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Recent decades have witnessed an impressive increase in studies on Lenin. This 
is interesting since there were already many sources about the great revolutionary. 
During the last century, countless researchers had studied Lenin’s personality, 



���

Revolutionary Marxism 2021

SROLWLFV��WKHRULHV��DQG�YLHZV��(YHU\WKLQJ�SRVVLEOH�WR�VD\�DERXW�WKH�VXEMHFW�VHHPHG�
to have been said. Yet in the 21st century, thick books with the title “Lenin” are still 
being written!

This return to Lenin is the result of an objective necessity. Capitalism does not 
have much to offer to humanity today, and capitalist economies cannot provide 
wealth and good life to most citizens. Under such conditions, mass discontent 
triggers revolutionary quests, which inevitably lead the way to Lenin. Thus, at each 
political crossroad, Lenin comes back on the agenda.

But there is another factor giving new breath to Lenin studies. In the post-Soviet 
era, the Russian state opened archives related to the early years of the USSR. Hence 
some previously unknown letters, correspondence, secret telegrams, instructions, 
etc. came to daylight after the 1990s. To be sure, the additional information obtained 
IURP�WKHVH�DUFKLYHV�GRHV�QRW�SDLQW�D�EUDQG�QHZ�SRUWUDLW�RI�/HQLQ�EXW�FODUL¿HV�VRPH�
GHWDLOV�DQG�¿OOV�VRPH�JDSV��7KDW¶V�DOO��/HQLQ�LV�VWLOO�/HQLQ��EXW�ZH�NQRZ�KLP�EHWWHU�
now.

7KH�IRXU�ERRNV�EULHÀ\�UHYLHZHG�KHUH�DUH�DPRQJ�WKH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�DQG�RULJLQDO�
contributions to the new studies on Lenin.1 Three of them deal with Lenin’s life, 
thought, and politics as a whole. The other one (Lars Lih’s Lenin Rediscovered) 
focuses on the What Is to be Done? period, approximately the years 1899-1904. 
This book is limited in content compared with the others, but its size is much larger 
(close to 900 pages).

/LK¶V�/HQLQ
In his shorter book, Lih proposes to divide the three decades of Lenin’s political 

life (from 1894 to his death in 1924) into three ten-year periods. These periods 
roughly correspond to the phases of Lenin’s vision expressed in the last sentence of 
his Friends of the People. Lih (2011, p. 46) quotes the sentence:

:KHQ�WKH�DGYDQFHG�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�RI�WKLV�FODVV�DVVLPLODWH�WKH�LGHDV�RI�VFLHQWLILF�
VRFLDOLVP�DQG� WKH� LGHD�RI� WKH�KLVWRULFDO� UROH�RI� WKH�5XVVLDQ�ZRUNHU� ��ZKHQ� WKH�
VH�LGHDV�UHFHLYH�D�EURDG�GLVVHPLQDWLRQ���ZKHQ�GXUDEOH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DUH�FUHDWHG�
DPRQJ�WKH�ZRUNHUV�WKDW�WUDQVIRUP�WKH�SUHVHQW�XQFRRUGLQDWHG�HFRQRPLF�ZDU�RI�WKH�
ZRUNHUV�LQWR�D�SXUSRVLYH�FODVV�VWUXJJOH����WKHQ�WKH�5XVVLDQ�ZRUNHU��HOHYDWHG�WR�WKH�
KHDG�RI�DOO�GHPRFUDWLF�HOHPHQWV��ZLOO�RYHUWKURZ�DEVROXWLVP�DQG�OHDG�WKH�5XVVLDQ�
SUROHWDULDW��VLGH�E\�VLGH�ZLWK�WKH�SUROHWDULDW�RI�DOO�FRXQWULHV��E\�WKH direct road of 
open political struggle to the victorious communist revolution.

$FFRUGLQJ� WR� /LK�� WKH� ¿UVW� SKDVH�� WKH� FUHDWLRQ� RI� 5XVVLDQ� VRFLDO�GHPRFUDF\��
corresponds to 1894-1904. The bourgeois-democratic revolution and the acquisition 

��/LKȃV�DQG�.UDXV]ȃV�ERRNV�ZHUH�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�7XUNLVK�LQ������DQG�������DQG�,�KDG�UHYLHZHG�WKHP�
in Devrimci Marksizm��QR��������:LQWHU�6SULQJ�������DQG�QR�����$XWXPQ��������7KLV�UHYLHZ�LV�D�
FRPELQDWLRQ�DQG�UHYLVLRQ�RI�WKRVH�HDUOLHU�SLHFHV��ZLWK�WKH�DGGLWLRQ�RI�6KDQGURȃV�ERRN, published in 
Turkish in 2021 �DOO�UHIHUHQFHV�ZLOO�EH�JLYHQ�LQ�SDUHQWKHVLV��
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of political rights make up the second phase covering 1904-1914. Finally, in the 
third phase, between 1914 and 1924, the focus is on the world socialist revolution.

It seems that Lih has reorganised the facts with pedagogical and aesthetic 
concerns to create a neat scheme, and for that reason, he has not marked the two 
great revolution years, 1905 and 1917, as turning points. While his sketch has the 
advantage of being easy to remember, we must not forget that there are overlaps 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�SHULRGV��IRU�H[DPSOH��%ROVKHYLVP�ZDV�IRUPHG��PRVWO\��QRW�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�
but the second period).

In both books, Lih’s polemical target is what he calls the “textbook interpretation”, 
the widespread view on Lenin in Western academia. This interpretation depends on 
the idea that Lenin did not trust the workers (their political skills and organisational 
capacity). Thus leaving aside the International slogan that “the emancipation of 
the working classes must be conquered by the working classes themselves”, he set 
up a conspiratorial organisation of intellectual revolutionaries. And What Is to be 
Done?�UHÀHFWV�WKLV�LPSHULRXV�YLVLRQ��ZKLFK�GRHV�QRW�FDUH�DERXW�SROLWLFDO�IUHHGRPV�
or democracy. In this regard, it is a “textbook” itself, the work that best summarizes 
Bolshevism’s essence and the project to which Lenin devoted his entire life. Lih 
(2011, p. 16) sums up the textbook interpretation as follows:

The central theme of the textbook interpretation is Lenin’s alleged “worry about 
workers”. According to this account Lenin was pessimistic about the workers’ lack 
of revolutionary inclinations and was therefore inclined to give up on a genuine 
mass movement. He therefore aimed instead at an elite, conspiratorial underground 
party staffed mainly with revolutionaries from the intelligentsia. Following from 
this, the textbook interpretation sees fundamental contrasts between Lenin and the 
UHVW� RI�(XURSHDQ�6RFLDO�'HPRFUDF\��7KH\�ZHUH� RSWLPLVWLF�� KH�ZDV� SHVVLPLVWLF��
They were fatalist, he was voluntarist. They were democratic, he was elitist. They 
were committed to a mass movement, he was conspiratorial.

Lih thinks that this interpretation is wrong in every aspect. First, the claim 
that Lenin did not trust the workers is plainly wrong. On the contrary, Lenin was 
perhaps too optimistic about the capabilities of the workers. Unlike his “economist” 
RSSRQHQWV�� KH� KDG� JUHDW� FRQ¿GHQFH� LQ� WKH� ZRUNLQJ� FODVV� DQG� WKH� UHYROXWLRQDU\�
leaders to emerge from it. By the turn of the century, Lenin thought that workers 
KDG�PDGH�VLJQL¿FDQW�SURJUHVV�ZLWKLQ�D�VKRUW�WLPH�DQG�EHJDQ�WR�EHFRPH�DQ�RUJDQLVHG�
and disciplined force. However, the socialists had failed to lead this spontaneous 
movement effectively. He attributes this inadequacy to amateurish methods, to 
the inability to understand the requirements of a central organisation, and to the 
FRQWLQXDWLRQ�RI�ROG�VW\OH�VWXG\�FLUFOH�KDELWV��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��/HQLQ�¿QGV�VRFLDOLVWV�
inadequate, not workers. That is the reason for writing What Is to be Done?: The 
workers’ movement and socialism need to be merged, and here the weak link is the 
socialists (2011, p. 79).

Another problem associated with this in the “textbook” interpretation is the belief 
that the Leninist revolutionary organisation consists of intellectuals. According to 
this dogma, a group of radical intellectuals (of bourgeois or petty-bourgeois origins) 
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will bring consciousness to the working class. Since the working class cannot develop 
class consciousness on its own, this will come from sections of the bourgeoisie. 
However, the thesis that consciousness comes to the working class from outside 
does not have such a meaning. The revolutionary organisation does not impose a 
non-existent consciousness on the workers. According to Lenin, the revolutionary 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ��GHSHQGLQJ�RQ�WKH�WKHRU\�RI�VRFLDOLVP�WKDW�0DU[�DQG�(QJHOV�SXW�RQ�D�
VFLHQWL¿F�EDVLV��ZLOO�LQVSLUH�WKH�ZRUNLQJ�FODVV�WR�OHDG�WKH�SHRSOH��7KXV�LW�LV�PRUH�RI�D�
matter of leadership. Since the working class is inevitably heterogeneous, segments 
of this class with a more “advanced” level of consciousness than the others take the 
lead. For Lenin, the revolutionary organisation consists of advanced workers and 
intellectuals who have become professional revolutionaries. Lih reminds us that 
“The idea that Lenin restricted the status of ‘revolutionary by trade’ to intellectuals 
has no factual basis and is incompatible with his entire outlook” (2011, p. 71). 
Intellectuals of bourgeois or petty-bourgeois origin do not have the majority nor any 
privileges in such an organisation. On the contrary, from the point of organisational 
discipline, they are rather seen as less reliable members.

The “conspiratorial” character attributed to the Leninist revolutionary 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ� LV� DQRWKHU� IDOVL¿FDWLRQ�� /LK� H[SODLQV� DW� OHQJWK� WKDW� WKH� 5XVVLDQ�
Konspiratsiya did not mean “conspiracy” then and had nothing to do with the 
%ODQTXLVW�¿QH�DUW�RI�³FRXS�G¶pWDW´��Konspiratsiya rather meant techniques to escape 
from the political police. Failure in this was leading to a police raid and the collapse 
of the organisation. Konspiratsiya practices were the product of the Tsarist regime 
which did not recognize even the basic bourgeois-democratic freedoms. Indeed, 
Lenin and many Russian revolutionaries were trying to model their party on the 
*HUPDQ�6RFLDO�'HPRFUDWLF�3DUW\��63'���(YHQ�WKH�LGHD�WR�SXEOLVK�DQ�XQGHUJURXQG�
party newspaper to form the backbone of the organisation was inspired by the 
success of the Sozialdemokrat which, because of Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws 
between 1878 and 1890, was secretly published abroad and then distributed all 
over Germany by the SPD (2008, p. 65). In contrast with the really “conspiratorial” 
methods of the previous Narodnik generation, the principal purpose of the Leninist 
organisation was political propaganda to spread the socialist message among the 
working masses and the people.

In Lenin Rediscovered, Lih tries to recreate the context of What Is to be Done?, 
and in practice, this becomes a study of the debates, factions, publications, and 
terminology within the Russian revolutionary movement at the turn of the 20th 
century. Such an approach provides a tremendous advantage for the reader. We enter 
the world of the text (and its author) and get to know Lenin’s polemical opponents 
of those years, Rabochaia Mysl, Rabochee Delo, and others more closely. We 
learn the different meanings and etymologies of the key terms used. Moreover, we 
better understand Lenin’s problematic. These are the strengths of Lih’s laborious 
commentary.

On the other hand, becoming embedded in the context creates a disadvantage, 
VLQFH�WKH�HYHQWV�WKDW�WDNH�SODFH�RXWVLGH�RI�WKLV�FRQWH[W�IDOO�RXWVLGH�RXU�¿HOG�RI�YLVLRQ��
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For example, the immediate reason for Lenin’s break with the Second International 
ZDV�WKH�DWWLWXGH�RI�WKH�VRFLDO�GHPRFUDWLF�SDUWLHV�RI�(XURSH�ZKHQ�WKH�)LUVW�:RUOG�:DU�
broke out. Yet we can see the clues for this break in the What Is to be Done? period, 
even earlier. But we can see these clues only if we look for them. Since such clues 
are not pursued in Lih’s approach, Lenin’s originality is also lost, and he turns out to 
EH�D�GHYRWHG�5XVVLDQ�³(UIXUWLDQ´��7KDW�PHDQV��DV�D�\RXQJ�PDQ��KH�ZDV�VKDSHG�ZLWK�
the Marxism of the Second International, and it took a long time for him to detach 
himself from that outlook. Lih thinks Lenin maintained this orientation until as late 
as 1917 (2008, p. 114). But the determinist Marxism of the Second International 
and Lenin’s understanding which was more open to contingencies actually differed 
EHIRUH�WKH�ZRUOG�ZDU��)RU�H[DPSOH��.DXWVN\�WKRXJKW�WKDW�ZLWK�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�
capitalism, the labour movement would spontaneously grow, and its merger with 
socialism depended on various factors (2008, p. 635). He believed that the road was 
pre-determined, but the distance covered would be determined by actual struggle. 
However, according to Lenin, there was more than one way forward, more than 
one development possibility. For example, if the social-democrats failed to lead 
the workers’ movement effectively, the workers’ movement would fall under the 
LQÀXHQFH� RI� WKH� ERXUJHRLVLH�� 7KXV�� DV� /LK� DOVR� HPSKDVLVHV�� HIIHFWLYH� OHDGHUVKLS�
(and hegemony) was central to Lenin’s thought and practice. Although some of its 
IRUPXODWLRQV�DUH�VWLOO�LQVXI¿FLHQW� What Is to be Done? can also be read as a text in 
ZKLFK�/HQLQ�EHJDQ�WR�PRYH�DZD\�IURP�³(UIXUWLVP´��7KLV��LW�PXVW�EH�QRWHG��LV�WKH�
approach Alan Shandro adopts in his Lenin and the Logic of Hegemony (2014, p. 
271).

Lih does not attach much importance to the “economism” debate in What Is to 
be Done? According to him, Lenin’s main issue was not to criticise economism but 
to batter Rabochee Delo by using the accusation of economism. According to this 
DFFRXQW��HFRQRPLVP�ZDV�QRW�D� UHDO�GDQJHU� LQ�/HQLQ¶V�H\HV��EXW�RQO\�DQ�DUWL¿FLDO�
allegation directed to his adversaries (2008, p. 11). However, Lih very well knows 
(and Shandro again reminds us), Lenin made a similar critique (“imperialist 
economism”) of some Bolsheviks such as Bukharin and Pyatakov within the 
framework of the imperialism debate in later years. Contra Lih, one can say that 
Lenin saw economism as a real threat and struggled with it all his life.

(FRQRPLVP�GRHV�QRW�UHMHFW�SROLWLFV�EXW�UHIXVHV�WR�IDFH�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�SROLWLFDO�
power. We can see traces of such a mechanical understanding in Bukharin’s 
conception of imperialism or Rosa Luxemburg’s dismissal to recognize the right of 
nations to self-determination. In such cases, problems that belong to the political 
level are resolved by referring them to another (economic) level.

The economist understanding is not simply a matter of comprehension but stems 
IURP�FDSLWDOLVW�UHODWLRQV��+LVWRULFDOO\��GXULQJ�WKH�IHXGDO�SHULRG��WKH�ERXUJHRLVLH�¿UVW�
gained power in the relations of production and then transferred this power to the 
political domain. By contrast, the working class cannot achieve economic power in 
FDSLWDOLVP��7R�FUHDWH�D�QHZ�VRFLHW\��LW�KDV�WR�VHL]H�VWDWH�SRZHU�¿UVW�DQG�WKHQ�UHDUUDQJH�
the relations of production. Thus the key question for the proletariat is the conquest 
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of political power. But for this, the working class has to go beyond the problems that 
concern only itself (economic problems in a narrow sense) and lead other oppressed 
social segments. The proletariat has to prove that it can govern society. However, 
EHFDXVH�RI�LWV�SRVLWLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�UHODWLRQV�RI�SURGXFWLRQ��LW�LV�TXLWH�GLI¿FXOW�IRU�WKH�
working class, or rather the vast majority of it, to realize this. Broad sections of the 
working class who are less developed in terms of the level of class consciousness 
tend more or less spontaneously to an “economist” conception. On the other hand, 
it is a rational attitude for the bourgeoisie to try to direct the struggle of the workers 
to the economic domain as much as possible and to build insurmountable walls 
between economy and politics. Thus the workers’ movement, a product of capitalist 
development, can “spontaneously” advance only to economism or trade-unionism.

In this context, it is hard to understand why Lih, who discusses everything 
thoroughly, puts this claim of Lenin into a footnote: “Class political awareness 
can be brought to the worker only from without, that is to say from outside the 
economic struggle, from outside the sphere of the relations of workers to owners” 
(2008, p. 646, fn 68). Lenin speaks of a consciousness that can be achieved only 
through the struggle for political power. He argues that a working class that does 
not engage in general political struggle cannot develop “class political awareness”.

This issue is of great importance. According to the conventional wisdom, 
workers become a class by struggling for their rights. However, Lenin says this 
ZLOO�QRW�EH�HQRXJK��+H�WKLQNV�WKDW�WKRVH�ZKR�RQO\�¿JKW�IRU�ZRUNHUV¶�ULJKWV�FDQQRW�
go beyond economism (or trade-unionism) and that such positions have a place in 
bourgeois democracy. He argues that capitalist society can absorb a labor movement 
restricted to economic demands and supports this claim by comparing the British 
and German labor movements in What Is to be Done? (2008, p. 404). According to 
/HQLQ��WKRVH�ZKR�WU\�WR�FRQ¿QH�WKH�ODERU�PRYHPHQW�ZLWKLQ�WUDGH�XQLRQ�ERXQGDULHV�
DFWXDOO\� UHSUHVHQW� WKH� LQÀXHQFH� RI� ERXUJHRLV� LGHRORJ\� LQ� WKH� ODERU�PRYHPHQW�� ,�
WKLQN�WKH�ODVW�KXQGUHG�\HDUV�KDYH�MXVWL¿HG�KLV�FRQFHUQV�

.UDXV]¶V�/HQLQ
While Lih’s Lenin Rediscovered focuses on the world of What Is to be Done?, 

.UDXV]¶V�Reconstructing Lenin� HPSOR\V� D� KROLVWLF� DSSURDFK�� .UDXV]� DUJXHV� WKDW�
Lenin’s theoretical works of various periods are not simply studies caused by the 
then political developments but there is a “line of intellectual development” that 
encompasses all of Lenin’s works and actions (2015, p. 10). He tries to show this 
line, but he does not do this by stripping Lenin of all contradictions and presenting 
KLP� DV� D�P\WKRORJLFDO� KHUR�ZKR� LV� QHYHU�ZURQJ��.UDXV]¶V� /HQLQ� LV� D� KLVWRULFDO�
SHUVRQDOLW\�ZKR�VWUXJJOHV�ZLWK�SROLWLFDO�SUREOHPV�DQG�WULHV�WR�¿QG�FUHDWLYH�VROXWLRQV�
to these; an always “learning” individual who sometimes makes mistakes but knows 
to change track when he sees that he has made mistakes.

7KH� PDLQ� WKHVLV� RI� .UDXV]¶V� ELRJUDSK\� LV� H[SUHVVHG� LQ� WKH� VHQWHQFH� ³WR� WKH�
GHJUHH�WKDW�KLVWRU\�FRQ¿UPHG�/HQLQ¶V�0DU[LVP�ZKHUH�WKH�5XVVLDQ�5HYROXWLRQ�ZDV�
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FRQFHUQHG��LW�GLG�QRW�FRQ¿UP�KLV�LGHD�DQG�DVSLUDWLRQV�IRU�GHYHORSPHQWV�after the 
revolution” (2015, p. 367). Thus his account has two basic periods, before and after 
the October Revolution.

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�.UDXV]��The Development of Capitalism in Russia which proved 
that Russia had entered the capitalist path was of decisive importance in the evolution 
of Lenin’s thought. In Russia the agrarian question was of great importance. 
This dual emphasis on Russia’s capitalist development and the agrarian question 
brought a break with both the Narodnik tradition (that preceded Russian Marxism) 
and liberalism (apparently the symmetric opposite of Narodnism, but in reality 
implicitly attached to it). During this early period, Lenin had already seen that the 
Russian revolution would trigger a world revolution (2015, p. 91). The agent that 
could lead the revolution was not the weak and non-autonomous bourgeoisie, but 
WKH�QDVFHQW�SUROHWDULDW��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�.UDXV]��WKH������UHYROXWLRQ�ZRXOG�PDNH�WKH�
situation even more clear.

After the 1905 revolution, Stolypin’s reforms aimed to establish large land 
ownership in agriculture and speed up capitalist development. However, the 
enormous mass of peasants was in favour of the division of the lands and had 
become a revolutionary actor. The formulation of the “democratic dictatorship of 
the proletariat and the peasantry” under the leadership of the proletariat got shape 
within this context (2015, p. 98). As the bourgeoisie tried to hinder the revolution, 
the bourgeois-democratic and socialist stages of the revolution were intertwined. 
$FFRUGLQJ�WR�.UDXV]��WKLV�FRQWLQXLW\�EHFDPH�PRUH�SURQRXQFHG�LQ�/HQLQ¶V�WKRXJKW�
over time (2015, p. 200).

In the period of reaction after the 1905 revolution, we see Lenin struggling 
with both the “right” (Menshevik) and the “left” (the Bogdanov group) factions 
within Russian Social Democracy.�.UDXV]�GHDOV�H[WHQVLYHO\�ZLWK�/HQLQ¶V�FRQÀLFW�
with Bogdanov. In general, their debate has turned over sending deputies to the 
Duma (Lenin believed the boycott tactic could only be valid in times of the rise 
of the revolutionary wave), but there were serious theoretical and philosophical 
GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKH�EDFNJURXQG��,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W��.UDXV]�SRLQWV�RXW��ZLWK�/HQLQ��WKDW�
revisionist movements almost as a rule turn their backs on dialectics (2015, pp. 
126-130), and he emphasises the importance of Lenin’s Hegel studies during the 
world war (2015, pp. 145-151). He reminds us that Lenin approached dialectics 
“as the philosophical-theoretical and practical instrument or method, in social and 
historical terms, for overtaking the capitalist system” (2015, p. 147). He states 
WKDW�WKH�SUDFWLFDO�WDFWLFDO�ÀH[LELOLW\�/HQLQ�DFKLHYHG�E\�PHDQV�RI�VXFK�DQ�DSSURDFK�
was evident in “the famous arguments that he took up with Luxemburg, Bukharin 
and Pyatakov, mainly on the national question, the revolutionary strategy, and the 
social-democratic politics of alliance” (2015, p. 151).

.UDXV]� DWWDFKHV� JUHDW� LPSRUWDQFH� WR�The State and Revolution, which Lenin 
wrote just before the October Revolution and laid out the philosophy of the 
UHYROXWLRQ�� $FFRUGLQJ� WR� .UDXV]�� LQ� WKLV� ERRN�� /HQLQ� VWUXJJOHG� ZLWK� DQDUFKLVW�
utopian movements on the one hand and revisionist parliamentarism on the other 
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(2015, p. 194). Rather than the dictatorship of one party, he envisioned a socialism 
LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�VWDWH�ZRXOG�GLVDSSHDU��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�.UDXV]��³/HQLQ�VSRNH�QRW�RQO\�
about the direct forms of workers’ rule, as opposed to the bourgeois republic, but 
also distanced himself from the tradition of state socialism, that is, the ‘introduction 
of socialism’ by means of state power” (2015, p. 201). Contrary to the claims of 
liberal critics, Lenin did not rely on a “statist” conception. However, with the start 
of the civil war, practical needs for the defense of the revolution came to the fore. As 
the role of the party increased, that of the “self-governments” of the working class 
decreased (2015, p. 207).

.UDXV]�DUJXHV�WKDW�DIWHU�WKH�2FWREHU�5HYROXWLRQ�/HQLQ�IDFHG�D�FHUWDLQ�GLI¿FXOW\�
LQ�WKHRULVLQJ�GHYHORSPHQWV��7KH�GLI¿FXOW\�HPHUJHG�RQ�WZR�LQWHUFRQQHFWHG�D[HV��:H�
FDQ�FDOO�WKH�¿UVW�RQH�WKH�D[LV�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�UHYROXWLRQ��/HQLQ�VDZ�WKH�VXFFHVV�RI�WKH�
5XVVLDQ�UHYROXWLRQ�LQ�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�(XURSHDQ��HVSHFLDOO\�*HUPDQ��UHYROXWLRQ��
+RZHYHU��DV�VHHQ�LQ�WKH�%UHVW�/LWRYVN�H[DPSOH��XQWLO�WKH�(XURSHDQ�UHYROXWLRQ�EHJDQ��
the most important position would be to protect the achievements of the Russian 
revolution. Recently, new documents have emerged showing that Lenin was deeply 
FRQFHUQHG� DERXW� WKH� VHSDUDWLRQ� RI�5XVVLDQ� VRFLDOLVP� IURP� WKH�(XURSHDQ� JURXQG�
�������SS������������7KH�GHOD\�LQ�WKH�DZDLWHG�(XURSHDQ�UHYROXWLRQ�JUDGXDOO\�OHG�
to a “great power policy” on the part of the Soviet Union, and in the later Stalinist 
SHULRG�WKLV�EHFDPH�WKH�UXOH��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�.UDXV]��LQ�WKH�����V�³/HQLQ¶V�PRWLYDWLRQV�
indicate that he acted within the scope of the world revolution’s ideal, but brought 
KLV�GD\�WR�GD\�GHFLVLRQV�XQGHU�WKH�SULPDU\�LQÀXHQFH�RI�WKH�UHDOSROLWLN�RI�D�GRPLQDQW�
power” (2015, p. 299). The immediate practical problems of the world war, the 
revolution, the civil war, the ensuing famine of 1921-22, the rebellions within the 
FRXQWU\�LQHYLWDEO\�SUHFHGHG�WKHRUHWLFDO�DQDO\VLV��.UDXV]�FODLPV�WKDW�/HQLQ�FRXOG�QRW�
make a concrete analysis of the concrete situation in the all-important question of 
world revolution. He had analysed the development of capitalism in Russia, but he 
could not adequately analyse the economic-class development of Western countries 
(2015, p. 362). For example, in the context of the theory of imperialism, he had 
QRW�FODUL¿HG�KRZ�WKH�:HVWHUQ�ZRUNLQJ�FODVV�FRXOG�UHVLVW�RSSRUWXQLVW� LGHRORJLFDO�
SROLWLFDO�LQÀXHQFHV��'HVSLWH�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�D�OLQN�EHWZHHQ�GHPRFUDWLF�GHPDQGV�DQG�
socialism in the age of imperialism, he could not provide clarity on how to decide 
about the different (heterogeneous) interests in a democratic context (2015, pp. 161, 
170-172). He could not properly analyse the ideological-political formation of the 
:HVWHUQ�ZRUNHUV�DQG�WKH�JHQHUDO�³ULSHQHVV´�OHYHO�RI�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�LQ�(XURSH�IRU�
the revolution, and could not develop a clear view on how to expand the revolution 
(2015, pp. 300-303).

The second one can be called the Russian axis. Here, the socialism that Lenin 
envisioned in The State and Revolution gradually faded in the face of practical 
problems. In this context, the conditions of the civil war from 1918 on forced the 
transition from the market to war communism under state control. In the later 
SHULRG��ZLWK�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�WR�WKH�1(3��WKH�UROH�RI�WKH�VWDWH�LQFUHDVHG��DQG�WKH�SDUW\�
(not the proletariat) came to exercise the dictatorship of the proletariat (2015, pp. 
���������������$FFRUGLQJ�WR�.UDXV]��WKH�HPHUJLQJ�6RYLHW�VWDWH�FDQ�EH�GH¿QHG�DV�
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“a bureaucratic state with proletarian offshoots” (2015, p. 331). As a matter of fact, 
despite his health problems, in the last years of his life Lenin struggled with the 
emerging bureaucratic tendencies. But he was unsuccessful. The self-defense tools 
of the working class, workers’ democracy, and mechanisms to ensure the proletarian 
FKDUDFWHU�RI�WKH�GLFWDWRUVKLS�FRXOG�QRW�EH�GHYHORSHG��.UDXV]�JRHV�VR�IDU�DV�WR�VD\�
that Lenin “betrayed” dialectics (2015, p. 334).

I think it is not a realistic approach to attribute the problems of a revolution to 
a single individual, even if this is a world-historical person. Lenin made mistakes, 
of course, but a thorough and dialectical analysis is expected to account for the 
“objectively subjective” limits of a revolution in a relatively backward country in 
the middle of a world war. Failures, trial and errors, corrections, and “stick bending” 
are essential components of this process. The turn towards great power policy, the 
withering away of working-class organisations, the rise of bureaucracy, and the 
betrayal to dialectics characterize not the Lenin period but the post-Lenin Soviet 
Union.

.UDXV]�ZULWHV�WKDW�LQ�WKH�³VWDWH�FDSLWDOLVP´��1(3��SKDVH�RI�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�SHULRG��
/HQLQ� RXWOLQHG� IRXU� SRWHQWLDO� FRXUVHV� RI� GHYHORSPHQW��7KH�¿UVW� LV� WKH� ³8VWUDORY�
scenario” introduced by Bukharin after Lenin’s death. This basically means 
“capitalism without the bourgeoisie” or the dictatorial restoration of capitalism. 
$SDUW�IURP�WKLV��WKH�WKUHH�DOWHUQDWLYHV�WRZDUG�VRFLDOLVP�DUH��LQ�.UDXV]¶V�WHUPV��DV�
follows: (i) “market socialism”, attributed to Bukharin, meaning the expansion and 
GHHSHQLQJ�RI� WKH�1(3�� �LL�� ³VWDWH� VRFLDOLVP´�� DWWULEXWHG� WR�6WDOLQ��ZKLFK� VKRZHG�
QR� ÀH[LELOLW\� LQ� FRQYHUWLQJ� VWDWH� SURSHUW\� WR� FRPPRQ� SURSHUW\� DQG� JUDGXDOO\�
evolved to market socialism; and (iii) Lenin’s way of thinking, “The conception 
of socialism founded on autodynamic-self-generating and needs-based production, 
direct democracy, cooperative ventures, and the ‘cooperative system’ of producer 
DQG� FRQVXPHU� FROOHFWLYHV´� ������� S�� ������ .UDXV]� VWDWHV� WKDW� LQ� WKH� SRVW�/HQLQ�
period “state socialism” prevailed, which later gave way to market socialism and 
ultimately capitalism. Although his account is insightful, I think the concept of “state 
VRFLDOLVP´��ZKLFK�.UDXV]�XVHV�VR�PXFK�ZKHQ�GHVFULELQJ�WKH�6RYLHW�H[SHULHQFH��MXVW�
like “market socialism”, contains a contradiction between terms and has no place 
LQ�0DU[LVW�WKHRU\��LQ�IDFW�/HQLQ�GRHV�QRW�XVH�HLWKHU�WHUP���.UDXV]�PD\�REMHFW�E\�
saying that the contradiction takes place not in the concept but in reality, but when 
used in this way, it sounds as if both “market socialism” and “state socialism” are 
legitimate, valid forms of socialism. The occasional use of such descriptive terms is 
not a grave problem in itself, but for theoretical-conceptual consistency, the Soviet 
experience can be described as an ultimately failed attempt at “socialist construction” 
DQG�WKH�8665�DV�D�³EXUHDXFUDWLF�ZRUNHUV¶�VWDWH´��$OWKRXJK�.UDXV]�VHHPV�WR�SRLQW�
in a similar direction by saying that “In place of realizing a communal society, 
the path of authentic socialism led to the bureaucratic system of state governed 
community” (2015, p. 367), his account remains somewhat confusing.

2QH�RI�WKH�RULJLQDO�DQG�YDOXDEOH�DVSHFWV�RI�.UDXV]¶V�ZRUN�LV�KLV�ORQJ�SROHPLFV�
in various contexts with the widespread liberal understanding that holds the 
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Bolsheviks responsible for the violent environment that emerged after the October 
Revolution. He rightly emphasises that neither Lenin nor the Bolsheviks were fond 
of violence at all and that the actual source of modern violence was world war and 
imperialism. The red terror arose against the white terror of the bourgeoisie and was 
fundamentally a defensive response.

We learn that in January 1919, in a (recently found) letter sent via Gorky, the 
Menshevik historian Nikolay Rozhkov suggested Lenin to establish a personal 
dictatorship against white terrorism and Lenin strongly refused (2015, pp. 227-230). 
Also in the same year, Lenin and the Bolsheviks opposed the forced collectivization 
of the peasantry (2015, p. 240). In the case of the Constituent Assembly that was 
GLVSHUVHG�DIWHU�WKH�2FWREHU�5HYROXWLRQ��.UDXV]�ULJKWO\�HPSKDVLVHV�WKDW�WKH�FUXFLDO�
question is not why the Bolsheviks dispersed it, but how and with what power they 
could do that. He reminds us that the Constituent Assembly had turned into an 
apparatus of the bourgeois power hostile to the Soviet regime (2015, pp. 212-216). 
He also points out that although the Bolsheviks were seeking compromise until the 
last moment, they had to take drastic measures because of the insurgency of the 
counter-revolutionary forces.

An unknown aspect of the wave of violence that culminated with the civil war 
after the October Revolution is the systematic pogroms against the Jews (2015, p. 
����II���.UDXV]�UHPLQGV�XV�RI�WKHVH�PDVVDFUHV��QRW�PHQWLRQHG�PXFK�LQ�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH��
massacres in which around 200,000 Jews in total were killed. He emphasises that 
the deep-rooted anti-Semitism in Russian soil was seen even in the Red Army 
ranks, especially during the retreat after the Polish defeat. Lenin took the harshest 
measures against this white (and sometimes red) pogromist terror. According to 
.UDXV]�� /HQLQ� ZDV� WKH� ¿UVW� WR� QRWLFH� WKH� OLQN� EHWZHHQ� DQWL�6HPLWLVP� DQG� DQWL�
communism (2015, p. 278).

In short, Lenin and the Bolsheviks are perhaps the last to be blamed on the issues 
of “revolutionary violence” and “terror” highlighted in the liberal accounts. The 
primary sources of violence and terror were the imperialist policies, the white terror 
supported by these, and the reactionary fascist organisations trying to block all 
liberation efforts. It was like that a hundred years ago, and it is still the same today.

6KDQGUR¶V�/HQLQ
Of the four books reviewed here, Alan Shandro’s Lenin and the Logic of 

Hegemony is theoretically the most intense one. Shandro performs a close reading 
of Lenin’s primary texts to trace the emergence of the logic of hegemony in his 
WKHRU\� DQG� SUDFWLFH��:KLOH� /LK� DVVHUWV� WKH� ³(UIXUWLDQ´� RULHQWDWLRQ� RI� WKH� \RXQJ�
/HQLQ��6KDQGUR�SRUWUD\V�KLP�DV�DQ�RXWOLHU�ZKR�GRHV�QRW�H[DFWO\�¿W�LQWR�WKH�0DU[LVP�
of the Second International. Indeed, Lenin’s theoretical and political interventions 
represent the most serious attempt to “situate Marxism in Russia”, and across these 
interventions, one can discern “the emergence of a logic of political analysis”, that 
is, the logic of hegemony (2014, p. 24).
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According to Shandro, orthodox Marxism had a unilinear conception of history. 
When applied to the Russian context this was creating certain tensions since 
the weak Russian bourgeoisie could not lead the impending revolution which 
was supposed to have a bourgeois-democratic character. The logic of hegemony 
emerged as an answer to these tensions, as an attempt at resolving the problems of 
revolution in Russia. To be sure, the term “hegemony” was not Lenin’s invention. 
At the turn of the century, many Russian Marxists (and the newly formed RSDLP) 
had accepted the “proletarian hegemony in the bourgeois-democratic revolution”. 
But this formula was also testing the limits of the orthodox Marxism of the Second 
International “whose basic assumptions – that the growth of the productive forces 
determines the direction of history, that the material and the intellectual conditions 
of socialism develop in parallel, and that Marxist theory and the working-class 
PRYHPHQW�IXVH�KDUPRQLRXVO\�±�3OHNKDQRY�DQG�.DXWVN\�VKDUHG´��������S������

The logic of hegemony did not assume an automatic or pre-determined 
connection between Marxism and the workers’ movement. The “fusing” was 
something to be built. Shandro reminds us that Lenin conceived Marxist theory 
basically as a guide to action rather than an academic exercise to explain the world 
better. For Lenin, Marxism needed to learn from mass movements and the changing 
political conjunctures. In this sense, Marxist theory was not a completed whole to 
be followed dogmatically; rather, it had to be developed continuously, taking into 
account the innovations made especially by the masses (such as the Soviets in the 
5XVVLDQ�UHYROXWLRQV���7KLV�ZDV�D�FRQFHSWLRQ�DQDORJRXV�WR�(QJHOV¶�FRQWHQWLRQ�WKDW�
materialism “has to change its form with each epoch-making discovery”.

A consistent historical materialist approach to politics requires the “concrete 
analysis of the concrete situation”. This is not a simple task, and very different 
conceptions can emerge from the same premises. A famous example is the split 
within the RSDLP in the Second Congress in 1903. Shandro analyses this split 
extensively and shows that while both the Mensheviks and the Bolsheviks accepted 
the perspective of “proletarian hegemony in the bourgeois-democratic revolution”, 
they had opposing approaches to hegemony. Their differences were not clearly 
visible during the Congress but got shape over time. Having written What Is to 
be Done? just a year ago, Lenin had “oriented himself toward the Congress and 
the party organisation that was to emerge from it as a prolongation of the struggle 
DJDLQVW� (FRQRPLVP´� ������� S�� ������ +RZHYHU�� WKH� IXWXUH�0HQVKHYLNV� ZHUH� QRW�
ready to accept his proposals, and their different stance towards political agency 
soon found its expression in various critiques directed to the Bolsheviks. Shandro 
(2014, p. 166) summarizes the basic differences between these two approaches to 
hegemony as follows:

The Mensheviks would come to emphasise the expressive aspect of proletarian 
political agency; for them, the self-emancipation of the proletariat consisted 
essentially of forms of political activity in which workers asserted their class 
character in practical confrontation with bourgeois political actors. Thus 
expressing their independence in practical forms, the workers would grow in self-
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confidence and political self-consciousness ... The sense of agency at work in 
Lenin’s interventions was, by contrast, essentially strategic, centred on the struggle 
over state power in accordance with the politico-strategic logic of the struggle for 
hegemony that subtended the thesis of consciousness from without in What Is to 
Be Done? Framed in these terms, proletarian agency is appropriately assessed 
through its effect upon the strategic context and proletarian independence figures 
as organised (hence essentially collective) class struggle in this strategic context.

In the Menshevik approach to hegemony, proletarian emancipation would be 
achieved through self-education and self-activity of the workers. That sounded like 
the logical extension of the principle, “the emancipation of the working classes 
must be conquered by the working classes themselves”. However, in fact, it was 
basically a pedagogic approach that exclusively focused on the education process of 
the working class, and neglected the strategic dimension necessary for proper class 
hegemony and revolution. For the Mensheviks, Lenin’s insistence on the struggle 
for hegemony and state power was something meaningless or, at best, premature.

Lenin’s break with the determinist logic of orthodox Marxism rested on the 
recognition of the open-ended character of the struggle, and this changed everything. 
In Shandro’s terms, the party could no longer be conceived as the “resolution of 
the essential contradictions of the historical process. It would have to be seen, 
instead, as a guide to action, organising the independent political intervention of 
the working class within a complex and shifting web of interrelated contradictions” 
(2014, p. 197). This was a more dynamic style of political analysis and a more 
realistic approach to theory and practice.

The 1905 revolution became an important moment in the development of 
this novel approach. Impressed by the peasant movement and the spontaneous 
emergence of the new forms of self-government (the Soviets), Lenin re-
FRQFHSWXDOLVHG� WKH� VWUXJJOH� IRU�KHJHPRQ\�E\� UH¿QLQJ� WKH� LGHD�RI� WZR�SDWKV� �WKH�
Prussian and the American paths) of capitalist development in the countryside. 
According to Shandro (2014, pp. 217-220), by connecting the logic of hegemony 
ZLWK�WKH�VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�VWUXFWXUH��/HQLQ�¿QDOO\�PDQDJHG�WR�EDVH�WKLV�QHZ�ORJLF�RQ�
historical materialist premises. This resulted in his reformulation of the agrarian 
SURJUDPPH�E\�LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�WKH�QDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ�RI�ODQG�DQG�WKH�FODUL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WKH�
formula “democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry”. From then 
RQ��WKH�SHDVDQWU\�¿JXUHG�PRUH�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�LQ�KLV�SROLWLFDO�FDOFXODWLRQV�

The proletarian-led alliance between the peasantry and the proletariat inevitably 
adds a socialist element, a permanent revolution perspective, to the revolution. In 
Shandro’s view, compared with the logic of hegemony, political “relations between 
classes, in particular the relation between proletariat and peasantry, are cast in 
Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution in more rigid terms” (2014, p. 229). That 
means the ability to take into account the moves of opponents or other actors is 
more limited in the permanent revolution approach. This may be true or not, but 
Shandro’s evaluation is rather cursory on this subject, and I think this is because he 
is more concerned with emphasising the originality of Lenin.
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$IWHU�EULHÀ\�UHYLHZLQJ�WKH�DOWHUQDWLYHV�WR�/HQLQ¶V�FRQFHSWLRQ��6KDQGUR�FRQFOXGHV�
that “the distinctiveness of Lenin’s position consisted not in the recognition of 
proletarian revolutionary agency alone but of the enduring potential of a class-
antagonistic bourgeois political project as well” (2014, p. 232). It seems that only 
was Lenin able to fully understand the implications of class war, of the antagonism 
between the proletariat and the whole of bourgeois society. Since a permanent 
reconciliation was impossible between these two main antagonistic classes, the 
proletariat and its vanguard had to be ready to carry the struggle to the end. The 
Mensheviks, on the other hand, were viewing the Soviets as the “revolutionary self-
government”, but, in fact, they had no strategic preparation to confront the inevitable 
counter-revolutionary repression and to organise a revolutionary insurrection (2014, 
p. 243).

During the First World War, Lenin once again undertook a reformulation of his 
strategic logic of hegemony, this time through his analysis of imperialism and his 
studies on Hegel’s Logic. The war proved that the international socialist movement 
was decisively split into opportunist and revolutionary sides. Opportunists gave 
full support to imperialist policies, and according to Lenin the social base of 
opportunism was provided by the labour aristocracy. A privileged stratum within 
the working class, the labour aristocracy was not a static group, but the expression 
of the hierarchical fragmentation of the working-class across various dimensions:

The lines around which hierarchies form (skilled versus unskilled, national versus 
immigrant, white versus black, and so on), as well as the advantages accruing 
to the better positioned (higher wages, better conditions, greater security, social 
respectability, political rights, and so on), are subject to endless variation because 
they are not the simple product of a series of deals but the outcome of social 
struggles (2014, p. 265).

Thus the unity of the working-class was threatened not only by petty-bourgeois 
LQÀXHQFHV�DQG�WKH�EDFNZDUG�VHFWLRQV�RI�WKH�FODVV�EXW�DOVR�E\�WKH�³VWUDWXP�RI�ZRUNHUV�
turned-bourgeois” (2014, p. 266). Yet the solution, according to Lenin, was not to 
exclude this privileged stratum. Rather, its struggles had to be integrated with the 
general course of the proletarian struggle for hegemony, and this was only possible 
through a struggle against opportunism.

As is well known, Lenin conceived imperialism as the highest stage of 
FDSLWDOLVP��DV�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�SKDVH�WR�VRFLDOLVP��,PSHULDOLVP�HQODUJHV�DQG�LQWHQVL¿HV�
the contradictions of capitalism, and this creates a favourable environment for 
revolution. However, as capitalism develops, social differentiation also increases on 
both the national and the international levels, which results in a very complex and 
ever-changing web of relations between social forces. Under such conditions, quite 
different and seemingly unrelated struggles (democratic opposition to imperialism, 
national liberation struggles, etc.) can be a part of the revolutionary process “when 
situated in the context of the class struggle between proletariat and imperialist 
ERXUJHRLVLH´� �������S��������7KLV�DPSOL¿HV� WKH�QHHG� IRU�FRQVFLRXV� UHYROXWLRQDU\�
agency since otherwise, all these particular struggles will “melt into the air” without 
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providing permanent gains for the masses.

Shandro rightfully insists on the pertinence of Lenin’s logic of hegemony for 
today’s world. However, apart from one or two passing remarks, he does not provide 
concrete examples to inform the reader on this point. In the last chapter of the book, 
LQ�D� IHZ�SDJHV��KH�EULHÀ\�FULWLFLVHV�+DUGW�DQG�1HJUL�EHFDXVH�RI� WKHLU�RSSRVLWLRQ�
to Lenin’s vanguardism, then continues with Gramsci’s reading of Machiavelli’s 
Prince. I think this chapter does not add much to the main argument of the book, 
DQG�FHUWDLQO\�GRHV�QRW�FRPSHQVDWH�IRU�WKH�ODFN�RI�SUDFWLFDO�H[DPSOHV�WR�ÀHVK�RXW�
the story.

&RPSOHPHQWDU\�SHUVSHFWLYHV
/HQLQ�ZDV�D�JUHDW�KLVWRULFDO�¿JXUH�ZKR�VWUXJJOHG�ZLWK�WKRXVDQGV�RI�SUREOHPV�

LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�D�PDJQL¿FHQW�UHYROXWLRQ��+H�WULHG�WR�SURYLGH�VROXWLRQV�WR�WKHVH�E\�
using Marxism as a guide, which he conceived as a theory that requires constant 
updating. Such a conception accepts in advance that, especially during turbulent 
WLPHV��LW�LV�GLI¿FXOW�IRU�WKH�YDQJXDUG�DJHQW�WR�GHYLVH�D�VWUDWHJ\�WKDW�KDV�SURVSHFWV�
of success, to consider all the important social forces, and even to decide on the 
meanings of particular events. Since there is no transcendent guarantee in history, 
one has to take responsibility and act accordingly.

By any measure, Lenin was probably the greatest revolutionary in history. It’s no 
surprise that scores of new books and papers about him appear every year. The four 
books reviewed here are original and valuable contributions to the recently growing 
literature on Lenin. They are not alternatives to each other but complementary 
works that collectively provide a more nuanced portrait of him. In this sense, they 
are all worth reading, but apart from Lih’s brief biography, these books are not 
introductory-level material. Instead, they demand from the reader some familiarity 
with the subject.

All three authors display a certain sympathy for Lenin, yet this does not mean 
an uncritical attitude on their part. In my opinion, they provide a more balanced and 
nuanced portrait of Lenin than the Western “textbook interpretation” of him. 


