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across Ukraine, unanimously demanding to exclude the offenders from the 
Communist party. He nonetheless stopped short of recommending expulsion 
from the party, but only emphasized the need "to act severely in regard to fre­
quent offenders.''m Manuilsky's phrase left open the door for letting the opposi­
tionists go with a warning. 

Following the debate there ensued a complicated series of resolutions, 
amendments, and votes. A detailed treatment of this is necessary for two rea­
sons: 1) to elucidate what has until now been a hazy and ambiguous event in 
Soviet history and 2) to support this article's argument that the episode of the 
Twenty-Two was crucial in the party's transformation during the transition from 
Lenin's leadership to that of Stalin. Two resolutions on whether to exclude five 
members of the Twenty-Two were presented to this closed session of delegates 
to the Eleventh Party Congress: one, from the commission, to exclude Shliap­
nikov, Medvedev, Kollontai, Kuznetsov, and Mitin; a second, from Antonov­
Ovseenko, to support the Comintem's resolution, but to go no further. An initial 
hand vote was so close that a clear judgment based on it could not be made. A 
majority of delegates rejected a roll-call vote, indicating that they did not want 
their votes to go on record. They revoted by upraised hand. The count estab­
lished 215 for Antonov-Ovseenko's resolution and from 227 to 245 for the 
commission's resolution. Then the chairman announced that the Petrograd dele­
gation (Wlder Zinoviev's control) had offered an amendment to the commis­
sion's resolution which would allow the excluded comrades to rejoin the party 
after one year, if they maintained good behavior and showed dedication to the 
principles of the Communist party. A majority of the delegates accepted the 
amendment. Then, a delegate named P. A. Kin proposed a correction to the reso­
lution which called for excluding Kuznetsov and Mitin and accepting the 
Comintem's decree only in relation to Kollontai, Shliapnikov, and Medvedev. 
Delegates accepted Kin's amendment by a vote of 225-235 against 215. The 
chairman objected that the combination of the original resolution with the 
amendment and correction would look confusing "to Russian and foreign work­
ers." M. Tomsky added another correction, allowing the CC to exclude Shliap­
nikov, Medvedev, and Kollontai if they violated party discipline in the future. 
An overwhelming majority of the delegates passed the commission's resolution 
after it was edited to take into account Tomsky's and Kin's corrections. The 
delegates therefore decided by a narrow margin to exclude Kuznetsov and 
Mitin; but to allow Shliapnikov, Kollontai, and Medvedev to remain in the party 
unless they committed further violations of party unity. 

Conclusion 
During February-Apri11922, Shliapnikov and his colleagues sensed a politi­

cal conjuncture that allowed the opportunity to air their grievances against some 
features of NEP and to convey their sense that party-worker relations were trou-
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bled. The meetings, rather close to one another in time, of the Comintem Execu­
tive, the Fifth Congress of the Metalworkers' Union, and the Eleventh Party 
Congress meant that a small group could obtain the attention of a large audience 
(Russian communists, Russian metalworkers, and foreign communists) for its 
views. In addition, it was legitimate, within the framework of proper party pro­
cedure, to appeal to these forums. Sh1iapnikov and his allies therefore chose this 
time to act. 

The character of the actions Shliapnikov chose to take on his own behalf and 
on that of his supporters was consistent with his past political behavior and his 
attitude toward party politics. His political behavior was shaped by a certain 
sense of party legality. Shliapnikov took care to avoid actions that smacked of 
"factionalism" not only to escape punishment but also because he sincerely de­
sired party unity, a unity based on responsiveness to workers' initiative. His un­
derstanding of factionalism did not include "comradely" meetings with his sup­
porters to discuss important issues of the day. In his opinion such meetings 
were firmly rooted in party tradition. He did not create a centralized organiza­
tion with local branches; rather, he and his supporters communicated with one 
another through informal means. He emphasized that building an organization 
had to occur through local initiative. Not merely an attempt to avoid charges of 
factionalism, this accorded with Shliapnikov's belief in initiative from below. If 
there were no such initiative, then there was no reason to continue opposition at 
the center. Fina11y, the most important reason for Shliapnikov to make an appeal 
to the highest levels of the party and to the international communist movement 
·was io leave a historical record so that future generations of workers might make 
use of it as an "organizing moment." Although he tried carefully to balance re­
spect for the opinions and wishes of his supporters and sympathetic rank-and­
file worker-communists with the demands of party legality, his opponents in the 
party leadership flouted traditions of internal party democracy when they re­
sorted to intimidation and slander. 

The controversy around the "Letter of the Twenty-Two" to the Comintem 
was crucial to the process by which the party defined the meaning of party dis­
cipline and the limits of political discussion within it. The vote by Eleventh 
Party Congress delegates, by a narrow margin and in a closed session, to allow 
Kollontai, Shliapnikov, and Medvedev to remain in the party "until further out­
bursts" signified that there was still much support within the party for their right 
to state their views. The maneuvering that took place around the vote revealed 
much about the dialogue between party leaders and highly placed members on 
the meaning of party discipline and the limits of internal political discussion. 
Some within the party leadership apparently had wanted to take measures be­
yond exclusion, possibly criminal prosecution. Certainly hints of this were pre­
sent both in the campaign within the party press and in remarks of CCC mem­
bers in interviews with the Twenty-Two. In her diaries Kollontai alluded to ru­
mors of criminal prosecution. Among congress delegates, there was much resis­
tance to exclusion of prominent and well-liked Communists from the party. 
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When Lenin implied that "machine guns" could be used against opponents 
within the party, most old party members probably understood he was speaking 
figuratively. Nevertheless, his choice of words, perhaps made more extrerrie by 
his illness, 118 might have ·overstepped the bounds for many of these older dele­
gates and contributed to their sympathy for the Twenty-Two. On the other hand, 
his reluctance to call outright for expulsion ofKollontai, Medvedev, and Shliap­
nikov may have emboldened other delegates to resist that option. 

Congress records also reveal that many delegates wanted to observe commu­
nist "legality," according to which the Comintern's decisions prevailed over 
those of member-parties. Delegates, many of whom were experienced party ac­
tivists, confidently resisted the leadership's campaign to expel the twenty-two, 
but were sufficiently concerned about retribution to resist a roll-call vote. Party 
leaders, sensing that delegates might balk at outright exclusion, did not risk a 
confrontation over this question. Instead, they decided to allow delegates to 
choose lesser measures. The possibility of criminal prosecution for dissent had 
nonetheless become a part of the political discourse within the party. As newer 
members recruited during the Civil War would increasingly replace "Old Bol­
sheviks" at party congresses, leaders' intensely violent language would come to 
be understood more literally than had been the case in the past. 

Aside from questions of internal party "democracy," crucial matters of pol­
icy led congress delegates to sympathize with the Twenty-Two and to resist the 
proposal to exclude Shliapnikov, Kollontai and Medvedev from the party. Many 
in the party felt guilt and discomfort over the ideological compromise that NEP 
entailed and they feared that concessions to the peasantry posed a danger tour­
ban and industrial worker hegemony. Nevertheless, this very compromise with 
the peasantry and the consequent vulnerability of the "proletarian party'' drove 
hard liners to insist that the party close ranks and stifle heterodoxy in order to 
survive the transition to socialism through NEP. Thus, the events surrounding 
the "Letter of the Twenty-Two" were a defining moment in the transitional stage 
between an era of relatively open discussion within the party and one in which 
party members could be vilified, stigmatized, and isolated for expressing opin­
ions that differed from the line set down by the politburo. 
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