Three readings from Lenin on the party, the movements against
oppression and the working class

Peter Boyle

It is very useful anti-capitalist activists today to study the work of Russian revolutionary leader
Lenin for a number of reasons. First Lenin had a deep understanding of Marxism which is an
important tool for understanding the world in order to change it. He was not a dogmatist. He
absorbed and applied the methodology of Marxism, studying the actual conditions in which the
Russian revolution took place. Second, Lenin was actually able to use this understanding to provide
real and practical leadership in an actual revolution, something Marx and Engels never got to do.

However, because Lenin’s voluminous collected are largely interventions (often sharply polemical)
in this revolution, they need to be read in their context. We should remember that some of his
sharpest polemics were levelled at comrades (including, for instance, Trotsky) who remained his
revolutionary allies right through the revolutionary struggle. These three readings span the 20-year
period within which the revolution developed, took power and, against tremendous odds, managed
to hang on to it for three years.

I am presenting them in reverse chronological order to assist understanding of the key points.
Sometimes reading backwards can help.

The first is from the second chapter of “Left-Wing” Communism: an Infantile Disorder (1920)
where he is explaining to awe-struck revolutionaries from around the world how the Bolsheviks
became the powerful and disciplined party they had to become to lead the Russian revolution.

It is, I think, almost universally realised at present that the Bolsheviks could not have retained power for
two and a half months, let alone two and a half years, without the most rigorous and truly iron discipline
in our Party, or without the fullest and unreserved support from the entire mass of the working class, that
is, from all thinking, honest, devoted and influential elements in it, capable of leading the backward strata
or carrying the latter along with them.

The dictatorship of the proletariat means a most determined and most ruthless war waged by the new
class against a more powerful enemy, the bourgeoisie, whose resistance is increased tenfold by their
overthrow (even if only in a single country), and whose power lies, not only in the strength of
international capital, the strength and durability of their international connections, but also in the force of
habit, in the strength of small-scale production. Unfortunately, small-scale production is still widespread
in the world, and small-scale production engenders capitalism and the bourgeoisie continuously, daily,
hourly, spontaneously, and on a mass scale. All these reasons make the dictatorship of the proletariat
necessary, and victory over the bourgeoisie is impossible without a long, stubborn and desperate life-and-
death struggle which calls for tenacity, discipline, and a single and inflexible will.

I repeat: the experience of the victorious dictatorship of the proletariat in Russia has clearly shown even
to those who are incapable of thinking or have had no occasion to give thought to the matter that absolute
centralisation and rigorous discipline of the proletariat are an essential condition of victory over the
bourgeoisie.

This is often dwelt on. However, not nearly enough thought is given to what it means, and under what
conditions it is possible. Would it not be better if the salutations addressed to the Soviets and the
Bolsheviks were more frequently accompanied by a profound analysis of the reasons why the Bolsheviks
have been able to build up the discipline needed by the revolutionary proletariat?

As a current of political thought and as a political party, Bolshevism has existed since 1903. Only the
history of Bolshevism during the entire period of its existence can satisfactorily explain why it has been
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able to build up and maintain, under most difficult conditions, the iron discipline needed for the victory of
the proletariat.

The first questions to arise are: how is the discipline of the proletariat’s revolutionary party maintained?
How is it tested? How is it reinforced? First, by the class-consciousness of the proletarian vanguard and
by its devotion to the revolution, by its tenacity, self-sacrifice and heroism. Second, by its ability to link
up, maintain the closest contact, and—if you wish—merge, in certain measure, with the broadest masses
of the working people—primarily with the proletariat, but also with the non-proletarian masses of
working people. Third, by the correctness of the political leadership exercised by this vanguard, by the
correctness of its political strategy and tactics, provided the broad masses have seen, from their own
experience, that they are correct. Without these conditions, discipline in a revolutionary party really
capable of being the party of the advanced class, whose mission it is to overthrow the bourgeoisie and
transform the whole of society, cannot be achieved. Without these conditions, all attempts to establish
discipline inevitably fall flat and end up in phrasemongering and clowning. On the other hand, these
conditions cannot emerge at once. They are created only by prolonged effort and hard-won experience.
Their creation is facilitated by a correct revolutionary theory, which, in its turn, is not a dogma, but
assumes final shape only in close connection with the practical activity of a truly mass and truly
revolutionary movement.

The fact that, in 191720, Bolshevism was able, under unprecedentedly difficult conditions, to build up
and successfully maintain the strictest centralisation and iron discipline was due simply to a number of
historical peculiarities of Russia.

On the one hand, Bolshevism arose in 1903 on a very firm foundation of Marxist theory. The correctness
of this revolutionary theory, and of it alone, has been proved, not only by world experience throughout the
nineteenth century, but especially by the experience of the seekings and vacillations, the errors and
disappointments of revolutionary thought in Russia. For about half a century—approximately from the
forties to the nineties of the last century—progressive thought in Russia, oppressed by a most brutal and
reactionary tsarism, sought eagerly for a correct revolutionary theory, and followed with the utmost
diligence and thoroughness each and every “last word” in this sphere in Europe and America. Russia
achieved Marxism — the only correct revolutionary theory — through the agony she experienced in the
course of half a century of unparalleled torment and sacrifice, of unparalleled revolutionary heroism,
incredible energy, devoted searching, study, practical trial, disappointment. verification, and comparison
with European experience. Thanks to the political emigration caused by tsarism, revolutionary Russia, in
the second half of the nineteenth century, acquired a wealth of international links and excellent
information on the forms and theories of the world revolutionary movement, such as no other country
possessed.

On the other hand, Bolshevism, which had arisen on this granite foundation of theory, went through
fifteen years of practical history (1903-17) unequalled anywhere in the world in its wealth of experience.
During those fifteen years, no other country knew anything even approximating to that revolutionary
experience, that rapid and varied succession of different forms of the movement—Iegal and illegal,
peaceful and stormy, underground and open, local circles and mass movements, and parliamentary and
terrorist forms. In no other country has there been concentrated, in so brief a period, such a wealth of
forms, shades, and methods of struggle of all classes of modern society, a struggle which, owing to the
backwardness of the country and the severity of the tsarist yoke, matured with exceptional rapidity, and
assimilated most eagerly and successfully the appropriate “last word” of American and European political
experience.
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The second reading is from Lenin’s 1902 booklet What Is To Be Done — treated by many as the
bible on “Leninism” and party organisation. Lenin himself warned that WITBD should be read in
the context of the sharp polemics of the time. Lars Lih, the author of Lenin Rediscovered: What Is
to Be Done? in Context (2006), wrote this good talk published in Links that summarises his main
points and contextualisation of WITBD.
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...“Everyone agrees” that it is necessary to develop the political consciousness of the working class. The
question is, how that is to be done and what is required to do it. The economic struggle merely “impels”
the workers to realise the government’s attitude towards the working class. Consequently, however much
we may try to “lend the economic, struggle itself a political character”, we shall never be able to develop
the political consciousness of the workers (to the level of Social-Democratic' political consciousness) by
keeping within the framework of the economic struggle?, for that framework is too narrow. The Martynov
formula has some value for us, not because it illustrates Martynov’s aptitude for confusing things, but
because it pointedly expresses the basic error that all the Economists commit, namely, their conviction
that it is possible to develop the class political consciousness of the workers from within, so to speak,
from their economic struggle, i.e., by making this struggle the exclusive (or, at least, the main) starting-
point, by making it the exclusive (or, at least, the main) basis. Such a view is radically wrong. Piqued by
our polemics against them, the Economists refuse to ponder deeply over the origins of these
disagreements, with the result that we simply cannot understand one another. It is as if we spoke in
different tongues.

Class political consciousness can be brought to the workers only from without, that is, only from outside
the economic struggle, from outside the sphere of relations between workers and employers.® The sphere
from which alone it is possible to obtain this knowledge is the sphere of relationships of all classes and
strata to the state and the government, the sphere of the interrelations between all classes. For that reason,
the reply to the question as to what must be done to bring political knowledge to the workers cannot be
merely the answer with which, in the majority of cases, the practical workers, especially those inclined
towards Economism, mostly content themselves, namely: “To go among the workers.” To bring political
knowledge to the workers the Social Democrats [socialists] must go among all classes of the population;
they must dispatch units of their army in all directions.

We deliberately select this blunt formula, we deliberately express ourselves in this sharply simplified
manner, not because we desire to indulge in paradoxes, but in order to “impel” the Economists to a
realisation of their tasks which they unpardonably ignore, to suggest to them strongly the difference
between trade-unionist and Social-Democratic [socialist] politics, which they refuse to understand. We
therefore beg the reader not to get wrought up, but to hear us patiently to the end.

Let us take the type of Social-Democratic [socialist] study circle that has become most widespread in the
past few years and examine its work. It has “contacts with the workers” and rests content with this,
issuing leaflets in which abuses in the factories, the government’s partiality towards the capitalists, and
the tyranny of the police are strongly condemned. At workers’ meetings the discussions never, or rarely
ever, go beyond the limits of these subjects. Extremely rare are the lectures and discussions held on the
history of the revolutionary movement, on questions of the government’s home and foreign policy, on
questions of the economic evolution of Russia and of Europe, on the position of the various classes in

The term “Social-Democratic” refers to the name of the party they were in. We could substitute the word “socialist”
for it in this text and keep the meaning of the argument — PB.

Elsewhere in WITBD, Lenin explains this term in a footnote that says: To avoid misunderstanding, we must point
out that here, and throughout this pamphlet, by economic struggle, we imply (in keeping with the accepted usage
among us) the “practical economic struggle”, which Engels, in the passage quoted above, described as “resistance
to the capitalists”, and which in free countries is known as the organised-labour syndical, or trade union struggle.—
Lenin

In an earlier chapter of WITBD, Lenin quoted Karl Kautsky approvingly explaining this was an historical fact: ‘The
more capitalist development increases the numbers of the proletariat, the more the proletariat is compelled and
becomes fit to fight against capitalism. The proletariat becomes conscious of the possibility and of the necessity for
socialism.’ In this connection socialist consciousness appears to be a necessary and direct result of the proletarian
class struggle. But this is absolutely untrue. Of course, socialism, as a doctrine, has its roots in modern economic
relationships just as the class struggle of the proletariat has, and, like the latter, emerges from the struggle against
the capitalist-created poverty and misery of the masses. But socialism and the class struggle arise side by side and
not one out of the other; each arises under different conditions. Modern socialist consciousness can arise only on
the basis of profound scientific knowledge. Indeed, modern economic science is as much a condition for socialist
production as, say, modern technology, and the proletariat can create neither the one nor the other, no matter how
much it may desire to do so; both arise out of the modern social process. The vehicle of science is not the
proletariat, but the bourgeois intelligentsia [K. K.’s italics]: it was in the minds of individual members of this
stratum that modern socialism originated, and it was they who communicated it to the more intellectually developed
proletarians who, in their turn, introduce it into the proletarian class struggle where conditions allow that to be
done. Thus, socialist consciousness is something introduced into the proletarian class struggle from without...”
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modern society, etc. As to systematically acquiring and extending contact with other classes of society, no
one even dreams of that. In fact, the ideal leader, as the majority of the members of such circles picture
him, is something far more in the nature of a trade union secretary than a socialist political leader. For the
secretary of any, say English, trade union always helps the workers to carry on the economic struggle, he
helps them to expose factory abuses, explains the injustice of the laws and of measures that hamper the
freedom to strike and to picket (i. e., to warn all and sundry that a strike is proceeding at a certain
factory), explains the partiality of arbitration court judges who belong to the bourgeois classes, etc., etc.
In a word, every trade union secretary conducts and helps to conduct “the economic struggle against the
employers and the government”. It cannot be too strongly maintained that this is still not Social-
Democracy [socialism], that the Social-Democrat’s ideal should not be the trade union secretary, but the
tribune of the people, who is able to react to every manifestation of tyranny and oppression, no matter
where it appears, no matter what stratum or class of the people it affects; who is able to generalise all
these manifestations and produce a single picture of police violence and capitalist exploitation; who is
able to take advantage of every event, however small, in order to set forth before all his socialist
convictions and his democratic demands, in order to clarify for all and everyone the world-historic

significance of the struggle for the emancipation of the proletariat....
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The third reading is an extract from the article Where To Begin (1901), which became the subject of
the debate with “economism” in WITBD. It was a practical proposal, as the title suggests, but one
based on an acute understanding of what was needed to develop from a situation of mounting and
widespread struggles against oppression into a focussed struggle for revolutionary change.

In our opinion, the starting-point of our activities, the first step towards creating the desired organisation,
or, let us say, the main thread which, if followed, would enable us steadily to develop, deepen, and extend
that organisation, should be the founding of an All-Russian political newspaper. A newspaper is what we
most of all need; without it we cannot conduct that systematic, all-round propaganda and agitation,
consistent in principle, which is the chief and permanent task of Social-Democracy in general and, in
particular, the pressing task of the moment, when interest in politics and in questions of socialism has
been aroused among the broadest strata of the population. Never has the need been felt so acutely as today
for reinforcing dispersed agitation in the form of individual action, local leaflets, pamphlets, etc., by
means of generalised and systematic agitation that can only be conducted with the aid of the periodical
press. It may be said without exaggeration that the frequency and regularity with which a newspaper is
printed (and distributed) can serve as a precise criterion of how well this cardinal and most essential
sector of our militant activities is built up. Furthermore, our newspaper must be All-Russian. If we fail,
and as long as we fail, to combine our efforts to influence the people and the government by means of the
printed word, it will be utopian to think of combining other means, more complex, more difficult, but also
more decisive, for exerting influence. Our movement suffers in the first place, ideologically, as well as in
practical and organisational respects, from its state of fragmentation, from the almost complete immersion
of the overwhelming majority of Social-Democrats in local work, which narrows their outlook, the scope
of their activities, and their skill in the maintenance of secrecy and their preparedness. It is precisely in
this state of fragmentation that one must look for the deepest roots of the instability and the waverings
noted above. The first step towards eliminating this short-coming, towards transforming divers local
movements into a single, All-Russian movement, must be the founding of an All-Russian newspaper.
Lastly, what we need is definitely a political newspaper. Without a political organ, a political movement
deserving that name is inconceivable in the Europe of today. Without such a newspaper we cannot
possibly fulfill our task—that of concentrating all the elements of political discontent and protest, of
vitalising thereby the revolutionary movement of the proletariat. We have taken the first step, we have
aroused in the working class a passion for “economic”, factory exposures; we must now take the next
step, that of arousing in every section of the population that is at all politically conscious a passion for
political exposure. We must not be discouraged by the fact that the voice of political exposure is today so
feeble, timid, and infrequent. This is not because of a wholesale submission to police despotism, but
because those who are able and ready to make exposures have no tribune from which to speak, no eager
and encouraging audience, they do not see anywhere among the people that force to which it would be
worth while directing their complaint against the “omnipotent” Russian Government. But today all this is
rapidly changing. There is such a force—it is the revolutionary proletariat, which has demonstrated its



readiness, not only to listen to and support the summons to political struggle, but boldly to engage in
battle. We are now in a position to provide a tribune for the nationwide exposure of the tsarist
government, and it is our duty to do this. That tribune must be a Social-Democratic newspaper. The
Russian working class, as distinct from the other classes and strata of Russian society, displays a constant
interest in political knowledge and manifests a constant and extensive demand (not only in periods of
intensive unrest) for illegal literature. When such a mass demand is evident, when the training of
experienced revolutionary leaders has already begun, and when the concentration of the working class
makes it virtual master in the working-class districts of the big cities and in the factory settlements and
communities, it is quite feasible for the proletariat to found a political newspaper. Through the proletariat
the newspaper will reach the urban petty bourgeoisie, the rural handicraftsmen, and the peasants, thereby
becoming a real people’s political newspaper.

The role of a newspaper, however, is not limited solely to the dissemination of ideas, to political
education, and to the enlistment of political allies. A newspaper is not only a collective propagandist and a
collective agitator, it is also a collective organiser. In this last respect it may be likened to the scaffolding
round a building under construction, which marks the contours of the structure and facilitates
communication between the builders, enabling them to distribute the work and to view the common
results achieved by their organised labour. With the aid of the newspaper, and through it, a permanent
organisation will naturally take shape that will engage, not only in local activities, but in regular general
work, and will train its members to follow political events carefully, appraise their significance and their
effect on the various strata of the population, and develop effective means for the revolutionary party to
influence these events. The mere technical task of regularly supplying the newspaper with copy and of
promoting regular distribution will necessitate a network of local agents of the united party, who will
maintain constant contact with one another, know the general state of affairs, get accustomed to
performing regularly their detailed functions in the All-Russian work, and test their strength in the
organisation of various revolutionary actions. This network of agents[1] will form the skeleton of
precisely the kind of organisation we need—one that is sufficiently large to embrace the whole country;
sufficiently broad and many-sided to effect a strict and detailed division of labour; sufficiently well
tempered to be able to conduct steadily its own work under any circumstances, at all “sudden turns”, and
in face of all contingencies; sufficiently flexible to be able, on the one hand, to avoid an open battle
against an overwhelming enemy, when the enemy has concentrated all his forces at one spot, and yet, on
the other, to take advantage of his unwieldiness and to attack him when and where he least expects it.
Today we are faced with the relatively easy task of supporting student demonstrations in the streets of big
cities; tomorrow we may, perhaps, have the more difficult task of supporting, for example, the
unemployed movement in some particular area, and the day after to be at our posts in order to play a
revolutionary part in a peasant uprising. Today we must take advantage of the tense political situation
arising out of the government’s campaign against the Zemstvo*; tomorrow we may have to support
popular indignation against some tsarist bashi-bazouk® on the rampage and help, by means of boycott,
indictment, demonstrations, etc., to make things so hot for him as to force him into open retreat. Such a
degree of combat readiness can be developed only through the constant activity of regular troops. If we
join forces to produce a common newspaper, this work will train and bring into the foreground, not only
the most skillful propagandists, but the most capable organisers, the most talented political party leaders
capable, at the right moment, of releasing the slogan for the decisive struggle and of taking the lead in that
struggle.

In conclusion, a few words to avoid possible misunderstanding. We have spoken continuously of
systematic, planned preparation, yet it is by no means our intention to imply that the autocracy can be
overthrown only by a regular siege or by organised assault. Such a view would be absurd and doctrinaire.
On the contrary, it is quite possible, and historically much more probable, that the autocracy will collapse
under the impact of one of the spontaneous outbursts or unforeseen political complications which
constantly threaten it from all sides. But no political party that wishes to avoid adventurous gambles can
base its activities on the anticipation of such outbursts and complications. We must go our own way, and
we must steadfastly carry on our regular work, and the less our reliance on the unexpected, the less the
chance of our being caught unawares by any “historic turns”.

4 A Zemstvo was a local government body established in 1864 by Russian Tsar Alexander II. In the period around
1901, the Tsarist secret police was becoming more and more involved in zemstvo affairs - PB
5 Here meaning rabble or irregular militia mobilised to commit terror by Tsarist forces -PB
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