Assessments of Lenin 

from Norman Lowe “Mastering Twentieth-Century Russian History”
Lenin and Marxism

· Three phases to Leninism: pre – 1918; the Civil War period 1918 - 21; the return to state capitalism under NEP from 1921
· Hard to be precise about how far Lenin was a Marxist because Marx’s thought developed over time and Lenin had  no fixed ideas – he had clear aims but was a man of action who changed his methods and policies in response to circumstances
· Lenin’s most original development of Marxism: the idea of an elite revolutionary party in What Is To Be Done?  - criticised by strict Marxists because of its dictatorial tendencies, but realistic!
· Lenin disagreed with Mensheviks and most Bolsheviks re timing of the revolution. They thought there should be years between the bourgeois and proletarian revolutions. Lenin thought they could be telescoped – as did Marx towards the end of his life
· Circumstances had to be right – e.g. an international catastrophe like WW1. Which is what happened! In the April Theses Lenin argued that the time was right for revolution and that an alliance with the poor peasantry would be essential
· In terms of what would happen after the revolution, where Marx was vague over the withering away of the state, Lenin was more specific, arguing in State and Revolution that the apparatus of state control would be needed for some time until class war led to the dictatorship of the proletariat under socialism to the classless society under communism
· Of course, the state and its bureaucracy mushroomed!
· Lenin also had to revise his ideas about worker control of factories. They couldn’t do it!
· Lenin’s last major deviation from Marxism was the NEP and the adoption of a more gradual approach to socialism 

Lenin – the evil genius?

· Lenin was described by the Menshevik Alexander Potresov as an ‘evil genius’

· From Krushchev to the late 80’s even as Stalin’s reputation fell, Lenin’s remained intact

· From the mid-80’s onwards, with glasnost (openness), archives revealed the extent to which the Soviet state was based on Lenin’s foundations. 

· Dmitri Volkogonov was the key Russian historian to vilify Lenin from this period. More recently historians such as Irina Pavlova have been more revisionist in their approach

· Western liberal historians (Richard Pipes et al) condemned Lenin for his violence and lust for power. Even Orlando Figes sees Lenin’s ultimate purpose as the pursuit of power

· Western revisionists have been more sympathetic – Moshe Lewin as early as 1968 and more recently Chris Read, Figes, Robert Service and others

· Robert Service on Lenin:

· Ruthless, intolerant, repressive, but power not an end in itself

· A visionary but flawed

· Not a dictator – the Party was never all powerful

· He usually got his way but never without a struggle

· Lenin’s genius was that he got his way at key turning points – October 1917, Brest-Litovsk in 1918 and the introduction  of NEP in 1921

· Didn’t get everything right – decision to invade Poland, international revolutions after October

· But a great political figure of the 20th Century

