betrayed that the bureaucracy 
could not much longer sustain the economic progress, in the sense of 
increased production figures. By 1940 he stated flatly: 'The Moscow 
trials had already revealed that the totalitarian oligarchy had become an 
absolute obstacle in the path of the country's development'.31 
Correspondingly, he no longer made the flat claim that the economic 
relations of the USSR were 'progressive', which had been the gist of his 
argument in 1937 against Craipeau's challenge to the theory of The 
Revolution Betrayed; but only that they had progressive potential (as 
also does, of course, the objective socialisation of production under 
large-scale capitalism). 'In order that nationalised property in the 
occupied areas' of Poland, so he wrote in 1939, 'as well as in the USSR, 
become a basis for genuinely progressive, that is to say socialist 
development, it is necessary to overthrow the Moscow bureaucracy'.32 In
May 1940 he declared that 'the surviving conquests of the October 
Revolution', 'the nationalised industry and the collectivised Soviet 
economy', would 'serve the people only if they prove themselves capable
of dealing with the Stalinist bureaucracy, as in their day they dealt with 
the czarist bureaucracy and the bourgeoisie'.33 

Trotsky had not reached a 'final' and stable theory in 1936. The 
formidable task of understanding the whirl of events in the USSR, and of 
doing so as a political leader who could not take refuge in scientific 
reserve and suspension-of-judgement, remained one inciting 'frenzy and
desperation'. To flatten Trotsky's contribution to the theory of 
bureaucracy into a supposedly 'essentially complete' scheme dated 
1936 is to do him injustice and to lose a great deal of what his grappling 
with that question can teach us today.

The tensions within Trotsky's analyses were mounting in Trotsky's last 
years, rather than subsiding into calm.34 In fact, in those years of great 
capitalist slump, industry had been fully nationalised only where a 
workers' revolution had opened the way to that nationalisation; in fact, 
the bourgeoisie had nowhere been able to go beyond ineffectual 'state-
ism'; in fact, Trotsky reckoned, many of the bureaucrats really wanted to 
restore private ownership in the USSR; in fact, for now, the nationalised 
economy remained, and was allowing rapid growth. Therefore, Trotsky 
concluded, the nationalised economy was, not in general a sufficient 
criterion for a workers' state, but the immediately-visible empirical 
evidence that the impulse from the workers' revolution had not been 
completely exhausted. A move by a section of the bureaucrats, or by 
invaders, or by a combination, to dismantle the nationalised economy, 
would split the seemingly-solid bureaucracy into warring segments, and 
might well might reawaken the stifled strength and revolutionary memory
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of the Russian workers. Those who were teenagers in 1917, and for 
whom therefore the revolution had been the great formative event of 
their lives, were only around 40 years old in 1939-40. That was the 
reasoning which underpinned Trotsky's the method of defining the USSR
and its bureaucracy, not from study of what they were as a continuing 
regime, but from what they were likely to become in its imminent 
breakdown. Trotsky felt he must orient his comrades so that in that 
imminent breakdown, they would not from anti-Stalinist feeling abstain 
from the necessary united front with the sections of the bureaucracy 
which, for one reason or another, would take the working-class side in 
the confrontation.

Enough, by itself, to undermine that train of reasoning was Trotsky's 
tentative new conclusion in 1939-40, that the USSR system - as a whole,
nationalised economy plus the specific shape given to that nationalised 
economy by Stalinist-oligarchic rule, plus the terroristic rule of the 
oligarchy - was no longer actually 'progressive' even in the minimal 
sense of bringing larger growth of productive forces.

In late 1939 Trotsky introduced the hypothesis that the bureaucracy had 
evolved from mere officialdom into a full-scale ruling class. He 
introduced it only hypothetically, but as a viable hypothesis, not to be 
dismissed with the charge that it was 'revisionist' in the sense of 
departing from basic Marxist method. 'Some comrades evidently were 
surprised that I spoke in my article ("The USSR in War") of the system of
"bureaucratic collectivism" as a theoretical possibility. They discovered in
this even a complete revision of Marxism. This is an apparent 
misunderstanding. The Marxist comprehension of historical necessity 
has nothing in common with fatalism'.35 As Twiss notes in a brief 
excursus into post-1936 developments, this was Trotsky's 'first 
admission that the existing property forms in the USSR could support a 
new ruling class' (p. 455). Trotsky wrote that it would be premature to 
recognise the bureaucracy as a ruling class, but future events which he 
thought plausible might make it necessary with hindsight to recategorise 
the USSR as 'a new exploiting regime', and thus the bureaucracy as a 
class. Remember that, as Twiss documents in part, a good few times in 
the 1930s Trotsky had concluded that some new assessment had 
become mandatory, and then immediately  indicated that the 
assessment should now be recognised as having been valid for some 
time. That a 'Thermidor' had taken place in the USSR. That the regime 
had become totalitarian. That the hard-pressed Bolsheviks' moves to 
ban all opposition parties and all factions within the Bolshevik party itself 
had provided ground for Stalinism to build on (p. 410). That Stalin's 'left 
turn' to breakneck industrialisation by command and forced 
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collectivisation in 1928-9 was not an zig-zag forced by pressure from the
working class and the Left Opposition, but a move in the bureaucracy's 
own interest in 'struggle against the petty bourgeoisie for the surplus 
products and for power'…36

In late 1939 and early 1940, there was a big dispute among Trotsky's co-
thinkers, one in which Trotsky came down on the opposite side to Max 
Shachtman, who had been the major writer on the USSR after Trotsky 
himself within Trotsky's general school of thought. In an error which has 
now become entrenched tradition, Twiss gets the subject-matter of the 
debate wrong, saying that it was a dispute between 'degenerated 
workers' state' and 'bureaucratic collectivist' theories of the USSR. In fact
the debate of 1939-40 was conducted entirely within the frame of the 
'degenerated workers' state' formula as Trotsky had so far developed it37

. The debate was really an exploration of the ambiguities and unresolved
contradictions within the formula in the light of Stalin's invasion of 
eastern Poland and war with Finland.

After the debate, in response to new events such as Stalin's annexation 
of the Baltic states and part of Romania, and after Trotsky's death, no 
school of thought was able to keep dancing on the spinning shapes of 
those ambiguities and unresolved contradictions. In late 1940 and 1941 
the different factions in the debate resolved the contradictions in different
ways. The 'Orthodox Trotskyists' took the line later summarised by 
Deutscher, telescoping all Trotsky's thoughts into a claim that the USSR 
was an adamantine workers' state, axiomatically so, as long as industry 
remain nationalised. On the other side, Max Shachtman developed one 
theory of the bureaucracy having become a new ruling class, and 
Joseph Carter and Hal Draper another. Those two theories would meld, 
largely on Carter's and Draper's terrain, around 1946-7. Raya 
Dunayevskaya and C L R James argued that the USSR had become 
state capitalist.

To read that trifurcation of ideas back onto the 1939-40 debate is to wipe
out what it was actually about, and so, back-handedly, to wipe out all the
dialectical subtleties (or over-subtleties) of Trotsky's theory by reading 
back onto it the later and more static formulations like Deutscher's.

The puzzle of the 'workers' state' which is simultaneously the instrument 
of fascistic terror by 'the sole privileged and commanding stratum' 
against the workers is connected, as Twiss indicates in his opening 
chapter, with puzzles in the general Marxist theory of the state. The state
embodies what Twiss neatly calls 'political alienation', the management 
of social and economic conflicts by a power standing above society. It is 
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also the agency of a section of society, the ruling class. As Twiss notes, 
'Marx and Engels never explicitly explained how they reconciled the 
notion that the state stands above and dominates the whole of society 
with the idea that the state is subordinate to a part of society' (p. 21).

In some societies there is no puzzle: the state machine is also the ruling 
class, or at least overlaps with it enough to avoid puzzle. In other 
societies, there are two mechanisms by which the state machine, 
emerging as autonomous from all classes, nevertheless becomes also 
the state of the economically dominant class. These were explored in a 
debate between Ralph Miliband and Nicos Poulantzas.38 Poulantzas 
criticised Miliband (in his book, The State in Capitalist Society) for giving 
too much weight to 'the degree to which those who man the command 
posts… are, by social origin, status, milieu, and… ideological 
dispositions, connected with the ruling class'. Over and above that, the 
'objective relations', the fact that the state develops as a means for 
administering the given system, tie the state to the fundamental interests
of the dominant class within that system. Miliband responded that indeed
'government and bureaucracy, irrespective of social origin, class 
situation or even ideological dispositions, are subject to the structural 
constraints of the system', but they are not 'totally imprisoned in 
objective structures', and the form and detailed make-up of the state 
machine are of large consequence.39

In the 1920s worried Bolsheviks saw the USSR state machine as staffed
mostly by people who had also been officials under the old regime and 
who by 'social origin, status, milieu, and… ideological dispositions' were 
kin to the now-dispersed bourgeoisie and the newly-emerging NEPman 
and kulak classes. The state remained a workers' state, although 'with a 
bureaucratic twist' (p. 66), because of the more-or-less controlling role in
it of the leading party members, with their connections and affinities to 
the working class. No-one thought a 'Poulantzian'-type view was tenable;
no-one thought that the precarious and transitional economic structures 
could create 'objective relations' tying the state machine to working-class
interests regardless of the ideas and affinities of its personnel, in the way
that solidly-functioning market relations in a bourgeois society can tie 
even a highly autonomous state machine within that society to 
fundamental bourgeois interests.

From the early 1930s, as Twiss shows, Trotsky increasingly concluded 
that the ever-swelling state machine had become an 'independent 
factor', a social interest in its own right. He continued to reject the idea 
that 'the automatism of the economy' could tie the state machine to 
working-class interests. Yet when he wrote, as he did, that 'the logic of 
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the apparatus' tied the state machine to the nationalised property, that 
came perilously close to relying on such 'automatism'. And to prop up his
theses from another side, he was driven to rely on another argument 
which was increasingly strained and contrived: that the Bolsheviks, or 
ex-Bolsheviks, in the state machine still tied it to the working class, if 
only in the indirect sense that they blocked the disruption that would 
come from giving free rein to the urges to bourgeois restoration. As 
Twiss shows, Trotsky tended more and more, as time went on, to refer 
to 'the bureaucracy' as a whole, without trying to differentiate between 
the party and state hierarchies; but he never quite crystallised that 
thought except very tentatively in 1939-40. As late as 1938, in a 
programmatic document, he envisaged that 'tomorrow the bourgeois-
fascist grouping [within the bureaucracy might]... attempt the conquest of
power'; then the Marxist tendency 'would align itself on the opposite side 
of the barricades... it would find itself temporarily the ally of Stalin'.40 The 
striking, even bizarre, thing here is that despite everything Trotsky 
assumed that in this split in the bureaucracy, Stalin would surely be on 
the workers' side of the barricades.

Twiss documents well the flux of Trotsky's ideas up to 1936. That flux 
became more feverish, and gave more pointers to inform retheorisation, 
in the last four years of Trotsky's life.
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