STUDY TOPIC 

Lenin and the establishment of Bolshevik Power 1903-24.

Big Question: To what extent was Russia transformed during the rule of Lenin and the Bolsheviks?

KQ 1. What direction did Bolshevik ideology and tactics take between 1903 and February 1917?

Lenin and the creation of the Bolsheviks.

A brief history of Lenin

He was born Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov on 10 March 1870 in the provincial Russian town of Simbirsk on the River Volga. He was born into a wealthy family; his father, Ilya, was a provincial school inspector, a position equivalent to that of a member of the Russian nobility.

From what class did Lenin come?
Vladimir (Russian for ‘rule the world’) was a quiet, studious boy who excelled at Latin, Greek, History, Geography and Russian Literature. His headmaster, K.M. Kerensky, was the father of Alexander Kerensky in an ironic twist of fate. 


In 1887 Vladimir’s brother, Alexander, was arrested and executed for his involvement in a plot to assassinate Tsar Alexander III. Alexander’s death, which closely followed that of his father, meant that within two years Vladimir became head of the family at age 17. 

From 1887 due to the death of his brother Vladimir became involved in revolutionary groups. He was arrested in December 1895 for being a member of an illegal revolutionary organisation. After spending 14 months in prison, Vladimir was exiled to Siberia for three years, where he received a monthly pension of 8 roubles from the government and had the freedom to visit the local town of Shushenskoe. Here he met and married Natalya Krupskaya – the marriage was to last until his death in 1924. 

 
Lenin started to write under a variety of pseudonyms but by 1901 settled upon ‘Lenin’ which means ‘Man from the Lena River’ – a large river in Siberia. 


In 1902 after fleeing to Switzerland Lenin wrote What is to be Done? in which he set out his plan to create a political party of professional revolutionaries to overthrow the Tsar. This idea led to a split with other Russian Marxists at the Second Congress of the RSDLP (Russian Social Democratic Party containing Bolsheviks, Mensheviks and Jewish Bund formed in 1898)  in London in 1903. Lenin’s supporters were known as the Bolshevik faction within the RSDLP; they eventually broke away in 1912 to form their own political party.

When did the Bolsheviks break away from the RSDLP?

By 1917 Lenin was fixed on bringing down the Russian political system and replacing it with a state dominated by the Russian working class. 

When the Tsar was deposed in February 1917 Lenin was in Zurich but he was able to return with the help of the German government. Instead of supporting the Provisional Government he called for its overthrow. In his April Theses he laid out a 10 point programme calling for the continuation of the revolution against the Provisional Government and outlining how the Bolsheviks could take power. In June and July the Bolsheviks held demonstrations but due to a lack of leadership these failed and Lenin fled to Finland, where he remained until October.

What document called for the revolution to continue against the Provisional Government?

One of the tactics Lenin used to achieve his aim of destroying the Provisional Government was his proclamation of ‘All Power to the Soviets’. The All Russian Soviet was an assembly of workers, peasants and soldiers that provided a rival source of power to the Provisional Government. Lenin also demanded ‘Peace Bread and Land’; an end to the war, food for the cities and land for the peasants. Both appeals proved popular and Bolshevik support increased from July to October. A further aid to the Bolshevik cause was the Kornilov Affair of August 1917, when the head of the army, Lavr Kornilov, was accused of trying to create a military dictatorship. When Kornilov failed, fear of a right wing coup meant that support for the Bolsheviks greatly increased. 


Lenin called for the Bolsheviks to use armed means to seize power before the second All Russian Congress of Soviets met at the end of October, as he wanted to use a Bolshevik majority at the Congress to give support to a Bolshevik coup d’etat (a sudden violent or illegal overthrow of government).


On 24 and 25 October armed units arrested members of the Provisional Government and replaced them with Bolsheviks. Within the space of seven months, Lenin had risen from being the leader of a party of Russian socialists to the head of government.

What was Lenin’s contribution to the development of Russian socialism?

Lenin became a follower of Marx in 1888/9 after reading Das Kapital. He was expelled by Kazan university in 1889 for political activity and joined the Marxist movement in 1893.

As a Marxist Lenin was in the minority in Russia. The most popular revolutionary group until the 1890s was the Populists, who believed that political and economic power should be handed over to the Russian peasantry. One extremist Populist group, the People’s Will, had been responsible for the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881 and other terrorist attacks on government officials. Populism enjoyed favour in Russia well into the twentieth century. 


In 1900 the Socialist Revolutionary Party was formed. This was the direct descendent of Populism. The SR’s supported peasant ownership of land and remained the largest revolutionary party until the creation of the communist dictatorship in 1917.


As a new member of Russian Marxism Lenin looked to two figures.

1) Georgi Plekhanov (1856-1918)

· Leading Russian revolutionary and Marxist who set up the League of Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working Class of which Lenin was a member. Also founder of the SR movement. Plekhanov sided with Mensheviks in the RSDLP split in 1903 and hostile towards the Bolshevik Revolution.

2) Pavel Axelrod (1850-1928) 

· Became a Menshevik in the RSDLP split. Co-editor of ISKRA. Axelrod called the October Revolution ‘a historical crime without parallel in modern history’ and toured the world rallying socialist opposition to the Bolsheviks.

LENIN’S MAJOR WORKS
1899 THE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT OF RUSSIA

Lenin used this to classify the Russian peasants as poor, middle or rich. Lenin was later to develop the idea that a class struggle existed in the Russian countryside between poor peasants and KULAKS (rich peasants) and wrote of an alliance of industrial workers and poor peasants working together to create a socialist revolutionary state.

1902 WHAT IS TO BE DONE?

Lenin’s greatest contribution was set out in What is be Done? published shortly before the RSDLP split. He cited the need for a professional revolutionary group to bring about revolutionary change on behalf of the industrial workers and poor peasants. In his words: “give us an organisation of revolutionaries and we shall turn Russia upside down”.

1916 IMPERIALISM, THE HIGHEST STAGE OF CAPITALISM

Lenin’s contribution to the Marxist explanation of the outbreak of the First World War. Lenin believed capitalism had led to the creation of large monopolies or cartels that would force their government to resort to war in order to gain more economic power. Lenin also believed that a socialist revolution would break out in the weakest, not the strongest, capitalist economies. He had Russia in mind as ‘capitalism’s weakest link’.

1917 THE APRIL THESES
Based on five ‘Letters from Afar’  that Lenin wrote to the Russian Bolsheviks in 1917. Lenin completely redefined Marx’s view on history, suggesting that a capitalist-democratic (February) and a social revolution could take place within months of each other. He condemned the Provisional Government and demanded a new socialist revolution.

1917 STATE AND REVOLUTION

Written following the July Days of 1917, when Lenin had fled to Finland and believed his chance of gaining power had been lost. Lenin supported the idea of a decentralised ‘commune’ state and this work shows strong evidence of what Lenin attempted to introduce in the early months of his regime in 1917-18.

What did Lenin outline in 

a) What is to be Done?

b) Imperialism…
c) April Theses
d) State and Revolution
Did Lenin help or hinder the development of Russian Socialism?

The popular Soviet image is Lenin is one of a Godlike figure with total control over his party. Christopher Hill, an English Marxist historian, wrote in his book Lenin and the Russian Revolution (1970), that Lenin possessed ‘purposefulness, realism, common sense, willpower and pugnacity’ in achieving his ends. 
But Lenin did not find controlling is party an easy task. Partly this was due to his personality. He could not tolerate alternative views, even Christopher Hill regards Lenin as secretive and rude. One example of Lenin’s vindictive style was Alexander Bogdanov. Between 1904 and 1909 Bogdanov attempted to set up educational institutes in Russia to teach the workers Marxist ideas. Lenin saw this as a threat to his control and in 1909 had Bogdanov expelled from the Bolshevik Party. 

James D White writing in Lenin: the Practice and Theory of Revolution (2001) explains how Lenin’s personality hindered him: 

‘Lenin did not set out to create the Bolshevik Party. He was intent on gaining control over the entire RSDLP. He spent over a decade forming alliances, which he hoped would make this possible. In the end he failed.’

Lenin’s tactics
Following the Second Party Congress, Lenin hoped to control the Bolsheviks in Russia through a network of agents linked to his newspaper Iskra (the Spark). By 1904 he had lost control of Iskra to the Mensheviks and in retaliation created Vpered (Forward) as an alternative channel for his views. Then when the Bolsheviks declared themselves to be a separate party in 1912 Lenin launched the Party newspaper Pravda (Truth). The growth of Pravda was aided by Roman Malinovsky, a Bolshevik leader in the Duma and Lenin’s deputy in Russia. Malinovsky was also an agent of the tsarist secret police, which allowed Pravda a degree of police protection.

Lenin’s other tactics were also unpopular. For example exproprations, where the Bolsheviks made bank robberies for party funds led to great opposition. In 1910 when the Central Committee of the Social Democrats called for conciliation between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks he lost control of Bolshevik party funds. 

Another problem for Lenin was that apart from a brief return to Russia during the 1905 revolution from 1900 Lenin had lived most of his life in exile abroad. Living overseas Lenin found communications with Russian-based Bolsheviks extremely difficult and as the Bolsheviks were constantly harassed by the Okhrana Lenin found control very difficult. According to Richard Pipes in The Russian Revolution 1899-1919 (1990) in 1905 the Bolsheviks had approximately 8400 followers, roughly the same as the Mensheviks and the Jewish Bund. At the Stockholm Congress of 1906 Bolshevik numbers had risen to 13,000, compared to 18,000 Mensheviks. In 1907 the RSDLP had grown to 84,300 members, comprising 46,000 Bolsheviks and 38,200 Mensheviks. But by 1910, as a result of repression, numbers for the whole Social Democrat Party had fallen below 10,000.
By 1906 how many members were there in the Bolshevik Party?

How had this changed by 1910? Draw a bar chart of the respective parties.
Lenin also had to overcome internal opposition. His major triumph was the conversion of the Party to his views following the April Theses of 1917; going over the heads of the Bolshevik leadership, Lenin made a direct appeal to the rank and file of the party. Again in September 1917 he was able to persuade the party to plan for an armed seizure of power, against the wishes of leading Bolsheviks such as Lev Kamenev and Gregori Zinoviev. It is clear Lenin was powerful or skilful enough to subdue opposition in his party. If he had failed to do so the Bolsheviks would have never been able to form a government.
Brief bios of opposition to Lenin:
1) Lev Kamenev (1883-1936)

-Leading Bolshevik in exile with Lenin 1907-14. Opposed October Revolution to the point where he made it public but later became Lenin’s deputy in the Bolshevik government and was also head of the Moscow Soviet and Commissar for Foreign Trade.

2) Gregori Zinoviev (1883-1936) 

· Joined Bolsheviks after the 1903 split. In exile with Lenin until 1917. Openly opposed the October Rising and later resigned from Bolshevik government because Lenin refused to form a coalition with the left socialists. Became head of the Third or Communist International in 1919. 

Give two examples of Lenin overcoming internal divisions and explain how he did so. 

To Lenin the end justified the means. In A Concise History of the Russian Revolution (1995), the American historian Richard Pipes  claims that Lenin treated politics like warfare. His opponents, both internal and external, had to be crushed by whatever means necessary. Robert Service said of Lenin’s opportunism:

‘His ideas were amoeba-like, infinitely reshapable. His attachment to the ultimate objectives of communism did not falter. He was nit adverse to fudging issues, and, on occasion, evading them altogether.’

Lenin’s inconsistency can be demonstrated by his changing attitudes towards the Russian peasantry. In the 1890s Lenin believed that the basis of a Russian socialist state could be an alliance between the workers and the peasants. However by 1906 he had changed his views. In Two Tactics of Social Democracy’ Lenin claimed that only poor peasants were suitable for alliance with the workers. Richer peasants, or ‘kulaks’, were seen as a major enemy of socialism. After 1917 Lenin supported a campaign against the kulaks. 

How did Lenin change his mind on the basis of a Soviet state?

Lenin also supported wholesale state nationalisation (placing of industry under state control) of industry and the creation of collective farms for the peasants. During the Civil War Lenin advocated the forcible seizure of grain and livestock from the peasants to feed the cities. This policy of war communism lasted until the Tenth Party Congress in 1921 when, faced with widespread peasant opposition, Lenin modified his policy yet again. His New Economic Policy (1921-8) reversed War Communism and allowed peasants to sell surplus produce privately. 
So Lenin’s policies underwent several major changes. When the USSR was established in 1922 the Soviet state was declared a republic of workers and peasants. However it took Stalin to create a truly socialist society by destroying the independent peasantry through forced collectivisation (forcing peasants to merge their farms together).

Give examples of Lenin being inconsistent in his policies. Explain Lenin’s motives. 

Lenin was also inconsistent with his party organisation. Lenin advocated in 1917 a large open party. Workers should be admitted in larger numbers, by hundreds and thousands. This would seem to negate the very reason for the split from the RSDLP and the creation of a separate Bolshevik faction in 1903. 


Another example of Lenin’s inconsistency was at the Fifth Party Congress in 1907 when Lenin supported the idea that the Bolsheviks should stand for and work with the State Duma, an idea contrary to his earlier support for all-out opposition to the Tsarist state. 



Probably the biggest advert for Lenin’s opportunism/inconsistency is his change in attitude towards the Soviets. Despite his 1917 call for ‘All Power to the Soviets’ once in power Lenin took the earliest opportunity to remove political power from the Soviet and set up a Bolshevik dictatorship.

Give examples of Lenin’s opportunism in broadening his party’s appeal. 

Lenin tried to split Menshevik and Bolshevik against the wishes of the majority. Robert Service asserted that Lenin’s behaviour materially damaged the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks and destroyed the possibility of an united socialist government in Russia, paving the way for a  Bolshevik dictatorship. Richard Pipes goes further, asserting that ‘Lenin’s strategy owed precious little to Marxism and everything to an insatiable lust for power.’
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