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The USSR, a nationless 
IHGHUDWLRQ�RI�QDWLRQV��7KH�
PRVW�DGHTXDWH�IRUP�IRU�WKH�
WUDQVLWLRQ�WR�VRFLDOLVP1

Sungur Savran
The title of this Conference poses an alternative in the form of a question: “So-

viet Union: An Alternative of the Past, or a Strategic Project for the Future?” The 
contention of my report is that the Soviet Union is in many ways a strategic project 
for the future. I will only look at one facet of this contention in the quarter of an 
hour allotted to us: I will try to show, in a necessarily schematic manner in the short 
time I have, that the special national form this state took, of a decidedly dialectical 
character, was the most adequate form for the transition to socialism in the past and 
will remain so in the future.

In the process I will defend the idea that the USSR as a state form constituted a 
revolutionary rupture with respect to the state form of the nation-state in the modern 
HUD��,W�LV�WKH�¿UVW�VWDWH�LQ�WKH�PRGHUQ�HUD��DQG�WKH�RQO\�RQH�VR�IDU��WKDW�GRHV�QRW�EHDU�

� This is the verbatim text (except for the next footnote) of the presentation made by the author to 
the Conference “Soviet Union: An Alternative of the Past, or a Strategic Project for the Future?”, 
held on 12-13 November 2021 in Leningrad (St. Petersburg), organised by the National Library of 
Russia, Plekhanov House, and the Association for Marxist Social Sciences.
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the name of a nation or at least a geographic location that later in the historical pro-
cess became the name of a nation. Of the second type, the most salient instance is 
the United States of America. The Soviet state had no such national belonging in its 
outward appearance, which makes it exceptional in the modern nation-state system. 
It is my contention that this already made the proletariat “itself national, but not in 
WKH�ERXUJHRLV�VHQVH�RI�WKH�ZRUG´�LQ�WKH�WHUPV�WKDW�0DU[�DQG�(QJHOV�FKDUDFWHULVHG�
the situation of the proletariat within the context of the post-revolutionary proletar-
ian state in the Communist Manifesto. 

This entirely new type of state is the product of the genius of Lenin and he had 
WR�¿JKW�KLV�ODVW�EDWWOH�LQ�RUGHU�WR�JLYH�WKLV�VSHFLDO�IRUP�WR�WKH�6RYLHW�VWDWH�DV�LW�WRRN�
shape in the course of 1922. It turned out to be his last victory. However, develop-
ments in the rest of the 20th century were to deprive this special state of its great 
SRWHQWLDOLWLHV��$QG��WR�WKLV�GD\��YHU\�IHZ�0DU[LVWV�UHDOLVH�KRZ�VSHFLDO�DQG�VLJQL¿FDQW�
this special state form was and is.

Because the USSR was, in the special form in which it was born, a brainchild 
of Lenin, I will take it up here as an outgrowth of the very special treatment given 
by Lenin to the national question. I contend that Lenin’s approach to the national 
question was original through and through, in certain ways even unique among 
Marxists. It has still not been comprehended fully.

I now pass on to a number of propositions, necessarily schematic in form, though 
the entire affair has a thoroughly dialectical character.

3URSRVLWLRQ�,��The national question assumes an entirely different content in 
Lenin compared to other Marxists. For Marx, a correct treatment of the delicate 
question of the relation between nations, especially when there is a clear relation-
ship of oppression between nations, was a prerequisite for the successful accom-
plishment of the proletarian revolution. Witness his approach to the Irish ques-
WLRQ�DQG�KLV�LQVLVWHQFH�WKDW�WKH�(QJOLVK�UHYROXWLRQ�LV�FRQGLWLRQDO�XSRQ�WKH�QDWLRQDO�
emancipation of the Irish. For later Marxists, the national question was much less 
than this: it was, for a majority, simply a question that belonged to the universe of 
bourgeois democratic rights. Lenin never denied this aspect of the question, but 
especially during the Great War, more precisely in three of his works published 
in 1916, he situated the national question more and more within the framework of 
the process of socialist construction, i.e. of the transition from capitalist society to 
socialism. We will clarify below which three works these are.

3URSRVLWLRQ�,,��This found its expression, from 1916 until his death, in the ques-
tion “how will nations merge and fuse?” and as a corollary “how will national op-
pression be overcome?” For the overwhelming majority of Marxists, interest in the 
national question implied an analysis of the preconditions of the rise of the nation 
as a modern phenomenon, its role in the dissolution of feudalism and the rise of 
capitalism, and its transcendence as a result of the formation of a world economy. 
Lenin refused the automatism of most Marxists on this question of transcendence. 
Here is what he said in his controversy with Pyatakov and Bukharin in his Imperial-
ist Economism and a Caricature of Marxism of 1916, defending the right of nations 
to self-determination:

«�.LHYVN\� E\SDVVHV� WKH� FHQWUDO� TXHVWLRQ�� WKDW� EHORQJV� WR� KLV� VSHFLDO� VXEMHFW��
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namely, how will we Social-Democrats abolish national oppression? … This 
leaves only one single argument: the socialist revolution will solve everything! 
… The economic revolution will create the necessary prerequisites for elimi-
nating all types of political oppression. Precisely for that reason it is illogical 
and incorrect to reduce everything to the economic revolution, for the question 
is: how to eliminate national oppression? … is not negation of the right to form a 
national state negation of equality? Of course it is. And consistent, i.e., socialist, 
democrats proclaim, formulate and will implement this right, without which there 
is no path to complete, voluntary rapprochement and merging of nations. >(PSKD-
sis by Lenin himself]

3URSRVLWLRQ�,,,��Lenin’s program for the voluntary merging and fusing of na-
tions in the transition to socialism, especially under the conditions of the structural 
relationship of oppression, consisted of three elements: 

(1) The right of nations to self-determination, which is usually the only element 
WKDW� LV�EURXJKW� WR�WKH�IRUH�DW� WKH�H[SHQVH�RI�RWKHUV��(YHQ�WKLV�ZHOO�ZRUQ�HOHPHQW�
takes on a different aspect now, since it is not only a principle of democratic rights 
under bourgeois democracy as it is in other Marxists, but a principle that regulates 
the relationship of nations in the period of transition to socialism. This is what he 
said in his “The Socialist Revolution and the Right of Nations to Self-Determina-
tion (Theses)” of 1916:

Just as mankind can achieve the abolition of classes only by passing through the 
transition period of the dictatorship of the oppressed class, so mankind can achieve 
the inevitable merging of nations only by passing through the transition period of 
complete liberation of all the oppressed nations, i.e., their freedom to secede. 

(2) Federalism as the form of the bonds between the different nations that come 
together in a socialist commonwealth. This, let it be added, is a late addition to Len-
in’s arsenal, since in his earlier writings he had sternly advocated a unitary structure 
after the right of secession was foregone. This choice derived from reasons of ef-
¿FLHQF\�EURXJKW�E\�HFRQRPLF�FHQWUDOLVDWLRQ��

(3) Real, not formal, equality. On this question of the institution of a real equality 
between nations and not merely lip service to equality, Lenin’s clearest formulation 
is in his 1922 text, written in accompaniment to his struggle for the formation of 
the USSR, the rightly famous “The Question of Nationalities or ‘Autonomisation’”:
 

… an abstract presentation of the question of nationalism in general is of no use 
at all. … we, nationals of a big nation, have nearly always been guilty, in historic 
SUDFWLFH��RI�DQ�LQ¿QLWH�QXPEHU�RI�FDVHV�RI�YLROHQFH��«�7KDW�LV�ZK\�LQWHUQDWLRQDO-
ism on the part of oppressors or “great” nations, as they are called (though they 
are great only in their violence, only great as bullies), must consist not only in the 
observance of the formal equality of nations but even in an inequality of the op-
pressor nation, the great nation, that must make up for the inequality which obtains 
in actual practice. Anybody who does not understand this has not grasped the real 
proletarian attitude to the national question, he is still essentially petty bourgeois 
in his point of view and is, therefore, sure to descend to the bourgeois point of 
view. 
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It should be crystal clear to anyone that this is “positive discrimination” avant la 
lettre. It refers to the creation of special circumstances so that the oppressed nations 
FDQ�¿QG� WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�GHYHORSLQJ� WKHLU�QDWLRQDO�DWWULEXWHV�DIWHU� WKLV�KDV�EHHQ�
denied them for decades or centuries. 

3URSRVLWLRQ�,9��All these principles were put into practice, but only after an 
exhausting battle waged against the representatives of Great Russian chauvinism, 
represented then by Stalin, Ordjonikidze and Djezinsky (ironically all three of them 
non-Russians by birth). The project, advocated by Stalin, to assimilate Ukraine, 
Belarus, and Transcaucasia after Sovietisation into the Russian Soviet Federative 
Socialist Republic, i.e under a Russian state, was defeated by Lenin’s alternative 
in which Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and the Transcaucasian union came together on 
equal terms under the umbrella of the USSR, which was no longer a Russian state, 
but one that belonged to all the nations that constituted it. Many other Soviet Social-
ist Republics were later to join this federation on an equal basis, such as Uzbekistan 
DQG�7XUNPHQLVWDQ�LQ�������7DMLNLVWDQ�LQ�������DQG�.D]DNKVWDQ�LQ�������7KLV�ZDV�
the last great victory won by Lenin at his deathbed.

3URSRVLWLRQ�9��%\�WKH�VDPH�WRNHQ��/HQLQ�HVWDEOLVKHG�WKH�¿UVW�VWDWH�LQ�WKH�PRGHUQ�
era that does not bear the name of a nation or even a geographic space and thus does 
not belong to such a nation. So, in its outward appearance this is a nationless state 
par excellence. But since it immediately becomes, in dialectical contradiction with 
this characteristic, a nation-state among others in a world of what are otherwise 
many nation-states, the proletariat becomes “the nation” reconstructing the state, 
precisely in the meaning given to this turn of the phrase in the Communist Mani-
festo, already quoted above.

3URSRVLWLRQ�9,��Outwardly nationless, the USSR is a unity of many nations par 
excellence inwardly. It is not based on a denial of the very real existence of nations 
and nationalities. On the contrary, the quest for real rather than formal equality 
results in a full-scale spectrum of policies that are designed to make the nations 
that make up the Soyuz��WKH�8QLRQ��ÀRXULVK�DV�WKH\�QHYHU�KDYH��7KLV�LV�WKH�SROLF\�
of “korenizatsya” that has been the dialectical opposite of the nationlessness of the 
Union outwardly.

3URSRVLWLRQ�9,,��Spectacular as all that has been said so far of the USSR is, 
this is not all. This state was designed by Lenin as the node, the central nucleus, 
ZKLFK�ZRXOG�EH�DPSOL¿HG�DQG�VSUHDG�ZLWK� WKH�QHZ�IXWXUH�YLFWRULHV�RI� WKH�ZRUOG�
revolution. This is very clearly enunciated in the resolution “Theses on the National 
and Colonial Questions” presented by Lenin to the II. Congress of the Communist 
International and adopted unanimously, except for three abstentions. Unfortunately, 
I do not have the time to analyse that resolution at length and quote from it. Let 
me simply say that that resolution has been misread and misrepresented for a full 
century, most of the time deliberately to hide from the younger generations Lenin’s 
vision of socialism. It was the Comintern’s programme in its early years that future 
workers’ states would join the federation called the USSR, all the more with ease of 
mind since this was a union without the hegemony of any single nation. This was 
Lenin’s genius. Of course, not China, nor Yugoslavia, nor Vietnam, nor others ever 
did. To enquire into the reasons really would take us to some of the most important 



��

USSR as a strategic project for the future

reasons that led to the dissolution of the USSR and, indeed, of the 20th century so-
cialist experience almost as a whole.2

3URSRVLWLRQ�9,,,��If the proletariat and socialism have a future, the USSR has a 
future full of promise and not only in its original home, the vast geography that had 
once been Tsarist Russia, but everywhere around the world. In this sense the future 
belongs to the Soviet Union all around the earth.

��A word of caution. A great part of the blame is to be laid at the door of the Stalinist bureaucratic 
orientation of the Soviet government since the Great Russian nationalist orientation returned to the 
Soviet Union under the bureaucracy through the back door. However, it is a notable fact that the 
nations organised at all levels of the USSR felt federalism and korenizatsya so close to their hearts 
that, despite blatant violations of the rights of many nations during the Second World War, the inner 
functioning of the Soviet Union proved quite resilient up until the very end. This is a topic that has 
to be studied seriously and therefore has been abstracted from in this brief presentation.
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The Neoliberal Land-
scape and the Rise of 
Islamist Capital in Turkey 
ZDV� HGLWHG� E\� 1HúHFDQ�
Balkan, Erol Balkan and 
Ahmet Öncü and first 
published by Bergahn 
Books, USA, in hardback 
IRUPDW� LQ������DQG�SDSHUEDFN� IRUPDW� LQ������� ,W�ZDV� LPPHGLDWHO\� WUDQVODWHG�
LQWR�7XUNLVK�DQG�SXEOLVKHG�E\�<RUGDP�.LWDS�LQ�������6RPH�RI�WKH�DUWLFOHV�ZHUH�
written by members of the Editorial Board of our journal, namely Burak Gürel, 
6XQJXU�6DYUDQ��.XUWDU�7DQ\ÕOPD]��DQG�g]J�U�g]W�UN��7KH�ERRN�KDV�QRZ�EHHQ�
translated into Farsi by Aidin Akhavan and published by Agah Publishers in 
Tehran, with a new Preface prepared specially for the Farsi edition, bringing the 
GHYHORSPHQWV�XS�WR�GDWH�

)URP�WKH�³3UHIDFH�WR�WKH�)DUVL�(GLWLRQ´
³7KH�KLVWRU\�RI�WKH�$.3�DQG�LWV�OHDGHU�5HFHS�7D\\LS�(UGR÷DQ�LQ�SRZHU�LV�D�

VWRU\�RI�GHFHSWLRQ�DQG�PLVMXGJHPHQW�RQ�D�FRORVVDO�VFDOH�IRU�PDLQVWUHDP�ERXU-
JHRLV�WKLQNLQJ�LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\�DQG�D�FHUWDLQ�EUDQG�RI�OHIW�ZLQJ�WKLQNLQJ�LQ�7XUNH\�
LWVHOI«�,W�ZDV�QRW�RQO\�WKH�:HVWHUQ�ZRUOG�WKDW�VXFFXPEHG�WR�WKH�WHPSWDWLRQ�RI�
WDNLQJ�WKH�UXVH�RI�WKH�$.3�VHULRXVO\«�)RU�DOO�SROLWLFDO�PRGHUDWHV�RI�WKH�0LGGOH�
(DVW� OLYLQJ�XQGHU�DXWKRULWDULDQ�UHJLPHV��(UGR÷DQ�VHHPHG�WR�HPERG\� MXVW� WKH�
ULJKW�GRVH�EHWZHHQ�DOOLDQFH�ZLWK�WKH�:HVW�DQG�OR\DOW\�WR�,VODPLF�WUDGLWLRQ«�7KLV�
was among the ruling classes and the intelligentsia… Fed up with the servile 
DWWLWXGH�RI�$UDE�OHDGHUV�WRZDUGV�86�SROLF\�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�DQG�WKHLU�WRWDO�FD-
SLWXODWLRQ�EHIRUH�,VUDHO��WKH�PDVVHV�\HDUQHG�IRU�D�OHDGHU�OLNH�(UGR÷DQ«�$V�WKH�
title of the original English edition, The Neoliberal Environment and the Rise of 
Islamist Capital in Turkey, makes clear, the dominant view that permeates the 
DUWLFOHV�EURXJKW�WRJHWKHU�LQ�WKLV�ERRN�SUHVHQWV�WKH�$.3�DV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�LQVWUX-
PHQW�IRU�WKH�ULVH�RI�D�QHZ��,VODPLVW�IUDFWLRQ�RI�WKH�UXOLQJ�FODVVHV�LQ�7XUNH\�ZLWKLQ�
WKH�RYHUDOO�QHROLEHUDO�HQYLURQPHQW�RI�WKH�HDUO\���VW�FHQWXU\��,WV�KLVWRULF�PLVVLRQ�
KDG�QRWKLQJ�WR�GR�ZLWK�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�GHPRFUDF\�LQ�7XUNH\�´

The Marxist interpretation of 
WKH�(UGR÷DQ�SKHQRPHQRQ�
now in Farsi, after English 
and Turkish!


