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Leninism is everywhere in disarray. Communist party dictatorships are
sing. Capitalism is more than a specter haunting the formerly socialist
A system that was once so dynamic, and that as recently as six years ago
l quite solid to almost all observers, has proven far more fragile and
than anyone anticipated. All over Eastern Europe statues of Lenin are
dismantled and even in the Soviet Union couples no longer buy triple
as they used to say, "because Lenin is always with us."

- For historians Lenin will, of course, remain important no matter what
s to his reputation in the East. Lenin and Leninism, or Marxist-
sm as it was called by its adepts, is one of the most important political
ents of the twentieth century. As such it remains central for students of
and is worth another look.

Lenin is usually portrayed as developing an "ideology" early in his
as a revolutionary, and sticking to it till he died. Leninism is seen as the
iting of the Vanguard Party for the proletariat. From 1902, when he
What is to be Done?, Lenin is supposed to have maintained a consistent
The Bolshevik Party is seen as his chosen instrument for taking power
ding it after the revolution.' There is some truth in this, but it is not the
story. What I will discuss is Lenin’s utopian hopes in 1917, and his
e disillusionment, or if that is too strong a word, discouragement in 1922,
t year of his active life.

- Between 1917 and his death, Lenin went through three distinct stages
hinking about the post-revolutionary situation. In the first period, which
until early 1918, Lenin believed that the overthrow of the bourgeoisie
airly easily lead to a new type of society. In the second period, which
until the beginning of 1921, Lenin believed that the Bolshevik Party--
n renamed the Communist Party--could rule for the proletariat and speed
ming of a new society. In the last period of his life Lenin did not give up
ctice of Party rule, but believed that the party had to retreat, and that the
cts for further advance were not bright. Lenin, we may note in passing,
istory as having a direction. N. E. P., Lenin’s policy in the early
s, was a tactical retreat.’
~ Who was Lenin’s heir? Was it Stalin or Bukharin? This question is
debated inside and outside the Soviet Union. Those who wish to rescue
from the opprobrium of Stalinism and to find a useable Soviet past, argue
ikharin was the true Leninist, while those who consider the Bolshevik
ition a mistake or worse, argue that Stalin was Lenin’s legitimate



successor.” If, as I argue, Lenin at the end of his life no longer
vision of the Soviet future, then, perhaps, the question becomes
Lenin’s utopianism can best be seen in State and Revolut
written in 1917 in the midst of revolution, but whose ideas and then
worked out by Lenin before the February Revolution.* State and |
strikes us as utopian, because it argues that a socialist revolution
lead to a society with no exploitation and very little coercion. Lenin¢
this work neither visionary nor utopian. He believed that he was:
scientific work on the nature of the post-revolutionary state. Lenin
conclusions on the writings of Marx and Engels, which he belie
scientific truths.® In discussing State and Revolution, 1 will make no
distinguish what Lenin took from Marx and Engels from any embe
might have added.
For Lenin, all states were a form of organized violen
suppression of some class; the purpose of the bourgeois state was to §
proletariat.6 In order to reach the next stage, socialism, the prol
overthrow the bourgeoisie. But the proletariat could not achieve
taking over the bourgeois state, because, Lenin argued, the bourgeoi
not the right type of state for proletarian rule. Instead, the prolets
overthrow the bourgeois state, smash it and create a wholly new
the dictatorship of the proletariat.” This, too, would be a state, §
be an instrument of class rule, but for the first time in history it would
a majority suppressing a small minority of exploiters instead of the
around. As a result, the proletariat’s state would require less violence
of the bourgeoisie.® The dictatorship of the proletariat would abolish
the abolition of classes would lead to the withering away of the state,
suppression, the raison d’etre of states, would cease to exist.” 3
Lenin believed that the dictatorship of the proletariat would hav
that was different from parliamentary "democracy.” This form h
discovered by the French Proletariat when they had created the Paris €
in 1871, and would be the model of the dictatorship of the ;;_-
general.' Lenin believed that the Paris Commune was very different |
bourgeois state. In place of the characteristic institutions of the bour.
a standing army, and a bureaucracy, the Commune, a proletarian state,
armed workers and elected officials directly responsible to the wor
subject to instant recall by the workers. Officials had been paid at the
as workers, which had assured that no bureaucracy could arise. Bu
working for a bourgems state are over the peopie, officials of tt
Commune had been genuine servants of the people.’ ! The very term
of the proletariat was used by Lenin in an ironic sense, because
Commune, and future states like it, were far more democratic th
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5 parliamentary state. '

In 1917 Lenin argued that the Soviets had the same form that the Paris
¢ had had. The Soviets were an embryonic dictatorship of the
t. Russia was poised between bourgeois parliamentary system and a
ip of the proletariat. The slogan "all power to the Soviets” meant that
hould move forward to the dictatorship of the proletariat.’

Lenin maintained that it would be easy for the workers to run the state,
italism had simplified administration. He wrote:

Capitalist culture has created large-scale production, factories,
12 ilways, the postal service, telephones, etc., and on this basis
the great majority of the functions of the old "state power"
have become so simplified and can be reduced to such
exceedingly simple operations of registration, filing, and
checking that these functions are fully intelligible to every
literate person, that these functions can be fully fulfilled for
ordinary "workman’s wages,” and that one can (and must) take
away from these functions any shadow of pri vilege, of "official
authority. "'

t is that the mode of production was already largely socialist, so that
capitalist state was destroyed, the rest would be easy.

Lenin repeatedly argued that the bourgeois state had to be destroyed,
nade it quite clear that he did not mean that it would have to be
lin its entirety. In an article he wrote in the fall of 1917, he said:

Here we come to another side of the question of the state
apparatus. In addition to the primary "oppressive” apparatus,
the standing army, the police, the bureaucracy, there is in the
modern state an apparatus that is very closely connected to the
anks and the syndicates, an apparatus which carries out a
mass of account-registration work, if it can be expressed this
way. This apparatus cannot be smashed and should not be
smashed. Its subjugation to capitalism must be rooted out, the
threads of influence from it to the capitalists must be cut off,
severed, chopped off, it must be subordinated to the proletarian
soviets, it must be made wider, more comprehensive, more
national. And this can be done, leaning on the achievements
already implemented by large scale capitalism (as in general,
proletarian revolution can reach its goal only by leaning on
these achievements).”*
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Lenin believed that it would not be difficult for the proletariat to tak
economy. Large enterprises were already run by experts,

bourgeoisie. After the revolution, these same experts would we
proletariat. As he put it in State and Revolution:

The whole economy, organized like the postal service, W
technicians, foreman, bookkeepers, as well as all offici
receive pay no higher than a "worker’s wages," all under
control and leadership of the armed proletariat--that is o
immediate aim.'® )

The whole economy run like the postal service! One is temp
Lenin’s dream has become Gorbachev’s nightmare. [ have
quotations to illustrate the extent of Lenin’s revolutionary opti
believed that once the bourgeoisie was defeated, the next step woul
It is worth repeating, that Lenin had formulated these ideas before
Revolution and that he then applied them to Russia in 1917. i
In this paper I will not discuss the complex question of ¥
thought would be the result of the Bolshevik seizure of power. I will
that Lenin hoped that the revolution would spread from R
advanced countries, and that he did not think it likely that the Bolsh
retain power if the revolution did not spread. He was, however, wi
to retain power even if things did not turn out as he hoped. 9
Lenin’s first disappointment was that the German soldiers d
fighting when Russia became socialist. The revolution showed
spreading quickly to Germany, as Lenin had hoped. Lenin decided
the circumstances it was better to make a bad peace with imperiali
than to have the infant socialist revolution in Russia murdered by
a rmy.”
Lenin’s second disappointment was that the victorious pro
not seem capable of immediately creating a more disciplined a
economy. The overthrow of the bourgeoisie in Russia had not im
economic situation; on the contrary, in the spring of 1918,
continued to deteriorate. It was under these circumstances that Len
advocate a mofe active role for the Party, whose new name was *
Party."'®
Within months Russia was engulfed in civil war. The party
and more authority. The Soviets, in whose name the October Rev
been made, became empty shells. Lenin developed a new theory tt
the dictatorship of the party as a temporary measure. All private t
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. The economy was entirely in the hands of the state. It was during
the period of War Communism, that classical Leninism was created
and justified in theory.” This, however, is not the place to discuss
ew theory.

y the beginning of 1921, the Reds had won the Civil War, but the
vas in shambles. Starvation threatened. Lenin decided to retreat from
} unism. The tax in kind was introduced. Peasants would no longer
to deliver all their grain to the state; exchange would again be legal.
he only way to avert catastrophe, but it was a dangerous measure. As
e Tenth Party Congress in 1921,

t has been asked orally and in writing: "how will you retain
workers’ state if capitalism develops in the countryside?"
his phenomenon which threatens us--the development of
mall-scale production and of the petty bourgeoisie in the
ountryside--this phenomenon presents a most serious threat.?

led this new economic system state capitalism, and soon extended it to
ivate trade regulated by the proletarian state, concessions to foreign
jan capitalists, and joint ventures between the state and private

at and the peasantry, but it was a rather odd alliance, since the
at had largely disappeared in the Civil War and the Communist Party
ling in for the class it supposedly represented, until the class could be
uted. Meanwhile, the peasants were an ever—present potential danger to
tarian state in a proletarianless country Already at the beginning of
here is something Micawberish about Lenin.

From Lenin’s point of view, the situation deteriorated further in the
that followed the introduction of N.E.P. When he introduced the tax in
nin had expected it to result in state supervised exchange of products
town and country. By October 1921, it was clear that he had been too
. He wrote: "Nothing came of commodity exchange; local markets
ut to be stronger than us, and mstead of commodity exchange there
Ut to be ordinary huckstering trade.” The original retreat had, Lenin
d, not been enough; it had been necessary to retreat further. Lenin saw
further political defeat; the petty bourgeoisie had once again forced the
roletariat to retreat.

By this time, Lenin had lost some of his confidence about the future of
sian Revolution. On one occasion he said that it was not important
puntry would take the next step towards socialism.” On another he said



that it was always unpleasant to retreat but, "from conversation abou
long shall we retreat, nothing sensible can come. Why invent for
beforehand situations from which it will be impossible to get out.”®
no longer sure that the proletariat, by which we remember he mean
representing the proletariat, would be able to hold on to power i

Lenin’s uncertainty comes through in a dream-like pas
wrote in February 1922, but which was not published until after hi

Picture a man ascending a high, steep, and hitherto unexplore
mountain. Let us assume that he has succeeded in overcomir
unheard of difficulties and dangers, has climbed much hi
than his predecessors, but has not yet reached the summit. |
finds himself in a position to move forward in the chose
direction and path, turns out to be not only difficult
dangerous but quite impossible. He is forced to turn baci
descend to look for other paths, longer, perhaps, but ones
promise the possibility of reaching the summit. The down
slope from this height, as yet unprecedented in the world, ¢
which our imaginary traveller finds himself, presents dange:
and difficulties very likely to be even greater than the as
it is easier to stumble, not so easy to see where to put one
foot; there is not that especially elated frame of mind whi
created by the movement up, directly to the goal, ete. It
necessary to move at a snail’s pace and besides that, to
back, down, further from the goal, and it is no longer appa
where this desperately dangerous and agonizing slope
end, where some hoped for detour will be found, by whi
will again be possible more boldly, more quickly, m
directly to move forward, upward, towards the summit.

The summit, socialism, a new stage in world history, which had seem
in 1917 now seemed much further away. And, to make things wo;
left no instructions for what to do in this situation.

In March 1922, Lenin called a halt to the retreat. N.E P
and there would be no further concessions to capitalism. It
Communists to learn to operate the economy efficiently. Lenin h
year of active life remaining. He spent it trying to create and imp
apparatus. Lenin believed that it needed a lot of improvem:
departments are shit; decrees are shit. To find men and check up on
-that is the whole p()int.r‘r The task, it seem, was to find good
bureaucracy and red tape. These were evils that Lenin believe
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| from the Tsarist state, but had begun to infect Communists as well.
y sometimes seemed like conquerors of old, who, after their conquest,
1 absorbed by the culture of the conquered.”®

How far Lenin had come since the heady days of 1917! The hoped-
sformation of society, the leap from the realm of necessity to the realm
om, had been postponed indefinitely. The new task was to create an
administration and hope that something will turn up. Lenin’s solution
oblem of too much bureaucracy was to create a new organ to control
aucracy. The absurdity of this solution has often been remarked upon.”
s more interesting is that Lenin, in spite of complaining about
for years, and in spite of his intense concentration on this question
never went back to Marx’s writings on the subject. Had he done so,
it have noticed that Marx did not view bureaucracy and honest
ration as opposites, and that Marx considered bureaucracy as a natural
th of peasant predominance.

We cannot know what Lenin would have done had he lived. What we
 was that he was discouraged and uncertain. the summit, socialism,
the goal, but no one knew who would find the path or when they
nd it. He bequeathed his heirs power but he did not leave them a plan
iture.
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