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Introduction: Bukharin and Gramscian studies

It has long been an axiomatic principle among scholars of
Antonio Gramsci to identify his Marxism as clearly distinct from
that of the Second International, and indeed, the leading theorists
of the Russian Revolution. In one way or another, the latter are
frequently considered legatees of the economic determinism and
class-reductionist dogmas of the former.1 The work of Nikolai
Ivanovich Bukharin has undoubtedly provided the most fertile
ground for such argument, since it was not only in Bukharin’s
writings that the most trenchant economic determinism and class
reductionism among the leading Russian Revolutionaries could be
found – thus providing a persuasive link between Bolshevism and
Second International Marxism – but also, it was Bukharin’s work
which Gramsci actually employed in his Prison Notebooks (1929–
35) to mount a devastating critique of the Marxism of his day.2 In
this article I revisit the Gramsci–Bukharin relationship, exploring a
number of neglected symmetries between the two thinkers’
advanced thought which have been poorly recognised in the
current literature as they were by Gramsci himself. While
acknowledging the significant divergences between Gramsci and
Bukharin’s thought, I suggest that the similarities are nevertheless
such that a serious revision is now required in the way that current
Gramscian scholarship interprets the relationship between these
two leading Marxists of the early 20th century.

The most widespread interpretation of the relationship
between Gramsci and Bukharin’s work in the current literature

is that Gramsci developed his political thought through a rigorous
critique of Bukharin’s ‘vulgar materialism’ and ‘deterministic,’
‘mechanical,’ ‘sociological’ Marxism.3 This insistence on a clear gulf
between Gramsci and Bukharin has traditionally been supported
from three different – though frequently overlapping – perspec-
tives. Firstly, there has long been a tendency to treat the Gramsci–
Bukharin relationship as solely revolving around the former’s
critique of Bukharin’s 1921 text, Historical Materialism: A System of

Sociology, in the Quaderni.4 As this article will demonstrate, such an
approach fails to take account of the full ambit of Bukharin’s very
substantial writings, especially after 1921 when a significant
transformation occurred in his thinking. Indeed, it follows Gramsci
far too uncritically into an ahistorical, narrowly focused and unfair
assessment of Bukharin’s Marxism. What I intend to show below is
that if we resist this temptation of defining Bukharin’s thought
solely from what the Italian called the ‘Saggio’ and look beyond this
text to Bukharin’s more mature thought of the mid-1920s we will
find that there is a lot more symmetry between the two thinkers
ideas than is frequently assumed, or which Gramsci himself
acknowledged.
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A B S T R A C T

In this article I revisit the ideas of Antonio Gramsci and Nikolai Bukharin from a contextual perspective to

argue for a revision in the way current scholarship on Gramsci interprets his thought as fundamentally at

odds with that of Bukharin. I show in particular that if we resist the temptation to reduce Bukharin to the

level of his 1921 book, Historical Materialism, and concentrate instead on his more sophisticated NEP

writings of the mid-1920s a series of symmetries in the advanced thought of these two key thinkers of

early 20th century Marxism emerges that have been poorly recognised in the literature on Gramsci to

date.
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The second major argument for proposing a radical break
between Gramsci’s political thought and Bukharin is the familiar
one – again raised by Gramsci himself in the Prison Notebooks5 – of
positing a fundamental disparity between the problems con-
fronted by backward peasant Russia and the modern industrial
West. From this perspective Gramsci’s work is of course situated
firmly within a tradition of ‘Western Marxism’ despite the
seemingly anomalous phenomena of Italian fascism and the
backwardness of the mezzogiorno in 1920s Italy.6 Once again I
intend to contest this attempt to divorce Gramsci from the
theorists of the Russian Revolution and Bukharin. This article will
in fact demonstrate that Gramsci not only shared many of the same
concerns as the leading Russian Marxists of his day, but moreover,
it was those championed by Bukharin in Russia and at the
Comintern in the aftermath of Lenin’s death in 1924 – especially
relating to the peasantry – that were right at the heart of Gramsci’s
most advanced ideas.

A third trend in the literature which has served to disassociate
Gramsci’s political thought from that of Bukharin – in much the
same manner as the Western Marxist thesis – is the more recent
development of a body of work that has interpreted Gramsci as a
specifically Italian political thinker. Thus Gramsci is seen as a
thinker primarily concerned with the problems of Italy in the early
1920s and 1930s: its chronically unstable liberal state; the uneven
economic and cultural development between North and South;
and the advent of fascism. These concerns, it is argued, give
Gramsci’s ideas a uniquely Italian character.7 Yet again the effect of
such an approach has been to distinguish sharply between
Gramsci’s ‘Italian’ political thought and that of the Bolsheviks
such as Bukharin who were, it is argued, confronted with a
completely different set of problems and challenges in a very
different political, economic and cultural context. While the
intention here is not to make light of the considerable divergences
between the national arenas in which Gramsci and Bukharin
operated in the 1920s and early 1930s, I nevertheless maintain that
the boundaries around the Italian state in this brand of
contextualism have been too severely circumscribed. As the
following will show, a more inclusive approach that recognises
that context is both national and international allows us to explore
more fully the overlaps between the kinds of shared political
challenges that were identified by both Bukharin and Gramsci and
ultimately contributed to the symmetries in their thought.8

What I hope to achieve then in the following is to bring about
some cause for reflection and revision in the field of Gramscian
studies concerning the relationship between Gramsci and
Bukharin. In keeping with the above arguments and a contextualist
approach to the history of political ideas,9 the first part of the
article sets out to demonstrate Bukharin’s part as the leading
theorist of NEP Russia and the United Front Comintern in the mid-
1920s in identifying a set of problems and concerns that were to be
confronted by all communist parties and not simply that of the
Soviet Union. It is argued that this Bukharinist interpretation of the
tasks of ‘Leninism’ in the wake of the Bolshevik leader’s death had a
major influence on communist thinking both at home and abroad

in this period, including the thought of Gramsci. This provides the

vital contextual background for an exploration in the second part
of the article of the specific symmetries between the two thinkers’
ideas as they attempted to confront these shared tasks.10 I
conclude by suggesting, in the light of my arguments, that the
relationship between Gramsci and Bukharin may well require
further investigation if it is to be fully comprehended.

Part I

Recontextualising Gramsci: the post-‘Saggio’ Bukharin and the tasks of

communism

Among the most important tasks facing the revolutionary
movement in Russia and internationally in the early 1920s was the
evident failure of communist parties to adjust and direct their
revolutionary strategy in accordance with actually existing
economic, political and ideological conditions. One major source
of this error was the continuing dominance of a theoretical
economism which placed an excessive faith in those writings of
Marx, Engels and Lenin that suggested that the economic necessity
inscribed in the historical process would inevitability bring the
collapse of degenerate (imperialist) capitalism and a correspond-
ing ‘dictatorship of the proletariat.’ While among some commu-
nists such ‘economistic’ thinking induced a form of passivism –
waiting for History to run its inevitable course – for others it fed an
economically informed voluntarist tendency to assume that
capitalism was degenerating and if only the party vanguard
remained faithful to Marxist theory and particularly ‘the dictator-
ship of the proletariat’ it could bring the class struggle to a
successful conclusion single-handedly.11 In Russia itself this latter
Messianic tendency of placing the future of humanity in the hands
of the proletarian vanguard alone led to the disastrous voluntarist
attempt to take ‘the direct road to socialism’ through what would
later be christened ‘War Communism.’ This essentially involved
exploiting the conditions brought about by the Civil War (1918–
21) to create an unconditional ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ that
was fetishized as the essence of Marxism. The revolutionary state
thus took control of almost every aspect of the economic and social
life of the country and waged the class struggle unrelentingly
against all opposition, most notably requisitioning grain from the
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