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The basic mistake made by people who polemicise with
What Is to Be Done? at the present time is that they tear
this production completely out of a specific historical
context, out of a specific and by now long-past period in
the development of our party.

Lenin, 1907
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Note on the Text

All Lenin quotations are taken from the Polnoe sobranie sochineniia (Complete
Collection of Works), 5th edition, published in Moscow from 1958 to 1965.
References are in the following form: Lenin 1958-65, 6, p. 101 (= volume 6,
p- 101).

In the 1920s and 1930s, the 2nd and 3rd editions of Lenin’s Sochineniia
(Works) were published in the Soviet Union. The relation between these two
editions is difficult to pin down, since they were issued to a large extent
concurrently and the 3rd edition describes itself as only a reprint of the 2nd
edition. Political changes seem to account for this odd procedure. The chief
editor of the 2nd edition was Lev Kamenev (a Stalin foe) and the chief editors
of the 3rd edition are listed as V.V. Adoratski, V.M. Molotov (!), and M.A.
Savelev. Although the 3rd edition is more easily available, I believe it is more
proper to cite the 2nd edition (1926-35, Moscow: Gosizdat) as the original
source. This edition is used here for its invaluable notes and appended
documents and is cited in the following form: Lenin 1926-35, 6, p. 101
(= Volume 6, p. 101).

When I refer to a chapter in WITBD itself, I use a Roman numeral (for
example, Chapter I). When I refer to a chapter in my commentary, I write the
number out (for example, Chapter One).

I drop the soft sign in the transliteration of Russian words when I find it
interferes with readability, which is most of the time.

For a number of key terms, I have chosen translations different from the
usual ones. The following Glossary lists these terms and provides references
where appropriate to more extended discussions of the rationale for my
choices.



Glossary

Artisanal limitations [kustarnichestvo]. Translated by others as ‘amateurism’,
‘primitivism’. See Chapter Eight.

Awareness [soznanie]. Normally translated as ‘consciousness’. See Chapter Six.

Bourgeois democracy [burzhuaznaia demokratiia). At the time when WITBD was
written, burzhuaznaia demokratiia did not mean primarily a particular system
of government but the non-worker social / political groups that were willing
to fight for democratic transformation. In tsarist Russia, these groups were
revolutionary. Thus Lenin can accuse Martynov of overlooking the existence
of burzhuaznaia demokratiia in tsarist Russia. We need to be careful not to
see Lenin’s comments on ‘bourgeois democracy’ in anachronistic fashion
as the kind of critique of bourgeois democracy as a system that is associated
with the communist movement after the Bolshevik Revolution.

Cause to stray [sovlech’]. Normally translated as ‘divert’. See Annotations Part
Two.

Intelligenty [adjective form intelligentnyi]. Usually translated as ‘intellectuals’.
The Russian intelligent at the turn of the century was a social type not
much like intellectuals today. I use the Russian term when I feel that
‘intellectual” would be seriously misleading.

Indictment [oblichenie]. Translated by others as ‘exposure’ or ‘arraignment’.
The term refers to leaflets and articles that point to abuses at either the
factory level or the political level in order to indict the system as a whole.

Konspiratsiia. Often translated as ‘secrecy’. See Chapter Eight.

Kow-towing [preklonenie]. Found in the phrase ‘kow-towing to stikhiinost’ that
Lenin uses as a catch-all for the sins of his opponents. Translated by others
as ‘bowing’ or ‘worshipping’ stikhiinost. I chose ‘kow-towing’ to bring out
the idea of abject devotion. The origin of the phrase is described in
Annotations Part Two.

Leader/guide [rukovoditel’]. Usually translated ‘leader’. The Russian word
rukovodstvo is often translated as ‘guidance’. I have adopted this translation
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and used ‘leader/guide’ to translate rukovoditel’, first to preserve the vital
textual link with rukovodstvo and second to distinguish rukovoditel’ from
other, more emotive words for leaders (such as vozhd’).

Legally-permitted. A legal’nyi publication is not one that deals with legal
issues but rather one that has been passed by the censor. It is the opposite
of an underground publication. ‘Legally-permitted Marxism’ was Marxism
that was inoffensive enough to be passed by the tsarist censor. More
specifically, it referred to a group of writers in the 1890s of whom Petr
Struve was the most prominent.

Narod. Usually translated ‘people’ or (in words such as narodnik) ‘populist’.
I have kept the Russian word when I thought it was important to keep
the resonance of the common people, the Volk, as opposed to the élite.

Proval. Underground slang for the break-up of a local committee by police
arrests. See Chapter Eight.

Purposive [soznatel nyi] and purposiveness [soznatel’nost’]. Usually translated
‘conscious’ and ‘consciousness’. See Chapter Six.

Revolutionary by trade [revoliutsioner po professii or professial nyi revoliutsioner].
Usually translated ‘professional revolutionary’. See Chapter Eight.

Stikhiinost [adjective form stikhiinyi]. Usually translated ‘spontaneity’ and
sometimes (when in adjective form) ‘elemental’. For full discussion, see
Annotations Part Two.

Tred-iunionizm. Usually translated ‘trade-unionism’. Tred-iunionizm does not
primarily mean ‘activities associated with trade unions’ but rather ‘the
ideology that urges the workers to limit themselves to trade unions’. By
definition, tred-iunionizm is the enemy of Social Democracy.

Worker class [Arbeiterklasse, rabochii klass]. For an explanation of my
unidiomatically literal translation of this and similar key terms, see Chapter
One.
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Introduction

And a sower went forth sowing seeds . . .

This image from the Gospels unexpectedly turns up
in Chto delat?, a political pamphlet published just
over a century ago as part of an internecine struggle
over policy and leadership within the ranks of the
fledgling Social-Democratic Party of Russia. The
parable of the sower points directly to the disputed
issues in this struggle. All sides agreed on the task
of sowing the seeds of the Social-Democratic message
among the workers. All sides were confident that the
seeds would ultimately bear fruit in revolutionary
action by the workers. But many difficult choices
remained. What is the best way to spread the seeds
in autocratic Russia? What parts of the message
will strike root immediately and what parts will fall
on barren ground? What kind of conditions are
propitious for sowing the seed and how can they be
attained?

The author kept his identity hidden by using a
recently coined pseudonym. Yet his political profile
was clear to any perceptive reader. Here was a
Russian revolutionary activist inspired by the mighty
Social-Democratic Party of Germany and determined
to import as much of the model as was possible under
the very different conditions of autocratic Russia. He
resolutely opposed the sceptical voices in Russia who
expressed doubts about the applicability of this model.
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He was confident that the Russian workers were rapidly acquiring a
revolutionary outlook, so much so that he promised the young and
inexperienced Social-Democratic activists in Russia that they could accomplish
miracles by preaching the revolutionary message. At the centre of his political
programme was a passionate insistence on the overriding necessity of bringing
political freedom to Russia.

Chto delat? had a solid success among the narrow audience to whom it was
addressed. Nevertheless, the responses to the questions posed in the pamphlet
were strongly tied to the concrete conditions of Russia’s Social-Democratic
movement in 1901-2. So, the book was read widely only for a brief period.
In 1903, the Russian Social Democrats created a national party organisation
of sorts. In 1905, a revolution transformed the political landscape in Russia.
Chto delat? was remembered, if at all, as a salvo in the pamphlet wars of
yesteryear. Even the author of the pamphlet never referred to it after 1907.

In 1917, this author — one Vladimir Ulianov, who wrote under the pseudonym
‘N. Lenin’ — became the founder of the new political system of Soviet Russia.
Since this political system lasted for most of the rest of the century — and
since both the achievements and crimes of this system shocked and awed the
world during its existence — much attention was directed towards the beliefs
and outlook of the system’s founder. Eventually, the spotlight was turned on
the long-forgotten pamphlet Chto delat?, especially after the late 1920s, when
the Soviet government made Lenin’s major works available in the major
European languages. The title chosen for the English translation of Chto delat?
was What Is to Be Done?.

Here, it was felt by many in the West, was the key to it all, the source of
the beliefs that led to so grandiose a political experiment. What Is to Be Done?
became enshrined in the textbooks as the founding document of Bolshevism.
In the words of one of the most prominent American experts on Soviet Russia,
‘the argument and the flavour of What Is to Be Done? have remained imbedded
in the values and beliefs of the Soviet system. They are evident in the
pronouncements of Khrushchev as they were in those of Stalin and Lenin.”!

Thus What Is to Be Done? (WITBD) became everybody’s introduction to Lenin’s
beliefs and a basic teaching tool for understanding the essence of Bolshevism.

! Ulam 1962, p. 615.
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There could hardly have been a worse choice. WITBD was written to score off
some very specific opponents and to advocate some very specific policies
that were relevant only for a fleeting moment. It certainly was not written
with the intention of making Lenin’s basic beliefs clear to readers decades
later. If we want to pry out these beliefs, we must go the circuitous route of
deducing them from his policy choices and his arguments in the context of
the assumptions he shared with his intended readership. And yet this
information is nowhere available in English or indeed in any language, so
that even learned specialists wrestle with the text and fail to pin it down.
How paedagogically perverse to confront the beginner with a text that should
frighten the expert!

The experts regarded WITBD as the founding document of Bolshevism, the
book where Lenin first revealed the essence of his outlook. But even the experts
worked without a proper knowledge of context — particularly the large context
of international Social Democracy and the small context of the polemical in-
fighting among Russian Social Democrats in late 1901. To speak plainly, they
misread WITBD and therefore misunderstood Lenin, and then successfully
raised up this image of Lenin to textbook status.

As a result, the textbook status of WITBD is the main barrier to a serious
rethinking of Lenin, since everybody thinks they have a basic idea of what
Lenin stood for. But this barrier can turn into a bridge if we make the effort
to put the book into context. The aim of this commentary and new translation
is to provide the basic background information needed to do this. We will
then literally rediscover a Lenin who is close to the complete opposite of the
Lenin of the textbooks.

Lenin: A Russian Social Democrat

Although WITBD is focused on certain specific issues, the basic beliefs that
animate it are the same ones reflected in all of Lenin’s writing, at least prior
to World War I. These beliefs can be summed up by using the label Lenin
certainly would have used for himself: a Russian Social Democrat. He must
be thought of as a Social Democrat because his fundamental inspiration was
the Social-Democratic workers’ movement in Western Europe. He must be
thought of as a Russian Social Democrat because his fundamental project was
to help build a party in Russia that was as much like Western Social-Democratic
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parties as conditions allowed — and, where conditions did not allow, to change
them by revolutionary overthrow of the tsar.

I have coined the term ‘Erfurtian’ to describe the bundle of beliefs,
institutional models and political strategies that constituted orthodox Marx-
based Social Democracy. Erfurt was the German town where the
Sozialdemokratisches Partei Deutschland (SPD) held a congress in 1891 at
which they celebrated their victory over Bismarck’s repressive anti-socialist
law and also adopted a new programme. An Erfurtian is someone who accepts
the SPD as a model party, accepts the Erfurt Programme as an authoritative
statement of the Social-Democratic mission, and accepts Karl Kautsky’s
tremendously influential commentary the Erfurt Programme as an authoritative
definition of Social Democracy. On all counts, Lenin was a passionate Erfurtian.

The self-defined mission of Social Democracy was to make the workers
aware of their own world-historical mission, namely, to conquer state power
as a class and use it to introduce socialism. To borrow an image from Kautsky,
the Social Democrats were bringing good news to the proletariat and they
confidently expected the proletariat to respond (if not immediately, then in
the near future) with acceptance and enthusiasm. In order to carry out their
mission, the Social Democrats created a party of a new type, dedicated to
bringing enlightenment and organisation to the proletariat. As embodied in
the SPD, this new type of party possessed a clear commitment to the final
goal of socialism, it was centralised and disciplined, it was as democratic as
possible, and it was organised on a nation-wide scale, allowing effective use
of specialisation and division of labour.

Lenin observed all this from Russia and wanted to be part of it. But there
was a big and obvious obstacle to applying the Social-Democratic model to
Russia. This obstacle was not Russia’s backward industrial development and
the relatively small size of its urban proletariat. There was plenty of work
for Social Democrats to do even with this relatively small proletariat. No, the
obstacle was the absence of political freedom. Political freedom was light and
air to Social Democracy. Without political freedom, the vigorous political
participation, the organisation on a national scale, the flourishing press — in
fact, all the ways by which Social Democracy sought to enlighten and organise
the proletariat for its world-historical mission — were impossible.

Lenin is often pictured as impatiently telling naive Russian activists that a
democratic mass movement in the Western style was impossible under tsarist

repression. But nobody was that naive. Everyone was aware of the obvious
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fact that a full application of the Social-Democratic model was only possible
after the overthrow of tsarism. The real debate was over whether the model
could be applied at all to tsarist Russia, and if so, to what extent? Was
something resembling a mass movement even possible under these
circumstances? An affirmative answer required some very confident
assumptions about workers’ receptivity to the Social-Democratic message and
about the ability of underground activists to build and sustain a nation-wide
political organisation, one that could both put down roots in the worker
milieu and escape destruction at the hands of the police.

The debate over these questions was essentially an empirical one, a political
judgement about what was and was not feasible in Russia. The terms of the
debate changed over the years as a real-life Social-Democratic underground
organisation was built up in the mid-1890s and as the opportunities and
limitations of underground organisation became more clear. In each of the
various clashes over these issues within Russian Social Democracy, Lenin can
be easily located. He is always on the side making the most confident
assumptions about the empirical possibility of a mass underground Social-
Democratic movement. Among the Russian revolutionaries, Marxists were
more confident than populists in the mid-1890s. Among the Marxists, the
orthodox were more confident than the ‘economists’. Among the orthodox,
the Iskra group was more confident than their main leadership rival, the
Rabochee delo group. Among the Iskra-ites, the Bolsheviks were more confident
than the Mensheviks. Among the Bolsheviks, Lenin was more confident that
many of the faction’s underground praktiki.

Much of the following commentary is devoted to describing these clashes
and prying out the empirical assumptions underlying the various positions
taken. On what might Russian Social Democrats base their confidence about
the viability of a mass movement under police-state conditions? One source
was a particular reading of ‘the history of all countries’, to employ a phrase
often used by Lenin in this context - in other words, the inspiring example
of Western Social Democracy. The working class in Western Europe was also
scattered and disorganised at the beginning, it also suffered under repressive
conditions — and yet Social Democracy was able to win it over and build it
into a mighty political force.

Confidence could also be based on optimistic assumptions about the
receptivity of Russian workers to the Social-Democratic message. Lenin
generally argued that the ‘advanced workers’ were already committed Social
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Democrats and that these advanced workers were in an ideal position to
spread the message further, since they would be accepted by other workers
as their natural leaders.

A relatively confident judgement could also be grounded in optimism about
the survival ability of underground organisations. Underground committees
were continually destroyed by the police (three or four months was a typical
life span), open communication between local organisations was impossible,
while strikes, demonstrations and petition campaigns were all illegal. In order
to have any confidence at all about the stability of underground organisations,
you had to make some fairly heroic assumptions about a continual supply
of activists, about their dedication, about their ability to outwit the police,
about the possibility of setting down protective roots in the worker milieu.
Lenin made all these assumptions. The very fact that he campaigned to raise
the professionalism of the underground activists showed that he thought that
they were capable of honing their skills and that this would have a payoff in
survival value — opinions by no means universally shared.

Finally, confidence could be based on the possible impact that a mass
underground movement guided by Social Democracy could make on the rest
of Russian society. If Russia was entering into a period of revolutionary crisis,
if almost all of Russian society was turning in anger against the tsar, if everyone
was waiting for some sort of mass action against the tsar before revealing
their own radical dissatisfaction, if an underground organisation would receive
support not only from the workers but from all groups - then, indeed, even
a pathetically small and weak Social-Democratic organisation could make a
major impact and genuinely lead a revolutionary transformation of Russia.
For Lenin, all of these ‘ifs’ were facts.

As is often observed, Lenin devoted all his energy to ‘the revolution’. But,
in itself, this observation is so abstract that it is quite misleading. Lenin was
working for the upcoming anti-tsarist revolution that would destroy absolutism
and introduce political freedom to Russia. One way of putting it is to say he
was working for a ‘bourgeois revolution’. This phrase, accurate enough as
far as it goes, misleadingly puts the emphasis on what were, for Lenin, the
negative and limited aspects of the upcoming revolution. At this point in his
career, Lenin was a passionate advocate of political freedom - in particular,
of what might be called the ‘five S’s’, svoboda slova, soiuzov, sobraniia, stachek
(freedom of speech, association, assembly, strikes). If you were willing to fight
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for political freedom, you were Lenin’s ally, even if you were hostile to
socialism. If you downgraded the goal of political freedom in any way, you
were Lenin’s foe, even if you were a committed socialist.

Attachment to political freedom confirms his Erfurtian loyalties and his
confident assumptions about Russia. Marx, Engels and Kautsky — Lenin’s
three central authorities — all insisted that political freedom was light and air
to the proletariat and its struggle. Political freedom was not an end in itself,
but it was an absolutely necessary means to accomplishing the socialist goal.
Bourgeois political freedom was thus much too important to be left to the
bourgeoisie, and so Kautsky’s authoritative writings sketched out a role for
Social Democracy as leader of the whole people in the fight for expanded
political freedom.

The rise of Marx-based Social Democracy among the revolutionaries in
Russia depended crucially on the growing conviction that a political revolution
had to precede a social revolution. The populist revolutionaries of the 1870s
had by and large been very pessimistic about the effects of political freedom.
Would not political freedom simply give the bourgeoisie greater access to the
masses, thus allowing them to corrupt and mislead them? And, indeed, anyone
who was sceptical about the revolutionary inclinations of the workers would
be ill-advised to fight for a political freedom that would benefit conservatives
and liberals at least as much as socialists and probably more. But this certainty
evidently did not bother Lenin as he single-mindedly worked for a revolution
to destroy absolutism.

Lenin’s Erfurtian loyalties and confident assumptions about Russia can be
found in everything he produced, before, during and after the writing of
WITBD. And they structure the whole argument of WiTBD as well. In order to
see this clearly, we must look at the micro-context, the situation Lenin faced
in late 1901 when he sat down to write WITBD. Lenin’s urgency and polemical
zeal have led most readers to suppose Lenin was reacting to a crisis. His
argument is put in a strikingly different light when we realise he was reacting
to an opportunity.

The fundamental cause of this sense of opportunity was the approaching
revolutionary storm in Russia. The young Social Democrat Boris Gorev had
the Rip Van Winkle experience of returning to European Russia in August
1902 after several years in Siberian exile. When he had left Russia in 1897, a
single strike in Petersburg was cause for Social-Democratic joy. When he
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returned, the entire country seemed on the brink of the long-awaited overthrow
of the tsar. When Gorev met his younger brother Mikhail - now known as
Liber and one of the leaders of the Jewish Bund - he was struck by his
brother’s assurance that the time of revolution had finally arrived.

This sense of excitement was widely shared. One émigré newspaper was
entitled On the Eve [Nakanune]. L. Nadezhdin, a Social-Democratic critic of
Iskra, entitled his group’s journal Eve of Revolution [Kanun revoliutsii]. In the
lectures that he gave in America in 19034, Paul Miliukov told his audience
that Russia was in a state of revolutionary ferment. The book based on these
lectures — aptly titled Russia and its Crisis — particularly stressed the role of
worker militancy in creating the atmosphere of revolutionary storm.?

Social Democrats such as Lenin were even more encouraged by the rise of
worker militancy and its galvanising effect on the rest of Russian society.
Always in the background of WITBD is the sense of excitement vividly expressed
by Vera Zasulich, one of Lenin’s fellow editors on the underground newspaper
Iskra, when she described workers’ demonstrations to German readers:

The new revolutionary Russia is the growth of revolutionary courage and
the refusal to submit to the powers that be, it is the wide dissemination of
illegal literature and the constant demand for it, it is the speed and the ease
with which the ranks of organised Social Democracy pulls together and
grows, despite the countless arrests, it is the street demonstrations themselves,
carried out by crowds of people many thousands strong who support the
protests of the students, it is the huge masses during the present year [1902]
who made the watchword ‘Down with the autocracy!” heard all over Russia -
and this watchword was not rejected by the rest of the population. All of
this compels those loyal to the government and the government itself to
understand just how stormily and uncontrollably the number of their enemies
is growing, just how irreconcilable are the contradictions between its hired

defenders and the mass of the people.

All this activity strengthened the position of Lenin’s Iskra group vis-a-vis its
Social-Democratic rivals. As Miliukov put it in Russia and its Crisis, the success

2 Gorev 1924, pp. 44, 49.
* Miliukov 1962.
* Zasulich 1983b, p. 378 (originally in Neue Zeit 1902).



Introduction * |1

of the ‘orthodox’ Marxists grouped around Iskra ‘is easily explained by the
fact that their tendency coincided with the ascending line of the whole
movement and was powerfully supported by the whole trend of the increasing
revolutionism of the Russian socialists’.®

Lenin was delighted by these developments. In late 1901, the very time
that he was writing WITBD, he wrote:

We should draw new faith in the universal power of the worker movement
guided by us when we see how the excitement in the advanced revolutionary
class is transmitted to the other classes and strata of society — how this
excitement leads not only to an unbelievable upsurge of revolutionary spirit
among the students but also to the awakening in the village that is now

beginning.®

But, if ‘economism’ — the downgrading of political freedom as an urgent goal
for Russian Social Democracy — was on the rocks by 1901, why did Lenin
devote WITBD to conducting a polemic against it? The answer to this question
is simple: he did not. The polemic in WITBD is not against economism - rather,
it is a polemic which uses economism as a stick to beat the main leadership
rivals of Iskra (the Rabochee delo group). Lenin correctly assumed that, if he
could pin the ‘economist’ label on his rivals, they would be discredited. The
Rabochee delo group loudly — and, as I think, justifiably — denied they had
anything to do with economism. In the close to fifty articles Lenin wrote for
Iskra during the years 1900-3, polemics directed against economism are very
hard to find, whereas polemics against terrorism or nationalism within the
Party are prominent.

The polemics directed against Rabochee delo are, for the most part, confined
to two short chapters tacked on to the original plan for the book (due to
circumstances described in Chapter Five). The business part of WITBD consists
the three long chapters in which Lenin makes the case for his positive policy
proposals. These proposals include the urgency of a particular agitation
technique (‘political indictments’), the urgency of transcending the prevailing
‘artisanal limitations’ in party organisations, and the urgency of using a party

> Miliukov 1962, p. 355. See also Miliukov’s mostly positive review of wiTsD that I
have translated as an appendix to Chapter Three.

¢ Lenin 1958-65, 5, p. 334 (from an article in Iskra’s sister journal Zaria, No. 2/3,
published December 1901).
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newspaper as a tool in tying together the existing local organisations into an
effective national organisation. But, again, all this urgency sprang out of a
sense of opportunity, not of crisis. From Lenin’s point of view, the groundwork
of a national party organisation had been laid, the viability of a truly mass
underground movement had been demonstrated. All that remained was to
take the logical next step toward unification on a Russia-wide scale.

In his first, although unpublished, presentation of his policy package in
1899, Lenin describes the past achievements and vast future potential of
underground Social Democracy:

The Russian worker movement finds itself at the present time in a transitional
period. A brilliant beginning that saw Social-Democratic organisations of
the workers in the Western regions, Petersburg, Moscow, Kiev and other
towns was crowned by the formation of the ‘Russian Social-Democratic
Worker Party’ (spring 1898). After taking this giant step forward, Social
Democracy seemed to have exhausted all its forces and fell back to its
previous fragmented work of separate local organisations. The Party did
not go out of existence — it only turned inward to gather up its forces and
put the work of uniting all Russian Social Democrats on a secure basis . . .

Local Social-Democratic work in Russia achieved a rather high level. The
seeds of Social-Democratic ideas were sown everywhere in Russia; worker
leaflets - that primary form of Social-Democratic literature — are now familiar
to all Russian workers, from Petersburg to Krasnoyarsk, from the Caucasus
to the Urals. All that is lacking is precisely bringing together all this local

work into the work of one party.”

Because of this underlying sense of urgency, opportunity and excitement,
WITBD had inspiring qualities that communicated itself to many of its first
readers above and beyond its angry polemics. One of these first readers,
N. Valentinov, has left the following account (all the more valuable because
Valentinov broke with Lenin very early):

In his pamphlet on the Kiev revolutionary movement of 1901-3, published
in 1926 by the Kiev section of the Institute of Party History, Vakar wrote
the following:

7 Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 187-8.
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‘Volsky [= Valentinov], a student of the Polytechnic, took an extremely active
part in the work of the Social-Democratic Committee at that time. He was
an athletically built, healthy, and cheerful youth. His energetic and expansive
nature always drove him to the most dangerous and different enterprises
which demanded daring and determination, and sometimes skill and physical
strength. Struggle, risk and danger attracted comrade Volsky’.

Apart from the word ‘youth’ (I looked younger than my age), the
description is broadly correct. I only quote it here because it applied equally
well to all of us in those years. ‘Daring and determination’ were common
to us all. For this reason What Is to Be Done? struck just the right chord with
us and we were only too eager to put its message into practice. In this sense,

one may say, we were one hundred per cent Leninists at that time.*

Worry about workers

The [Russian] Marxists faced a problem that had plagued radicals in the
1870’s and would be a perennial obstacle for them: the political inertia of
the masses. If the narod (the people), revered by many Russian radicals,
refused to be budged toward activism, how could the revolution ever be
made? ... Lenin turned to the issue of the masses’ political inertia and
analysed it most comprehensively in 1902 in the pamphlet What Is to Be

Done?"°

This statement by the distinguished American historian Abraham Ascher
brings us up short. Could Ascher be talking about the same Lenin I have just
described? Could he be talking about the same WITBD? I described a confident
and excited Lenin who wrote WITBD in the midst of a revolutionary upsurge.
Ascher describes a gloomy, anxious Lenin trying to figure out what went
wrong.

We are indeed talking about the same Lenin and the same wITBD, and
furthermore, Ascher here expresses the outlook of a strong consensus of
informed experts. I call this consensus ‘the textbook interpretation’ because,
at least from the mid-1950s, this reading of WITBD has found its way into

# Valentinov 1968, p. 27. Valentinov’s whole discussion of WITBD is valuable.
? Ascher 1988, p. 37.
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textbooks of political science and of Russian history, and, from there, into
almost any secondary account that has reason to touch on Lenin. The two or
three famous passages that form the textual basis of this reading are endlessly
recycled from textbook to popular history to specialised monograph and back
again.

In my description of the textbook interpretation, I will restrict myself to
those writers who backed up their reading with factual historical research.
These writers can be divided into two groups, the academics and the activists.
The academic historians who laid the basis of the textbook interpretation
constituted the first generation in postwar Soviet studies: Leopold Haimson,
Alfred G. Meyer, Adam Ulam, Leonard Schapiro, John Keep, Samuel Baron,
Allan Wildman, Israel Getzler, Abraham Ascher, Richard Pipes, Jonathan
Frankel. Although not full-time Soviet specialists, Barrington Moore and
Herbert Marcuse also belong on this list.!®

The monographs written by these specialists, starting in the early 1950s
and petering out in the early 1970s, are dedicated to various aspects of the
revolutionary and labour movement in the period when Lenin wrote WITBD.
WITBD itself plays a somewhat strange role in these books. On the one hand,
there is no extensive examination of WITBD as a text. On the other hand, wiTBD
invariably provides what can be called the narrative hinge of these books. It
is in and through wWiTBD that Lenin first reveals himself and creates Bolshevism
almost as a demiurge.

In the 1970s, activists in the Trotskyist tradition began to issue their own
historically based readings of WITBD. Writers such as Tony Cliff, John Molyneux
and more recently Paul Le Blanc wrote partly in reaction to the academic
specialists but mainly out of a desire to bring Leninist lessons to the movement
of their own day." Their attitude to Lenin is very favourable but not completely

1 Wolfe 1948, Meyer 1957, Geyer 1962, Baron 1963, Keep 1963, Ulam 1965, Wildman
1967, Getzler 1967, Frankel 1969, Schapiro 1987 [1969], Ascher 1972, Moore 1956,
Marcuse 1958, Haimson 1955. Leopold Haimson has recently published essays on
Lenin in which he modifies some conclusions of his highly influential study of 1955
(Haimson 2004, pp. 61-2) but does not break fundamentally with the textbook
interpretation. Further references in my commentary are only to Haimson’s recent
essays: Haimson 1999, Haimson 2004, Haimson 2005. Also somewhat difficult to
categorise is Harding 1977. Harding mounts a critique of the academic tradition, but
ultimately does not break away from the ‘worry about workers’ interpretation (for
further discussion, see Lih 2003).

" Cliff 1975; Molyneux 1978; Le Blanc 1990; Liebman 1975; Mandel 1971.
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uncritical. Despite the political differences between them and the academics,
there is enough overlap in their interpretation of WITBD to justify including
the activists among the advocates of the textbook interpretation. The activist
take on the academic interpretation can be summed up as ‘Yes, but . . .". Yes,
wITBD does show a mistrust of workers, emphasis on the role of intellectuals
and so on - but, first of all, Lenin had a point, even if a one-sided point, and,
second, he radically changed his emphasis later. I shall first describe the
academic reading of WITBD and then the activist reaction.

The fundamental tenet of the textbook interpretation is that WITBD expresses
Lenin’s ‘worry about workers’.!? In this book, Lenin reveals a ‘distrust of the
mass, a conviction that socialist consciousness was given to few’."* Lenin’s
pessimistic assumption about the workers’ natural reformist inclinations is
what drove him to make his other theoretical and organisational innovations.

The textual basis for this description of Lenin’s outlook are his
pronouncements on the subject of ‘spontaneity” and ‘consciousness’.
Lenin was preoccupied with this question.' He feared the ‘spontaneous’
development of the workers’” movement, he demanded that the workers’
movement be ‘diverted’ from its natural course and be directed ‘from
without’ by non-workers, in fact, by bourgeois revolutionary intellectuals. It
is hardly an exaggeration to say that the textual basis for this portrait of Lenin
is not just one book, not just one chapter in this book, not just two famous
paragraphs from this chapter that are inevitably quoted, but three words
found in these paragraphs: ‘spontaneity’, ‘divert’, and ‘from without’ (one
word in Russian).

Lenin’s worry about workers was caused by a crisis, a development that
threatened his view of the world and poisoned his previous optimism. Disputes
over the exact nature of this crisis have led to a major division within the
textbook interpretation. The majority view locates Lenin’s conversion to the
rise of ‘revisionism’.!* Deep down inside, Lenin agreed with the revisionists

12 This felicitous phrase is taken from the title of Zelnik 2003b.

* Baron 1963, p. 239.

" Haimson 2004, pp. 57-9. I tend to put ‘spontaneity’ in quotation marks because
I believe ‘spontaneity’ to be an inaccurate and misleading translation of the Russian
word stikhiinost (see Annotations Part Two).

'> For accounts that locate the radical transformation in Lenin’s views to the year
1899, see Schapiro 1987 [1969] and Pipes 1968.
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that the workers were becoming more and more reformist, less and less
socialist. A very common trope is that Lenin was a secret revisionist himself.
Adam Ulam - the Harvard political science professor who was instrumental
in making WITBD a standard textbook item — put it this way:

Although the argument is directed at German revisionism and its alleged
Russian followers, there is this basic agreement between Lenin and Eduard
Bernstein: the forces of history are not making of the workers a revolutionary
class; the spontaneous organization of the workers leads them not to
revolution but to the struggle for economic and professional improvement.
Why, then, is Bernstein a ‘revisionist’ and Lenin an ‘orthodox’ Marxist?
Because Bernstein believes in the workers’ party following the inclinations
of the workers and bowing to the inherent labourism of the industrialized
worker, whereas Lenin believes in forcible conversion of the worker to

revolutionary Marxism.'®

The other explanation for Lenin’s turn to pessimism might be called the
‘uppity worker’ explanation, or, more gravely, the ‘anti-worker-phile’
explanation. According to Reginald Zelnik, at the end of the 1890s, Lenin

had learned from afar that some of Russia’s most militant, dedicated workers
were now engaged in the dramatic (though in some ways ambivalent)
rejection of intelligentsia tutelage, a ‘worker-phile’ trend that echoed trends

in other parts of Europe, and one that Lenin fought with all his heart."”

The scholars who pioneered this explanation of Lenin’s crisis — Allan Wildman,
Zelnik and Gerald Surh - do not actually call Lenin a ‘worker-phobe’, but
they do see him as driven by a profound unease, even outrage, at the sight
of workers taking their fate into their own hands. A desire to exclude workers
from leadership positions is the natural result.’®

Lenin’s new-found pessimism (whatever motivated it) caused him to reject
the more optimistic Marxism of Western Social Democracy, with its deterministic
faith in the ‘spontaneous’ revolutionary inclinations of the workers. ‘Lenin

1o Ulam 1960, p. 170.

17 Zelnik 2003a, p. 28.

' Wildman 1967; Surh 1999 and Surh 2000. Of the two explanations of Lenin’s
alleged crisis, the ‘anti-worker-phile’ scholars have much the better case. For my
response to their interpretation, see Chapter Four.
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is quite ready to reinterpret Marx, while, claiming, of course, that he is merely
following the letter of the doctrine’.!” Others, more charitably, allow that Lenin
may have sincerely believed he was orthodox and that therefore he was only
an unconscious heretic.

Lenin’s rejection of Marxism as understood by Western Social Democracy
led logically to his rejection of ‘the popular, open, and more or less
democratically organised parties of Western Europe and the huge, trade-
union-affiliated German party in particular’ and therefore his reversion to
‘populist conspiratorial ideas of revolution-mongering’.? This reversion to
populist models constituted a profound innovation within the Marxist tradition.
As Bertram Wolfe put it in 1961,

In two pamphlets, and a number of articles published between 1902 and
1904, Lenin had been hammering away at his new organization plan for a
‘party of a new type,” that is, one differing fundamentally from all previous
Marxian parties, whether those founded while Marx and Engels were alive,

or since.?!

The ‘party of a new type’ was to be hyper-centralised, confined to a few
‘professional revolutionaries’ recruited from among the intelligentsia, and
dedicated to conspiracy.

Naturally, these innovations caused a huge split within Russian Social
Democracy, dividing those who remained true to the Social Democracy of
civilised Europe and those who updated the traditions of barbarous Russia.
Part of the attraction of the textbook interpretation is the compelling narrative
of this fateful split between Bolshevik and Menshevik — a split whose huge
stakes were only vaguely sensed by the participants themselves. The first
major and in many ways still most compelling statement of the textbook
interpretation was Bertram Wolfe’s Three Who Made a Revolution, published
in 1948, in which he says:

the real issue [was] between ‘Economists’ and Marxists, then between

Mensheviks and Bolsheviks, then between Workers Opposition and Lenin,

1 Ulam 1962, p. 615.

2 Wesson 1978, pp. 22-3.

2 Wolfe 1961, p. 11. This is the earliest use of ‘party of a new type’ in English that
I have found; Wolfe took it over from Soviet historians and implied, incorrectly, that
Lenin himself used the term.
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between Tomsky and Stalin, changing forms of the protean battle between
Westernizer and Slavophile. One path led closer to the parties and trade
unions of the West, which were democratically organized, comfortably
adapted to the sizeable legality permitted them, and long since devoid of
insurrectionary spirit except as a banner for festal occasions. The other led
to concentration on conspiracy and insurrection under the leadership of a
self-selected, rigidly centralized, secret and conspirative band of revolutionary
intellectuals under a self-appointed leader, formed on the pattern of the

early ‘professional revolutionaries’ of the Narodnaya Volya.??

Putting all the assertions of the textbook interpretation together, we realise
that WITBD is a profound theoretical and organisational innovation, the charter
document of Bolshevism, and the ultimate source of Stalinism. Given the
strong link thus forged between WITBD and Stalinism, the textbook interpretation
has little motivation to bring out the centrality of political freedom in Lenin’s
platform. The specialists who wrote about the political history of Russian
Social Democracy in this period were surely aware that Lenin and the Iskra
group strongly insisted on the urgency of political freedom for Russia, but
they somehow managed to talk about it in such a way that nobody else knew
it (I certainly did not). They put as little emphasis on political freedom as
possible while putting as much emphasis on any hint (often very tenuous
indeed) that Lenin was ‘impatient’, wanted to skip stages, leap to socialism,
and so forth. One sometimes gets the impression that Lenin’s ‘revolution-
mongering’ in favour of political freedom was not quite seemly. His insistence
on political freedom begins to look captious and sectarian. Richard Pipes tells
us that Lenin demanded revolution despite the fact that by 1900 Russia was
moving toward a ‘mature trade-unionism’ — and this at a time when trade
unions and even strikes were illegal in Russia, and one of the main motives
for Iskra’s insistence on revolution was precisely to make them legal!®

The activist interpretation advanced by Cliff, Molyneux, Le Blanc and others
vehemently rejects the link between WITBD and Stalinism. Their overall portrait
of Lenin contrasts strongly with the one presented by the academic tradition.
Yet, on the specific issue of WITBD, the contrast with the academic tradition

2 Wolfe 1964 [1948], pp. 160-1.
# Pipes 1968, pp. 45-6. On the absence of political freedom in Russia at this time
(including freedom of association and strikes), see Chapter Three.
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is less striking than the overlap. With minor differences of emphasis, the
activist writers tell the following story.

Marx-based Social Democracy in Western Europe had a fatalistic and
deterministic view of political organisation. This view had roots in Marx’s
own ‘optimistic evolutionism’.?* The great breakthrough to a vanguard
conception of the party came with Lenin in WiTBD, although Lenin himself
was unaware of his originality and thought he was applying standard Marxist
conceptions. In making this breakthrough, Lenin was led to make formulations
about spontaneity and the role of intellectuals that were one-sided and therefore
false. But this was just Lenin’s way of doing things — he was always ‘bending
the stick’ too far in the particular direction he needed to emphasise at a
particular point. In 1902, the stick needed bending toward the importance of
centralism, and so Lenin emphasised centralism at every turn.

Lenin’s formulation led to the split within Russian Social Democracy, because
the Mensheviks remained loyal to the standard Social-Democratic position
of a passive, fatalistic, deterministic, ‘economist’ confusion between party
and class. But Lenin’s own views continued to develop, particularly in response
to the revolution of 1905.

In the face of the enormous and spontaneous revolutionary achievements
of the Russian working class, the tone of Lenin’s writings changes
completely. . .. The break with economistic fatalism that was achieved in
What Is to Be Done? and One Step Forward is maintained and developed, but
freed of the elitist foundation that Lenin had at first given it.?

Lenin moved so far ahead of other Bolsheviks that when he tried to get more
workers on party committees in 1905, his own followers rejected him, imbued
as they were with the spirit of WITBD.

Thus the activists. When we compare this account given by the activists to
the standard academic account, we see that the two sides agree that Lenin
made an unwittingly original breakthrough in the area of party organisation.
The new ‘vanguard’ type of party constitutes a dramatic break with Western
traditions. The difference here is only one of evaluation: the academic writers

* Molyneux 1978, p. 34.

% Molyneux 1978, pp. 59-60. In his recent essays, Haimson also argues that Lenin
was ‘intoxicated’ with the spontaneous revolutionary activism of the workers in 1905,
leading to ‘radical changes’ in his views on party organisation (Haimson 2004, p. 64).
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prefer the ‘mass democratic’ parties of the West while the activist rejects these
parties as over-representative and insufficiently revolutionary.? The two sides
also agree that Lenin’s formulations on the question of spontaneity and
consciousness are the heart of WITBD. In this case, the activists to a large extent
subscribe to the evaluation of these formulations as unfortunately élitist. The
difference here is that the activists claim that Lenin himself later realised these
formulations were one-sided, so they cannot be said to constitute the heart
of Lenin’s outlook. Finally, both sides agree that the message sent out by
WITBD was ‘worry about workers’. So intense was this message that only the
mighty events of 1905 caused Lenin to change his mind — and, even then, his
followers were determined to keep workers off the committees.

As should already be clear, I reject all the central propositions of the textbook
interpretation. The keynote of Lenin’s outlook was not worry about workers
but exhilaration about workers. The formulations about spontaneity are not
the heart of WITBD but a tacked-on polemical sally (if Lenin’s opponent Boris
Krichevskii had not used the word in his critique of Iskra published in
September 1901, it would not have appeared in WITBD published a few months
later). These formulations are confusing, unedifying and should be bracketed
until all other evidence about Lenin’s outlook is considered. WITBD was not
a gloomy response to a crisis (however defined) but an exuberant response
to an opportunity. WITBD did not reject the Western model of a Social-Democratic
party but invoked this model at every turn. Lenin certainly advocated a
‘vanguard party’, for this was the common understanding of what Social
Democracy was all about. Lenin thus did not revert to the populist tradition
in any way. WITBD not advocate hyper-centralism or an élite, conspiratorial
party restricted to professional revolutionaries from the intelligentsia. The
positions advanced in WITBD were not the cause of the party split in 1904.
The centrality of political freedom in Lenin’s platform makes it impossible
to draw a direct link between WITBD and Stalinism.

How is it that such a wide and long-standing consensus has (in my view)
gone so wrong? The political outlook of the various writers can hardly be

% The activists have a more accurate sense than the academics of Lenin’s vision of
the party (see Le Blanc 1990, p. 67). What is misleading is their stress on the originality
of this vision and its stark contrast with Western Social Democracy. (Cliff, in particular,
also agrees with the academic tradition in tracing the origins of Lenin’s thinking to
populism.)
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decisive, given the strange coalition just observed between pro-Lenin and
anti-Lenin authors. One explanation for this coalition is that it goes back to
a similar coalition in 1904. At that time, two heroes of the activist tradition -
Lev Trotsky and Rosa Luxemburg — were Mensheviks or, at any rate, were
prepared to work with the Mensheviks in combatting Lenin. Even today, a
few oft-quoted sentences from Trotsky and Luxemburg are among the main
props of the textbook interpretation.”

Another reason is the common fascination with the question of Lenin’s
attitude toward ‘spontaneity’. For a variety of reasons to be set out later, this
is a profitless exercise. One ill effect of the exclusive focus on this issue is the
exiguous textual base used to ascertain Lenin’s views, since Lenin simply did
not talk about this topic very much. Two passages to the exclusion of much
else in Chapter II of WITBD, one chapter to the exclusion of much else in WITBD
as a whole, one book to the exclusion of almost everything else Lenin wrote
in the Iskra period (1900-3) — no wonder there are some surprises when a
more extensive range of writings is taken into account.?

Lenin cannot be understood just by reading Lenin. Three other vital contexts
have been largely overlooked by the textbook interpretation. The first is the
context of international Social Democracy — what I call the Erfurtian outlook.
The two wings of the textbook interpretation have different motives for neglect
of this context. Specialists on Russia enjoy tracing the Russian roots of Lenin’s
thinking and tend not to have a detailed knowledge of, say, German Social
Democracy. Trotskyist activists have inherited a disdain for the Second
International, and for Kautsky in particular, that is so total as to preclude any
serious inquiry into their actual views.

A second context is the growing revolutionary storm in Russia at the turn
of the century. Of course, any informed specialist is aware of the crisis in
Russia that was gathering momentum in 19012, but this never seems to have
any impact on their presentation of Lenin as a worried man singing a worried
song. At the time Lenin wrote his book, the entire spectrum of revolutionary
opinion was encouraged and energised by the willingness of workers to

7 1 owe Alan Shandro thanks for pointing out this explanation for the activist/
academic overlap.

# The surprisingly total neglect of Lenin’s other Iskra-period writings is a feature
of the activist writers as well as the academic ones. For a survey of some of these
writings, see the section ‘The unknown Lenin’ in Chapter Three.
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demonstrate their political dissatisfaction in the streets. This growing excitement
has been leached out of the standard picture of Social Democrats wringing
their hands over (in Ascher’s words) ‘the political inertia of the masses’.

A third context is the shared assumptions among the participants in the
polemical infighting within Russian Social Democracy. If we do not realise
that everybody took for granted that the SPD model could only be applied
to Russia in a severely distorted underground version, we will miss the import
of Lenin’s proposals. If we do not realise that Lenin fully expected all his
readers and even his opponents to regard ‘economism’ as a very bad thing
indeed, we will miss the import of his polemics. And so forth.

Although I cannot help being worried by the impressive array of experts
who support the textbook interpretation, there are two circumstances that
encourage me. The first is that when the more knowledgeable and conscientious
advocates of the textbook interpretation try to bring in a wider range of
evidence in support of Lenin’s worry about workers, they regularly end up
with a thoroughly incoherent picture. The second is that there exists a solid
counter-tradition on WITBD — so much so that I can safely say I am rediscovering
Lenin rather than presenting an original new picture. Let us look at these
two sources of encouragement in turn.

Flip-flops and stick-bending

Every interpretation of a complicated and messy reality faces anomalies, that
is, data that at least on the surface gives rise to serious problems for their
proposed interpretation. My approach to WITBD can be labelled the ‘good
news’ interpretation.” Lenin believed that Social Democracy had a mission
to carry to the workers the good news of their own world-historical mission
and that, furthermore, this message would be on the whole enthusiastically
received and acted upon.* Social Democracy was needed and would be heeded.

¥ This term is taken from a comment by Kautsky in the Erfurt Progranuime: ‘Socialism
is no message of woe for the proletariat but rather good news, a new gospel [ein neues
Evangelium]’ (Kautsky 1965, pp. 230-1). For further discussion of this passage, see
Chapter One.

¥ T have added the qualifier ‘on the whole’ because, obviously, Social Democrats
were aware that there would be periods of depression and retreat (see Chapter One).
Lenin too was aware of this possibility, but, more characteristically, he insisted on a
rapid spread of awareness, particularly in the period studied in this commentary.
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The anomaly for this interpretation consist of the famous formulations about
combatting spontaneity and so on. I deal with this anomaly, first, by laying
out the massive evidence for my interpretation and, second, by giving reasons
why the famous formulations do not in fact pose a serious threat.

The ‘worry about workers’ interpretation also faces a long and grave list
of anomalies. To start with, the views attributed to Lenin by the textbook
interpretation are ‘ridiculous’ and ‘remarkably illogical’. This is demonstrated
quite insightfully and convincingly by Adam Ulam, a scholar who was
instrumental in turning the ‘worry about workers’ interpretation into a textbook
staple:

‘To combat spontaneity . .." The literal statement sounds almost ridiculous,
doubly so in the circumstances of its first formulation. Who is to divert the
growing working movement in Russia from its natural course? A handful
of revolutionaries — some of them in Tsarist jails — operating through a
newspaper published abroad. But the statement contains the essence of
Leninism, the perception that the natural development of material forces
and the natural response of people to them will, in time, lead far away from
Marx's expectations about the effects of industrialization on the worker. You
do not jettison Marxism because it failed to predict the psychology of the
worker in an advanced industrialized country. You ‘improve’ and advance
this psychology in the revolutionary direction by means of a party. A
remarkably illogical performance. You reject the major premise of your
ideology, yet you claim strict orthodoxy. Your argument is rationalistic and
materialistic, and yet you set out, almost in Sorel-like fashion, to propagate
the myth of revolution, the necessity of which, you have just asserted, the

workers will feel less and less!®

Advocates of the textbook interpretation will sometimes admit that Lenin did
not explicitly advance the views attributed to him, although this fact does
not seem to worry them much, For example, Richard Pipes summarises a
Lenin article of 1899 by telling us that Lenin’s ‘unspoken assumption is that
the majority of the population is actually or potentially reactionary; his unspoken
conclusion, that democracy leads to reaction’.®? Pipes is absolutely right: these

3 Ulam 1960, pp. 170-1. Note the emphasis on ‘natural’, a word not used by Lenin
in this context. (Despite the quotation marks, Lenin did not use the word ‘improve’.)
32 Pipes 1968, p. 49 (emphasis added).
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particular assumptions and conclusions are definitely unspoken. Lenin’s spoken
assumptions and conclusions — a subject in which Pipes shows less interest —
are all about the majority of the population charging the citadel of the autocracy
in order to achieve democratic political freedom as the necessary next step
toward socialism.

Direct evidence that Lenin held quite other views than the ones assigned
to him are dealt with by making Lenin incoherent. In an important book in
the academic tradition, Alfred Meyer’s Leninism, we read that ‘Lenin tended
to assume that the workingman was forever doomed to insufficient
consciousness, no matter how miserable his conditions’. Yet — again, precisely
because Meyer is more informed and conscientious than most — he promptly
starts to make Lenin incoherent. He immediately adds: ‘as an “orthodox”
Marxist, Lenin denied the revisionist thesis that the workers had lost their
class consciousness (or had never possessed it in the first place). But as a
Leninist he accepted it, at least as a short-run proposition’. A little later we
read:

While it is true that in the main he denied rationality to the workingman,
he did not maintain this attitude unhesitatingly. On the contrary, he more
than once allowed himself to be led astray [!] by an unusually optimistic

appraisal of proletarian consciousness.”

Turning to the most recent and up-to-date scholarship in the “worry about
workers’ tradition, we find that it also insists — is forced to insist — on Lenin’s
incoherence. Earlier scholarship had often posited some sort of sudden
conversion on Lenin’s part prior to WITBD.* But, lately, the number of
conversions and flip-flops in Lenin’s outlook has dramatically increased. In
independent studies, Robert Mayer and Anna Krylova both advance what I
call a double flip-flop hypothesis: Lenin had a crisis of faith immediately
before WITBD and then had a radical change of mind very soon thereafter,
thus leaving WITBD disconnected both to Lenin’s past and his future.®® Krylova,

¥ Meyer 1957, pp. 31, 44.

¥ For example, Leonard Schapiro writes that between summer 1899 and the end
of the year there occurred ‘a complete transformation in Lenin’s outlook’ (Schapiro
1987, pp. 234-5).

% Mayer 1996, pp. 307-20. In an earlier article, I wrote the following about Robert
Mayer’s study: ‘This double flip-flop hypothesis may not find many adherents, but
it represents a serious attempt to deal with genuine difficulties that need to be confronted’
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for example, states that WITBD's view of the workers is ‘in striking contrast’
to Lenin’s previous writings, that WITBD itself is an ‘encyclopedia’ of modernist
doubt, and that soon after the publication of WITBD Lenin put an end to his
doubts with a brand-new view of the workers as motivated entirely by class
instinct.’

Another way to dismiss anomalous evidence about Lenin’s views is simply
to claim that Lenin was consciously or unconsciously hypocritical. According
to Reginald Zelnik, Lenin could not be fully explicit about his worry about
workers because of ‘the dangerous political implications’ of clarifying his real
views, even to himself.”” The activist writers also talk as if they knew Lenin’s
beliefs better than he did himself. John Molyneux writes, for example, that
‘Lenin at this stage [1904] was not aware that he diverged in any fundamental
way from social democratic orthodoxy’ and therefore incorrectly identified
himself with the mainstream of SPD luminaries such as Karl Kautsky and
August Bebel.® We are left with the following picture. There was probably
no one in Russia who had read in Kautsky’s voluminous writings so attentively,
extensively and admiringly as Lenin, yet he remained completely unaware
that he diverged in fundamental ways from Kautsky. I am not sure whether
we are supposed to explain this by Kautsky’s deceitfulness, Lenin’s inability
to understand what he read, or Lenin’s unawareness of his own beliefs.

‘Bending the stick’ is the activist tradition’s favourite device for explaining
away anomalies. Of course, Lenin did tend to put exclusive emphasis at any
one time on one or a few points. Certainly, we need to keep this in mind
when we are trying to make sense of his pronouncements. Nevertheless, over-
frequent recourse to this explanation ends up making Lenin look like a rather
incompetent and incoherent leader. Tony Cliff is a great admirer of Lenin and
yet his picture of Lenin from 1895 to 1905 is not an attractive one. In 1895,
Lenin thought ‘class consciousness, including political consciousness, develops
automatically from the economic struggle’. A few years later he veered away
from that extreme belief:

(Lih 2003). While the compliment in the second clause still applies, I find I must retract
the somewhat sarcastic comment in the first clause. The double flip-flop hypothesis
is finding adherents.

% Krylova 2003.

¥ Zelnik 2003a, pp. 24-33; Zelnik 2003b, p. 216.

* Molyneux 1978, pp. 52, 56.
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It was fear of the danger to the movement occasioned by the rise of Russian
‘economism’ and German revisionism in the second half of 1899 that
motivated Lenin to bend the stick right over again, away from the
spontaneous, day-to-day fragmented economic struggle and towards the

organisation of a national political party.”

‘Lenin’s “bending of the stick” right over to mechanical over-emphasis on
organisation in What Is to Be Done?” was ‘quite useful operationally’, since
‘the step now necessary was to arouse, at least in the politically conscious
section of the masses, a passion for political action’. But, as Cliff himself makes
clear, by the time Lenin sat down to write WITBD in late 1901, economism was
on the rocks and the workers were becoming ‘the main active political
opponents of Tsarism’. Evidently, Lenin was so out of touch that he bent the
stick exactly where it was not needed.®

Lenin’s stick-bending in WITBD had unfortunate consequences, since he
managed to convince the Bolshevik praktiki that it was unwise to allow workers
on party committees. No doubt, these Bolsheviks did yet not realise their
leader’s habit of always exaggerating and so took him seriously. When Lenin
himself began to bend the stick in yet another direction, he could not convince
his followers to relent.*

Lenin himself used the ‘bend the stick’ image in some remarks he made
about WITBD. Given the importance of this image in commentary on WITBD
(especially in the activist tradition), we should be clear in our minds about
exactly what it is that we take Lenin to be saying. There are two ways of
understanding the ‘bend the stick’ image. If a stick is bent in one direction,
then you bend it in the other direction in order to get it back to centre. In
this case, you are explaining why you bent the stick in a certain direction
and no other - or, less figuratively, why you chose to make some points and
not others. Or, alternatively, the stick is so firmly bent in one direction that
in order to correct it, you must bend it too far in the other direction, in the
expectation that, upon release, it will revert to an upright position. Less
figuratively, you exaggerate and overstate your case in order to get people’s
attention.

* Cliff 1975, p. 69.

© Cliff 1975, pp. 52, 69, 82, 95-8.

4 For a more accurate account of this supposed clash between Lenin and the praktiki,
see Chapter Nine.
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Turning to Lenin’s actual words, we find he never said he bent the stick
too far. On the contrary, he said at the Second Congress in 1903:

We all know now that the ‘economists’ bent the stick in one direction. In
order to make the stick straight it was necessary to bend the stick in the
other direction, and that is what I did. I am sure that Russian Social Democracy
will always straighten [vypriamliat’] the stick that is bent by any kind of
opportunism, and that our stick will therefore always be straight as possible

and as ready as possible for action.

It is not inconceivable that Lenin’s outlook was indeed as incoherent as it is
portrayed by many advocates of the textbook interpretation. Yet, as a matter
of basic methodology when trying to interpret a person’s world-view, the
assumption of incoherence should be our last resort, not our first.** We wish
to understand the outlook of people operating in a long-ago historical
environment, who rely on all sorts of unfamiliar assumptions, who use
language for intensely polemical purposes. On first or even second reading,
their views seem ridiculous, remarkably illogical, shot through with
contradictions, completely at odds with their earlier and later outlook, and
such that even they are not conscious of their own views. If this is the result
of our first and second reading, I urge a third or fourth one, coupled with a
more concerted effort to uncover the unfamiliar assumptions governing their
views and the situation they faced when making any particular expression
of them.

In any event, I find it a rather attractive feature of my own interpretation
that it allows Lenin to know his own beliefs and to maintain a fundamental
consistency in his outlook. These two points go together, since Lenin himself
often asserted the fundamental continuity of his views, even in writings put

# Lenin 1958-65, 7, p. 272. In 1907, he responded to the Menshevik use of this
comment: ‘The sense of these words is clear: WITBD was a polemical correction of
“economism” and to consider its content outside this task of the book is incorrect’
(Lenin 1958-65, 16, p. 107). Lenin’s actual words thus provide no justification for
Trotsky’s later statement that ‘the author of What Is to Be Done? himself subsequently
acknowledged the biased nature, and therewith the erroneousness, of his theory’ (cited
by Le Blanc 1990, p. 62). Note also that Lenin made his ‘bend the stick’ comment in
1903, at a time when all his fellow Iskra editors still defended WiTBD. If the ‘bend the
stick’” comment meant a renunciation of wiTsD, then Lenin had renounced it before the
party split of 1904. Authors who cite the ‘bend the stick’ comment usually mean it to
support the claim that Lenin veered to the other extreme only in 1905.

¥ 1 found Bevir 1999 useful on these questions of basic method.
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forward as evidence of his flip-flops. They also make it possible to explain
how WITBD's first readers could see it as an inspiring expression of ‘passionate
and insistent’ revolutionary will (in the words of Boris Gorev, a member of
WITBD's original audience).* One is inclined to doubt that Gorev and his
fellows could have been inspired in this way by an encyclopaedia of modernist
doubt written in obfuscatory language by an anxious pessimist.

Lenin rediscovered

So far, I have talked as if it were myself against the field. Fortunately, this is
not the case. The present study is part of a tradition of WITBD interpretation
that stretches back to the time of its publication. Indeed, when we look at
the longue durée of WITBD studies, the textbook interpretation appears to be
in a minority position.®

We saw earlier how the textbook interpretation traces its lineage back to
the 1904 pamphlets of Rosa Luxemburg and Lev Trotsky. There are some
ironies associated with their iconic status as the prophets who immediately
realised the evil consequences of WITBD. Luxemburg’s article does not mention
wiTBD at all and Trotsky’s pamphlet confines its critique of WITBD to a few
passing pot-shots at some of Lenin’s obiter dicta. Both works aim their fire at
Lenin’s factional sins during and after the Second Congress in August 1903
and make no serious effort to trace these sins back to WITBD.* More importantly,
if we listen to what Trotsky and Luxemburg actually say, we find that their
anti-Lenin critique does fatal damage to the textbook interpretation. The most
glaring example is the role of intellectuals, since both Luxemburg and Trotsky

¥ Gorev 1924, p. 46.

% For a detailed study of a century of WITBD interpretation, see Lih 2003.

% Something similar holds true for other critics of Lenin in 1904 who are sometimes
described as reacting with horror to wiTD (Service 1988). As far as I know, Pavel
Akselrod, the ideological leader of the Mensheviks, never criticised WITBD or even
suggested that Lenin had made theoretical mistakes. Plekhanov wrote a critique of
WITBD in summer 1904, but aimed his principal fire at a passage more or less forgotten
by the textbook interpretation (see Annotations Part Two). A few months later, he
wrote an article criticising Lenin for abandoning the correct tactical position of wiTBD
(Plekhanov 1905). As documented by J. Kautsky 1994, Kautsky never criticised WITBD
in 1904 or later, nor did he ever protest against Lenin’s use of his term ‘from without'.
Kautsky criticised Lenin’s factional behaviour in 1904, but on many substantive issues
he was considerably closer to the Bolsheviks.
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vigorously attack Lenin for his hostility to intellectuals. In fact, as we shall
see later, Trotsky and Luxemburg share many of the assumptions that the
textbook interpretation sees as unique to Lenin’s ‘élitism’.+’

Meanwhile, one opponent of Lenin did produce an extensive reading of
wITBD that has been totally forgotten. In a series of articles in 1904-5, Aleksandr
Potresov, one of Lenin’s fellow editors on Iskra and now a determined foe,
analysed WITBD as the classic expression of the grandiose romanticism and
self-deceiving optimism of the underground praktik. These praktiki had a totally
unrealistic idea of what they could accomplish and the mass support they
could expect. True, Lenin severely chastised the praktiki, but (to use an
anachronistic image to express Potresov’s thought) this was the pep-talk of
a coach at half-time, aimed at conveying the invigorating conviction to the
team that it could do much, much better. As such, Lenin’s sermons made him
the hero precisely of these praktiki.**

Potresov’s hostile but perceptive critique brings out an important point.
The thrust of the textbook interpretation is that Lenin’s pessimism and distrust
of the masses is a bad thing (although there are occasional compliments to
his ‘pragmatic realism’). As a result, an interpretation stressing Lenin’s
confidence will ipso facto be considered ‘pro-Lenin’. The present study is
neither pro-Lenin nor anti-Lenin. Its aim is to give an accurate account of
Lenin’s outlook and his empirical judgements. Potresov opens the possibility
that Lenin’s confidence was a mistaken view of reality that was capable of
doing much damage. This possibility can only be assessed in the course of a
full-length consideration of Lenin’s entire career.

Another extended analysis of WITBD in 1905 came from the pen of a then
obscure Georgian praktik named Iosif Dzugashvili (Stalin). Stalin mounted an
energetic defence of WITBD against Menshevik critics who described it as anti-
worker. Although Stalin was a fierce Bolshevik, his defence of WITBD coincides
with Potresov’s analysis on an essential point: Lenin was confident that the
workers would heed the Social-Democratic message.* Stalin’s essay was his

7 Something similar holds true of wiTBD’s critics from the right wing of Social
Democracy, Aleksandr Martynov and Vladimir Akimov. See Chapter Nine for further
discussion.

*# These articles, entitled Nashi zlokliucheniia or ‘Our Misadventures’, are reprinted
in Potresov 2002, pp. 67-120.

¥ Stalin 1946-52, Vol. 1.
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contribution to the Bolshevik polemics of 1904-5 that was conducted by Lenin
partisans such as Aleksandr Bogdanov, Mikhail Olminskii, M. Liadov, Vatslav
Vorovskii. The writings of these Bolsheviks do not defend anything remotely
similar to what the textbook interpretation would predict their views to be.*

After 1905, Russian Social Democracy moved on to other issues and other
crises, and WITBD was never discussed, even by its author, outside the context
of party history. Looking back, Lenin’s closest lieutenants and first biographers —
Grigorii Zinoviev, Lev Kamenev, Nadezhda Krupskaya — saw WITBD as an
outstanding and characteristic product but certainly not as a break-though
or a charter document of Bolshevism. Zinoviev’s recollection serves as a good
introduction to our account of the dispute between the orthodox and the
‘economists’:

The economist critics would say: ‘So what, in your opinion, is the working
class, a Messiah?’ To this we answered and answer now: Messiah and
messianism are not our language and we do not like such words; but we
accept the concept that is contained in them: yes, the working class is in a
certain sense a Messiah and its role is a messianic one, for this is the class
which will liberate the whole world. . . . We avoid semi-mystical terms like
Messiah and messianism and prefer the scientific one: the hegemonic

proletariat *

The role of WITBD in later Bolshevism is perhaps best illustrated by a
representative of a younger generation than Zinoviev’s, namely, Nikolai
Bukharin, who joined the Party after 1905, that is, after the WITBD episode
had come and gone. If there is a single reference to WITBD in all of Bukharin's
writings, I have not yet found it. WITBD, for example, is missing from the
extensive reading lists provided for the up-and-coming Bolshevik in the party
textbook ABC of Communism that Bukharin co-authored in 1919. Bukharin
twice wrote specifically about Lenin’s status as a original theorist and his
contributions to Marxism. WITBD is not mentioned either time — in fact, the
whole topic of party organisation is not taken up.*

% These Bolshevik writings are discussed in more detail in Chapters Eight and Nine.

3! Zinoviev 1924, p. 74 (for an English translation of Zinoviev’s party history, see
Zinoviev 1973).

2 Bukharin and Preobrazhensky 1919; Bukharin 1989 [1920], pp. 177-80; Bukharin
1990 [1924], pp. 50-85.
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After the Bolshevik Revolution, informed outsider observers described
Lenin in terms that are incompatible with the textbook interpretation. The
American journalist W.H. Chamberlin, author of the classic study The Russian
Revolution, wrote in 1930 that ‘boundless hatred for the capitalist system and
its upholders, boundless faith in the right and the ability of the working class
to dominate a new social order — these were certainly the two dominant
passions of Lenin’s strong and simple character’.%

In the late 1930s, the Soviet government issued a fundamental textbook of
party history usually referred to as the Short Course. The sections on the Iskra
period are by Stalin personally. Stalin’s interpretation of wiTsD differ from the
Western textbook interpretation in two fundamental respects. First, he did
not see WITBD as the charter document of a ‘party of a new type’. To be sure,
this term is used, but applied only to later developments.> As for WITBD, it
‘brilliantly substantiated the fundamental Marxist thesis that a Marxist party
is a merger of the worker movement with socialism’.% Stalin knew perfectly
well that Karl Kautsky was the one who formulated this fundamental Marxist
thesis, since he cited Kautsky’s formula as the epigraph for his 1905 article.
He knew perfectly well that this formula was an authoritative commonplace
within international Social Democracy, since the whole brunt of his 1905
defence of WITBD rests on this fact. And, because he knew these things, it did
not occur to him to see WITBD as the origin of a party of a new type.

Stalin also challenges the ‘worry about workers’ interpretation because he
presents WITBD as more confident about the workers than were foes of Lenin
such as the ‘economists’. Why is it bad to bow down to spontaneity and to
disparage consciousness? Answer: because to do so was ‘to insult the workers,
who strive toward consciousness as to light’. Furthermore, ‘Lenin showed
that to draw the working class away from the general political struggle against
tsardom’ was a crime because ‘the workers wanted to fight not only for better
terms . . . but also for the abolition of the capitalist system itself’.>

5 Chamberlin 1930, p. 88.

3 According to the Short Course, the Prague conference of 1912 ‘inaugurated a party
of a new type’ because it eliminated the Mensheviks and thus created a party ‘free
of opportunist elements’ (Kratkii kurs 1938, pp. 134-9). Only after Stalin’s death did
Soviet historians attach the ‘party of a new type’ label to wiTBD - although, unlike
many Western scholars, Soviet historians did not put these words in Lenin’s mouth.

% Kratkii kurs 1938, pp. 37-8.

% Kratkii kurs 1938, pp. 35-6 (order of passages reversed).



32 < Introduction

Thus I stand with Stalin against the academic and activist consensus.
This is no doubt rather embarrassing — but for whom? For me, because I
find myself on the same side with a man not known for scrupulous history-
writing? Or for advocates of the textbook interpretation, who are wrong when
even Stalin (because of his roots in prewar Russian Social Democracy) was
right?

The textbook interpretation is thus, on the whole, a postwar creation. One
reason for its rise is a great forgetting of what prewar international Social
Democracy was all about.” The principal reason for this loss of context is the
watershed of the 1917 revolution, which split prewar Social Democracy in
two and gave the name ‘Social Democracy’ only to the more moderate side.
On the Left, a number of writers with no or very shallow roots in the Second
International — Georg Lukdcs, Antonio Gramsci, Karl Korsch - created a theory
(not shared by Lenin) that Leninism was the principled rejection of the fatalistic
Marxism of the Second International and of Kautsky in particular. In my view,
the insistence on seeing a great gulf between Kautsky on the one hand and
Lenin, Luxemburg and Trotsky on the other has condemned those in the
postwar Trotskyist tradition to a deep misunderstanding of their own heroes.
A similar forgetting occurred in the academic tradition, due in large part to
the exclusive focus on Russia, resulting in a similar misunderstanding of the
heroes of many in the academic tradition, namely the ‘economists’ and the
Mensheviks.®®

Even in postwar scholarship, the textbook interpretation has not gone
unchallenged. Two teachers of mine from the generation that created the
textbook interpretation, John Plamenatz and Robert Tucker, saw the excitement
and urgency underlying WITBD.” In recent years, persistent challenges to the

57 A full discussion of this question would include consideration of English-speaking
scholarship on German socialism. All I can do here is record my debt, particularly to
Gary Steenson and Vernon Lidtke.

% The main statement of the Menshevik case available in English is by Fyodor Dan
(Dan 1964). Dan was a prominent Menshevik in 1904 and his view of WITBD reflects
the partisan struggle of that year. Nevertheless, his overlap with the textbook
interpretation is not very extensive.

* Plamenatz 1947, Plamenatz 1954, Tucker 1987. I will have occasion to quote these
authors later. Although he does not have much to say directly about wiTsD, Stephen
Cohen’s challenge to the reigning ‘continuity thesis’ (what I call the ‘Soviet politics,
made easy’ approach) remains an inspiration to the critique mounted here. See Cohen
1977.
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textbook interpretation have continued to appear in the scholarly literature.
I am indebted in particular to Moira Donald’s study of Kautsky’s overwhelming
impact on Russian Social Democracy and to Henry Reichman’s groundbreaking
article that asks how wiTBD might have looked in the eyes of a militant worker
of Lenin’s time.*

Given the existence of two strongly contrasting views on such an important
document, we would expect some sort of debate or some attempts to convince
one other. But not so. There was, neither then or later, any sort of extended
academic debate about the meaning of WITBD. Advocates of the textbook
interpretation simply took no cognisance of any respectable challenge to their
interpretation. As stated earlier, it is difficult to find any argued analysis of
WITBD in the Iskra-period monograph cycle or in the historical literature
generally.®! None of the challengers took on the job of putting WITBD into
historical context or explaining the striking passages that give prima facie
plausibility to the textbook interpretation (combatting spontaneity,
consciousness from without, diverting the worker movement, and the like).
This is where the present study comes in.

Commentary and translation

The present commentary is divided into three parts. Part I examines the
outlook of Marx-based Social Democracy. After introducing the term
‘Erfurtianism’ as a label for that outlook, I argue that Lenin was a Russian
Erfurtian who saw Russian Social Democracy as one episode in a larger
overarching narrative. Within Russian Social Democracy, Lenin was a member
from 1900 to 1903 of the editorial board of the underground newspaper
Iskra. Since both friends and foes of WITBD saw it as a classic expression of
Iskra-ism, I devote a chapter to explaining the outlook of Iskra and its reaction
to the growing revolutionary crisis in Russia.

Part II examines the immediate polemical context of WITBD by looking at
Lenin’s ‘significant others’, that is, the Russian Social Democrats against whom

% Donald 1993 and Reichman 1996. For other accounts that step outside the consensus
on one point or another, see Daniels 1957; Treadgold 1955; Himmer 2001.

' The only exception I know is Reginald Zelnik’s recent articles (Zelnik 2003a and
2003b), written partially in response to the challenge to the textbook interpretation
mounted by Henry Reichman and myself.
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he defined his own position in WITBD. The key question in all these disputes
is the usefulness of the SPD model under Russian conditions and, in particular,
the chances for a successful spread of Social-Democratic awareness. In every
dispute, Lenin is found insisting on a rapid spread of awareness that would
become even more rapid if the Social Democrats shaped up.

Part III examines the world of WITBD: the view of the world implicit in its
arguments and the source of its organisational proposals. The Social-Democratic
underground, as it evolved in various localities in the 1890s, had set itself
the task of combining the secrecy needed to survive police prosecution with
the presence of genuine roots in the worker milieu. Lenin’s contribution was
to make explicit the norms of this newly-created institution and then to
promise the praktiki that they could accomplish miracles if they observed
these norms. In a final chapter, I survey the Bolshevik/Menshevik dispute
of 1904. wiTBD played a much smaller role in this episode than is generally
realised and I had not originally planned to discuss it at length. I eventually
came to see that clarity about the real issues underlying the Bolshevik/
Menshevik split in 1904 was a necessity, given the iconic status of Trotsky and
Luxemburg as critics of WITBD.

A new translation of the entire 1902 text of WITBD is appended to the
commentary. One may well ask, why is a new translation needed? There now
exist four different English translations of wiTBD. The first one was done in
1929 when Lenin’s works were issued by the Soviet government in English,
German and French. The English version was done by Joe Fineberg, a Russian-
born British leftist who returned to Russia soon after the Revolution (he gave
a report on the British situation at the founding congress of the Communist
International in 1919). Fineberg made the basic translation choices that have
governed how English speakers have read WITBD ever since.

In 1962, the Soviet government issued Lenin’s Complete Works in English.
For this edition, Fineberg's translation was revised by George Hanna, whose
changes are usually but not always for the better. Finally, a Penguin translation
edited by Robert Service was published in 1988. Service tinkered further with
the Fineberg/Hanna translation and his changes are also sometimes an
improvement.*?

% For Fineberg, see Lenin 1929; for Hanna, see Lenin 1962; for Service, see Lenin
1988.
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Meanwhile, the only translation of WiTBD independent of the Fineberg
tradition was published by Oxford University Press in 1962. Sentence by
sentence, this translation by S.V. and Patricia Utechin is superior to the other
translations. Unfortunately, as a scholarly edition, the Utechin translation is
a failure. Not only is it abridged, but the passages left out are precisely those
that might have caused trouble for Utechin’s own interpretation.®

So we now have the three synoptic translations (Fineberg, Fineberg/Hanna
and Fineberg/Hanna/Service) plus the translation according to Utechin. All
four are aimed at making Lenin’s texts readable and understandable without
extensive commentary. As such, there is much to recommend them. They are
accurate for the most part and they often succeed admirably in rendering
Lenin’s passionately convoluted sentences into usable English. The version
provided here is a new one translated directly from the Russian text and yet
I am glad to acknowledge my debt to earlier translations.

The fact remains that WITBD simply is not understandable without an
extensive commentary. The present translation therefore pursues a different
goal: consistency and clarity in the rendition of key terms. This goal requires, first,
motivated translation choices for key terms. Second, it requires that a Russian
term always be rendered by the same English word and that no English word
be used to render more than one Russian word. Third, insofar as possible,
closely related Russian words should be translated in such a way that the
link between them is clear. These requirements could not always be fully met.
But the closer the translation comes to the goal of consistency and clarity in
the rendition of key terms, the more ‘commentary friendly’ it is.

A central example of my translation goals is the contrast between
‘consciousness’ and ‘spontaneity’. This contrast is crucial for the textbook
interpretation and yet no one restricted to the English text can have an adequate
grasp of it. On the one hand, the English word ‘consciousness’ translates two
related but quite distinct Russian terms, soznanie and soznatel’nost’. After much
consideration of Lenin’s usage of these terms, I have decided on ‘awareness’
for soznanie and ‘purposiveness’ for soznatel 'nost.

On the other hand, the Russian word rendered by ‘spontaneity’ — stikhiinost —
is also sometimes rendered in its adjectival form as ‘elemental’. I have thrown

% Lenin 1963. Utechin was convinced of Lenin’s ties to earlier Russian populism
and removed most of the passages that invoke the German model (see the section in
Chapter Seven entitled ‘Look at the Germans’).
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up my hands on this one and simply retained the Russian word stikhiinost,
since the term is simply too contentious and idiosyncratic for me to impose
an interpretation via translation.

In the existing translations, then, one English word, ‘consciousness’, represents
two distinct Russian words, while one Russian word, stikhiinyi, is represented
in English by two distinct terms (spontaneous and elemental). The English-
language contrast ‘consciousness vs. spontaneity’ thus seriously distorts what
is going on in Lenin’s text.

Sometimes the existing translations muffle even the existence of a key term.
Take the Russian word konspiratsiia. It does not mean ‘conspiracy’. It refers
to all the rules and procedures needed to enable an underground organisation
to survive: the fine art of not getting arrested. The earlier translators were
certainly aware of this general meaning and usually render konspiratsiia as
‘secrecy’ or some such term. Given that there is no term in English remotely
similar to konspiratsiia, ‘secrecy’ is in many ways a defensible translation
choice.

Nevertheless the result is unacceptable for anyone interested in a genuine
engagement with Lenin’s text via the English translation. According to the
textbook interpretation, Lenin in WITBD advocates a ‘conspiratorial’ form of
party organisation. How can we seriously assess this claim when the very
term konspiratsiia is hidden from view? What is more, konspiratsiia was a key
term in the vocabulary of Russian revolutionaries. It had an emotional and
even romantic aura. Much of Lenin’s argument revolves around the need for
inculcating a culture of konspiratsiia. The term must be restored to view. Since
it is a foreign word transliterated into Russian, I have found it simplest just
to transliterate it back and keep it as konspiratsiia.

In other cases, a translation choice that is too obvious can be severely
misleading. Professiia is such a faux ami. This word often means ‘trade’, as in
professional’nyi soiuz, the standard term for ‘trade union’. As such, professiia
plays an important role in the rhetoric of WITBD, since Lenin takes over
Kautsky’s argument that economic struggle tends to focus on particular trades
while political struggle unites the entire class. But professiia also turns up in
Lenin’s most celebrated coinage revoliutsioner po professii. This is always
translated ‘revolutionary by profession’ or ‘professional revolutionary’, but I
believe we should respect the verbal link in Lenin’s text and translate as
‘revolutionary by trade’. In Chapter Eight, I will show why this more prosaic
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rendering is closer to Lenin’s intention. Other faux amis are tred-unionizm and
burzhuaznaia demokratiia.

A Glossary contains all the renderings that differ significantly from earlier
translations and points the reader to relevant discussions in the commentary.

The translation is provided with two sets of annotations of approximately
equal size. One set is devoted to two paragraphs, the other set is devoted to
the rest of the book. The two paragraphs are what I call the ‘scandalous
passages’ — the endlessly recycled sentences about ‘from without” and
‘combatting spontaneity’. These are the heart of the textbook interpretation.
For reasons given at the beginning of Chapter Seven, I bracket the scandalous
passages during the course of my commentary and build my interpretation
without using them one way or the other. In Annotations Part Two, I open
up the brackets and give these two paragraphs the close reading they need
in order to be understood.

WITBD has five chapters and each chapter is broken up into several sections
that are the real building blocks of the book. In Annotations Part One, I
proceed section by section, explaining the key assertions and how they fit
into the larger argument. I also provide such background information as is
necessary for understanding Lenin’s text. Some readers may find it useful to
get a sense of what Lenin’s book is all about by perusing the section-by-
section annotation before plunging into the commentary, since the commentary
does not get to WITBD itself until Part III.






Part One

Erfurtianism






Chapter One

The Merger of Socialism and the
Worker Movement

Anyone reading Lenin’s early writings will often
run across the formula ‘Social Democracy is the
merger of socialism and the worker movement.” At
one point he describes this formula as ‘Karl Kautsky’s
expression that reproduces the basic ideas of the
Communist Manifesto’.! In this way, Lenin draws a
link between what for him were two foundational
books: the Communist Manifesto of Marx and Engels
(1848) and the Erfurt Programme by Karl Kautsky
(1891). So important were these books to the young
Lenin that he translated both of them into Russian
(unfortunately, neither translation survives).?

We shall follow Lenin’s lead and describe
developments from the 1840s to the 1890s with the
merger formula as unifying theme. The aim is not
so much to advance a particular interpretation of the
history of nineteenth-century Marxist socialism as to
bring out how Lenin and others of his generation
saw this history. The merger formula is a condensation
of a narrative. Key to the considerable emotional
charge of this narrative is the idea of a mission - both
the world historical mission of the workers to take
power and introduce socialism and the mission of

! Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 189, an unpublished newspaper article from late 1899.
2 The Manifesto in 1889 and the Erfurt Programme in 1894.
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the Social Democrats to merge socialism and the worker movement. To bring
out this emotional aspect out, I shall be quoting some flowery rhetoric of a
type that does not often make its way into secondary accounts. Anyone who
pictures Social Democracy as based on dry and deterministic ‘scientific
socialism’ and overlooks the fervent rhetoric of good news and saving missions
has missed the point.

The merger formula also implied a concrete political strategy that is as
often overlooked as the formula’s emotional fervour. In order to further the
desired merger, certain kinds of organisations need to be set up, certain kinds
of political conditions need to be established, and certain social forces need
to be assessed as either friends or foes. When the Russian Social Democrats
put forth this strategy, observers found it innovative and even heretical. But
although the Russians may have come up with the new name of ‘hegemony’,
the basic logic had been fairly thoroughly worked out by the Germans.

My label ‘good news interpretation’ underscores these two vital but under-
appreciated aspects of nineteenth-century Social Democracy: the proselytising
fervour of the Social Democrats plus some hard-headed thinking about how
best to spread the word.

Marx and Engels

One element of success the workers possess — numbers; but numbers weigh
only in the balance, if united by combination and led by knowledge. (Karl
Marx, Inaugural Address, 1864.)

At its highest level, the merger narrative is a world-historical epic about the
coming of socialism. In its full scope, the epic surveys both ‘the history of all
hitherto existing societies’ and the future.® In a biographical sketch of Marx
written during his lifetime, Engels summarises the crucial final episodes of
this epic in one monster sentence:

[Marx’s ‘new conception of history’ teaches that] the ruling big bourgeoisie
has fulfilled its historic calling [Beruf], that it is no longer capable of the
leadership of society and has even become a hindrance to the development

of production . . . that historical leadership [Leitung] has passed to the

* Marx and Engels 1959, p. 462.
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proletariat, a class which, owing to its whole position in society, can only
free itself by abolishing altogether all class rule, all servitude and all
exploitation, and that the productive forces of society, which have outgrown
the control of the bourgeoisie, are only waiting for the associated proletariat
to take possession of them in order to bring about a state of things in which
every member of society will be enabled to participate not only in production
but also in the distribution and administration of social wealth, and which
so increases the productive forces of society and their yield by planned
operation of the whole of production that the satisfaction of all reasonable

needs will be assured to everyone in ever-increasing measure.*

While this particular formulation brings out the key feature of Marx’s narrative
- classes having a ‘calling’ for ‘historical leadership’ — it does not bring out
the central task of proletarian class leadership, namely, the conquest of political
power. The Communist Manifesto states this task as follows: ‘The immediate
aim of the communists is the same as that of all the other proletarian parties:
formation of the proletariat into a class, overthrow of bourgeois rule, conquest
of political power by the proletariat’.> Marx’s Inaugural Address in 1864 for
the Working Men'’s International Association puts it more succinctly: ‘To
conquer political power has therefore become the great duty of the working
classes.”®

Scientific socialism is a reasoned recounting of this world-historical epic.
We are here primarily interested in the political strategy that differentiates
Marx-based Social Democracy from other nineteenth-century socialists and
revolutionaries. Thus we now focus on one particular episode from the overall
story, namely, the episode in which the worker class realises its great duty
and carries it out.

As long as we remain on the level of the world-historical epic as a whole,
we can content ourselves with saying ‘the worker class realises its great duty’,
as if this process occurs more or less automatically. But, once we start to
examine this episode in detail, we immediately see that the episode has a
dramatic plot of its own, since it describes the outcome of interaction of

* Engels 1962c, pp. 1034.
* Marx 1996, p. 13 (Carver translation).
® Marx and Engels 1978, p. 518 (Marx 1984a, p. 12).
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historical actors who strive to overcome obstacles to their chosen goals. The
plot of this episode is summarised by the merger formula: ‘Social Democracy
is the merger of socialism and the worker movement.” ‘Socialism’ here means
socialist doctrine, and Social Democracy is the historical actor that prepares
the worker class for its great deed.

According to both Kautsky and Lenin, the first person to set forth the logic
of the merger narrative was Engels in Condition of the Working Class in England,
published in 1845. In a tribute to Engels written after his death in 1895,
Kautsky summarised the argument of this book in these words: ‘the worker
movement must be the power to bring socialism into birth; socialism must
be the goal the worker movement sets before itself’.” In his own tribute to
the recently deceased Engels, Lenin closely followed Kautsky in giving a high
evaluation to Condition of the Working Class. This book shows that Engels was
‘the first to say that the proletariat is not only a suffering class’. Lenin also
summarised Engels’s argument:

All that the socialists had to understand was which social force, owing to
its position in contemporary society, has a deep interest in the realisation
of socialism — and then communicate to that force an awareness of its interests
and historical task. The proletariat is such a social force. . .. The political
movement of the worker class inevitably leads the workers to the awareness
that there is no escape outside of socialism. On the other hand, socialism
only becomes a force when it becomes the aim of the political struggle of

the worker class.?

Engels’s argument is set forth in the chapter of Condition of the Working Class
entitled ‘Worker Movements’. In it Engels delineates two separate forces. The
first is the worker movement that achieved its highest expression in Chartism,
a radical political movement on a national scale. The second is the “socialist
agitation’ inspired by Robert Owen. The socialists are ‘thoroughly tame and
peaceable . .. They understand, it is true, why the working man is resentful
against the bourgeois, but regard as unfruitful this class hatred, which is,
after all, the only moral incentive by which the worker can be brought nearer
the goal’. And so, ‘in its present form, Socialism can never become the common

7 Kautsky 1899, pp. 5-6.
# Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 8. Lenin’s emphasis.
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creed of the working class; it must condescend to return for a moment to the
Chartist standpoint’.

Engels confidently outlines the next episode in the story in what is evidently
the first explicit statement of the merger narrative:

It is evident that the worker movement is divided into two sections, the
Chartists and the Socialists. The Chartists are the more backward, the less
developed, but they are genuine proletarians all over, the representatives
of their class. The Socialists are more far-seeing, propose practical remedies
against distress, but, proceeding originally from the bourgeoisie, are for this
reason unable to amalgamate completely with the working class. The merger
[Verschmelzung] of Socialism with Chartism, the reproduction of French
Communism in the English style, will be the next step, and has already
begun. Then only, when this has been achieved, will the worker class be
the true leader of England. Meanwhile, political and social development

will proceed, and will foster this new party, this new departure of Chartism.’

I have quoted Kautsky's and Lenin's summary of Engels in order to bring
out the crucial importance of this chapter for both men. They saw it as the
first statement of the essence of their political creed. And yet it is well-nigh
impossible to find any mention of this chapter in the secondary literature.
Thus the view from WITBD implies a revised Marxist canon.

The logic of the merger narrative is deeply embedded in the Communist
Manifesto - or, in any event, Lenin strongly believed this to be the case. The
Communist Manifesto states that the Communists ‘fight [kdmpfen] for the
attainment of those aims and interests of the working class that lie immediately
to hand, but they are also the voice in the present movement of the future
of the movement’."" This sentence expresses the specifically Marxist road-map
to socialism: merging the day-to-day interests that gave rise to the worker
movement with the final aim of socialism. It was precisely this road-map,
and perhaps even this very sentence, that finally persuaded Georgii Plekhanov,

° Engels 1959, p. 453. The nineteenth-century English translation supervised by
Engels and published in the 1880s adds two noteworthy glosses: the Chartists are
‘theoretically the more backward’, etc., and the post-merger worker class will be ‘the
true intellectual leader of England’ (Engels 1993, pp. 244-5, emphasis given to added
words).

1 Marx and Engels 1959, p. 492.
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the most important founder of Russian Social Democracy, to become a Marxist
in the early 1880s."

It is not too fanciful to see the merger formula reflected in the overall
structure of the Manifesto. The Manifesto is divided into three large sections:
‘Bourgeois and Proletarians’, ‘Proletarians and Communists’, ‘Socialist and
Communist Literature’. The first section, ‘Bourgeois and Proletarian’, tells the
story of the worker movement up to the point of revolution. The basic theme
in this section is the resistance of the workers and their growing organisation,
that is, the replacement of mutual isolation through competition by the merger
[Vereinigung] of the workers into revolutionary associations."

The next section, ‘Proletarians and Communists,” describes the aims of the
revolution, that is, ‘the future of the movement’. The communist is said to
reflect only the beliefs of the most decisive part of the worker movement, the
one that ever drives forward [der entschiedenste, immer weiter treibende Teil].!?
Thus the worker movement as a whole still needs to be persuaded of its great
duty.

So we see that the first section describes the worker movement and the
second section describes socialism. The third section turns to the question of
how to merge these two. This section — ‘Socialist and Communist Literature’ —
is where the political strategy inherent in the merger formula first begins to
be worked out. Marx invites us to observe the self-destruction of all forms
of socialism except the kind that reaches out to the worker movement. The
aggressively polemical tone is in its way a compliment to the socialists. Marx
wants to persuade other socialists that their great duty is to further this process.
They are the aware element, they are the ones who can be directly convinced
by abstract reasoning and literary polemics. When the socialists have been
swung round, they themselves will start spreading awareness in the worker
milieu.

" T have read somewhere that this sentence was indeed crucial for Plekhanov, but
I have been unable to track down the reference. In his memoirs, another founder of
Russian Social Democracy, Pavel Akselrod, quotes this sentence from Plekhanov’s
introduction to his 1882 translation of the Manifesto: ‘The Manifesto can prevent Russian
socialists from two equally sorry extremes: a negative attitude toward political activity
[= working to overthrow tsarism] on the other hand, and forgetting the future interests
of the party, on the other’. Akselrod 1975, p. 423.

12 Marx and Engels 1959, p. 474.

" Ibid.
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The five targets subjected to critique in the final section of the Manifesto
are not just a random assortment but represent most of the logical possibilities
of opposition to the merger strategy. As such, they foreshadow the bulk of
the polemics unleashed later by Social Democracy against its competitors.
The first target is feudal or reactionary socialists. The merger strategy will
not work here because these are the wrong socialists. Their demagogic flirting
with the workers covers up a will to dominate the worker movement. Various
forms of ‘state socialism’ continued to challenge Social Democracy throughout
the nineteenth century.

In his next target — “petty-bourgeois socialism’ — Marx argues that the merger
strategy will fail because it is based on the wrong workers. The interests of
the petty bourgeoisie — peasants and shopkeepers — do not lead them toward
a viable socialist society but toward a ‘reactionary utopia’ in which economic
independence is based on small individual property.

The third target (“True Socialists’) will be examined later when we look at
the Manifesto’s tactical implications. In the fourth and fifth targets, we see the
right workers and the right socialists — but outside the merger, outside the
great synthesis. If the worker movement refuses to adopt the revolutionary-
socialist point of view, it becomes mere bourgeois reformism that vainly seeks
to emancipate workers inside the framework of bourgeois society. If the
socialists continue to regard the workers as incapable of emancipating
themselves, they will dwindle into a set of cranks. The Manifesto does not
blame the early worker movement and the early socialists for not immediately
seeking the merger — indeed, they are praised for their embattled resistance
on the one hand and for their critical insight on the other. It is the continued
refusal of the great synthesis that is reprehensible.

Having established the foundational impact of the merger narrative, we
now turn to an outline of the political strategy therein implied, as set forth
in various remarks by the masters. The key idea is ‘the emancipation of the
working classes must be conquered by the working classes themselves’. The
famous motto of the First International can be understood in two ways. On
one reading, the motto tells revolutionaries from other classes that they are
not wanted: the emancipation of the worker class is the business of the workers
and no one else. The motto was understood in this way by the French
Proudhonists who were perhaps the most important constituency within the
First International.



48 « Chapter One

On another reading, the motto not only refuses to close the door to non-
proletarian revolutionaries but actually invites them in. If only the workers
themselves can bring about their liberation, then it is imperative that they
come to understand what it is they need to do and that they obtain the
requisite organisational tools. This mission of preparing the worker class for
its mission was incumbent upon any socialist who accepted the Marxist class
narrative, no matter what his or her social origin. As the programme of the
Austrian Social-Democratic Party put it in 1890, the aim of Social Democracy
is ‘to organise the proletariat politically, to fill it with the awareness of its
position and its task, and to make and keep it spiritually and physically fit
for struggle’.

It follows that the job of the socialists is to ensure that the workers are
‘united by combination and led by knowledge’. ‘Combination’ - disciplined
organisation — is necessary on both the national and international level if the
workers are not be ‘chastised by the common discomfiture of their incoherent
effort’, as Marx elegantly put it in the Inaugural Address."* When Marx and
Engels speak of the knowledge that must lead the workers, they mean, of
course, scientific socialism. A crucial couple of sentences by Engels defines
the role of scientific socialism in the Social-Democratic political strategy. These
sentences conclude Engels’s immensely influential Socialism, Utopian and
Scientific. I despair of reproducing the rhetorical force made possible by
German syntax and therefore present this passage in both languages.

Diese weltbefreiende Tat durchzufiihren, ist der geschichtliche Beruf des
modernen Proletariats. Ihre geschichtlichen Bedingungen, und damit ihre
Natur selbst, zu ergriinden und so der zur Aktion berufnen, heute
unterdriickten Klasse die Bedingungen und die Natur ihrer eignen Aktion
zum Bewusstsein zu bringen, ist die Aufgabe des theoretischen Ausdrucks
der proletarischen Bewegung, des wissenschaftlichen Sozialismus.

To carry out this world-freeing deed - this is the historical calling of the
modern proletariat. The task of the theoretical expression of the proletarian
movement — scientific socialism — is to solidly explicate the deed’s historical

conditions and therefore its very nature. By so doing, scientific socialism

4 Marx 1984a [1864].
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will bring the conditions and the nature of the proletariat’'s own act into the
awareness of a class that, although oppressed today, is called to this [great]

action.”

Beruf, ‘calling’, is an expressively intense word that summons up echoes of
a high religious calling. The proletariat is almost defined as ‘die zur Aktion
berufnen Klasse’, ‘the called-to-a-great-deed class.” Scientific socialism’s own
task [Aufgabe, another key word] is not only to explicate the proletariat’'s
calling but also to make the class aware of it — that is, to get involved in the
nuts and bolts of propaganda and agitation. Thus, scientific socialism tells
the proletariat a story about itself: its past (‘historical conditions’), its present
(‘oppressed’) and its future (‘world-freeing deed’). Since this story will itself
inspire the proletariat to carry out the great deed, telling the story is a
precondition for freeing the world.

The great duty of taking political power implies that the aim of all this
insight and organisation will be a nation-wide, class-based and therefore
independent, political party.'* Marx sketches the development of such a party
in Part I of the Manifesto. One theme in this sketch is of particular importance
for understanding Lenin’s rhetoric in WITBD: the parallel Marx draws between
the nationalisation of the economy and the nationalisation of political organisations.
The bourgeoisie nationalises the economy by dislodging it from its original
starting point of local, parochial, scattered and low-technology production
and progressively moving it toward the endpoint of national, urban, centralised
and industrial production. The bourgeois transformation of society is
mirrored by the transformation of society’s own political organisations. Thus
‘the confrontations between individual workers and individual bourgeois
increasingly take on the character of confrontations between two classes’. The
drive toward nation-wide combination is furthered by ‘the growing means
of communication generated by large-scale industry that put the workers of
different localities in contact with one another. But this contact is all that is

> Engels 1962b, p. 228.

16 The necessity of some sort of organisation aimed at political power is inherent
in the new world view. Marx’s views on the role of ‘the party’ are less basic, especially
since the appropriate institutions and terminology were still inchoate at this period.
With this proviso, the discussions by Molyneux 1978 and Johnstone 1967 of Marx’s
view of the party provide valuable insights.
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needed to centralise the many local struggles of a generally similar kind into
a national — a class — struggle’."”

Thus, the merger formula sets the socialists the task of organising and
propagandising on a national level. From this definition of the task flows an
enormous tactical implication: the necessity of freedom of assembly, freedom
of the press and other political freedoms. This implication is already drawn
without any ambiguity in the Communist Manifesto. As discussed earlier, the
third section of the Manifesto outlines the nature of the merger between
socialism and the worker movement in the negative form of showing how
not to do it. In the third of the five targets attacked in the third section, Marx
draws a contrast between the German ‘True Socialists’ and the German
communists. As described by Marx, the True Socialists were a set of intellectuals
who ‘hurled traditional anathemas against liberalism, against representative
government, against bourgeois competition, bourgeois freedom of the press,
bourgeois right, bourgeois freedom and equality’. They were so eager to use
socialist demands as a way of discrediting any striving for political freedom
that they became tools of the nobility and the German absolutist governments.
Far different are the German communists, who fight alongside the bourgeoisie
‘as soon as it shows itself revolutionary — against the absolutist monarchy,
the feudal landowners, the petty bourgeoisie’."

Exactly these passages are cited by Plekhanov in Socialism and the Political
Struggle, the book he issued in 1883 to announce his conversion to Social
Democracy. As Plekhanov’s title implies, the aim of the book is to convince
Russian socialists that the struggle for political freedom must be their most
urgent priority.!” But the insistence on political freedom was basic not only
to Russian but to all Social Democrats: it was what distinguished the political
strategy of Marx-based Social Democracy from all other nineteenth-century
socialists, revolutionaries and worker-movement activists.

17 Marx and Engels 1959, pp. 470-1. This section of the Manifesto forms the background
to Lenin’s metaphor of ‘artisanal limitations’ as a stage in the development of party
organisation (see Chapter Eight).

® Marx and Engels 1959, pp. 485-8. According to Gareth Stedman Jones, Marx is
unfair here to the actual ‘True Socialists’ (Stedman Jones 2002). Jones’s assertion does
not detract from the centrality of the tactical point Marx is making.

' In his biography of Plekhanov, Samuel Baron brings out the importance of this
section of the Manifesto for Plekhanov. Unfortunately, he also argues that this section
and its tactical implications were ‘little more than an aside’ for Marx and Engels (Baron
1963, p. 112).
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The central importance of political freedoms for Social Democracy is brought
out in another revealing but overlooked text by Engels, “The Workingmen of
Europe in 1877".% In this survey of the progress of worker parties all over the
continent, the state of political freedom is a touchstone of the aims and
successes of the various national parties. Engels’s description of the French
worker class is particularly revealing. By 1877, the French worker class had
suffered two recent traumas. The first was

the eighteen years of the Bonapartist Empire, during which the press was
fettered, the right of meeting and of association suppressed and the working
class consequently deprived of every means of inter-communication and

organisation.

This repressive régime was followed by the crushing of the Paris Commune
in 1871. The ones who held power in France now were the very middle-class
radicals who (as Engels angrily put it) had betrayed the workers and the
country.

Nevertheless, Engels’s political advice is to support these hateful bourgeois
democrats against monarchist attacks. The worker class has

but one immediate interest: to avoid the recurrence of such another protracted
reign of repression [as it had experienced under Bonapartism], and with it
the necessity of again fighting, not for their own direct emancipation but
for a state of things permitting them to prepare for the final emancipatory

struggle.

Only the republic, despicable as it was, gave them a chance to ‘obtain such
a degree of personal and public liberty as would allow them to establish a
working-class press, an agitation by meetings and an organisation as an
independent political party, and moreover, the conservation of the republic
would save them the necessity of delivering a separate battle for its future
re-conquest’.

Political freedoms are so fundamental that even political independence
should be temporarily sacrificed for them if need be. In 1877, the worker class
supported the republicans from an attack by the monarchists. Engels comments:

2 Engels 1989, pp. 209-29 (written in 1878 for a New York socialist newspaper).
Hal Draper first pointed out the importance of this article (Draper 1977-90, Vol. 2).
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No doubt in this they acted as the tail of the middle-class Republicans and
Radicals, but a working class which has no press, no meetings, no clubs,
no political societies, what else can it be but the tail of the Radical middle-
class party? What can it do, in order to gain its political independence, but
support the only party which is bound to secure to the people generally,
and therefore, to the workmen too, such liberties as will admit of independent

organisation??

Thus the new view of history set out in the Communist Manifesto came attached
with a political strategy, one that is firmly outlined in the Manifesto itself and
one to which its authors remained loyal over the years. Some writers see a
contrast between the revolutionism of the Address to the Communist League
in 1850 and the reformism of the Inaugural Address of the Working Men'’s
International Association in 1864. Yet both are based on the same fundamental
political strategy: strive to obtain political liberties and use them once attained
to bring combination and knowledge to a nation-wide, independent, worker
political party whose goal is to conquer political power in order to introduce
socialism. Despite the fierceness of the cry Die Revolution im Permanenz!, the
1850 address is engaged in giving electoral advice (‘even where there is no
prospect whatsoever of their being elected, the workers must put up their
own candidates in order to preserve their independence, to count their forces
and to bring before the public their revolutionary attitude and party standpoint’)
under the assumption of a ‘lengthy revolutionary development’.? Despite
the mildness of the Inaugural Address’s salute to legislation such as the
English Ten Hours Bill, Marx still insists that the great duty of the worker
class is to conquer political power in order to abolish hired labour.

The Marx presented here is not the Marx of Leszek Kolakowski, who opens
his trilogy with what he considers the most important fact about Marx, namely,
‘Marx was a German philosopher’. Nor is it the Marx of Geoff Eley, who
writes that ‘Marx’s most important legacy for the pre-1914 social democratic

2 Engels 1989, pp. 222-3.

2 Marx and Engels 1960, p. 251. As we shall see, the German SPD followed this
electoral advice to the letter.

» Kolakowski 1978, 1, p. 1. It is hard to find in Kolakowski’s account even a mention
of the conquest of state power by the proletariat, much less a recognition of its central
role.
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tradition” was an economic theory that emphasised ‘the determining effects
of material forces on human achievement, and the linking of political
opportunities to movements of the economy’.? Nor yet is it the Marx of Eric
Hobsbawm, who says that Marx’s greatest impact came from the assertion
of socialism’s inevitability.”® On the other hand, the Marx presented here is
akin to the Marx of Hal Draper. Draper’s great achievement was to put Marx
in the company not so much of Hegel and his followers, not so much of
Ricardo and his followers, but of the nineteenth century’s other radical,
socialist, revolutionary and worker leaders — the likes of August Blanqui,
Ferdinand Lassalle, and Mikhail Bakunin.?

Of course, Marx was indeed a major philosopher and economist. But the
Marx who was central for Lenin and his generation was the one whose new
view of the path to socialism gave rise to a new view of the tasks of the
socialists — a new political strategy that, in turn, inspired some of the most
impressive and innovative political institution-building of the nineteenth
century. In 1917, in his notebook on Marxism and the state, Lenin commented
on ‘the basic idea of Marx: the conquest of political power by the proletariat’.?’
Marx the philosopher and Marx the economist tried to give these few words
the most solid foundation possible. But the Marx who had the greatest impact
on the nineteenth century was the activist who tried to draw out all the
implications for political strategy that lay hidden in these few words.

Ferdinand Lassalle

In Italy at the turn of the century, so we are told, Italian socialists named
their sons Lassalo and their daughters Marxina.® Some informed observers

% Eley 2002, p. 38. Eley has an excellent description of the new ‘independent mass
party of labour’: ‘independent, because it organised separately from liberal coalitions;
mass, because it required broadly based public agitation; labour, because it stressed
the need for class-based organisation; and a party, by proposing permanent, centrally
organised, programmatically co-ordinated, and nationally directed activity’ (pp. 39-40).
Unfortunately, he contrasts this to ‘vanguardism’, although this strategy is precisely
what Social Democrats (including Lenin) meant by a vanguard party.

% Hobsbawm 1962, p. 289.

% Draper 1977-90.

¥ Lenin 1958-65, 33, p. 226.

# Michels 1962 [1911], p. 95.
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were ready to give Ferdinand Lassalle top billing: “To Lassalle, even more
than to Marx, modern Socialists are deeply indebted; Marx set the world of
culture thinking and arguing, Lassalle set the people organising’.?” In the
German Social-Democratic Party, Lassalle remained the hero-founder, and
meetings were opened by an anthem that affirmed:

Der Bahn, der kiihnen, folgen wir,
Die uns gefiihrt Lassalle.
(We follow that bold path on which Lassalle has led us.)*

These days, in contrast, Lassalle has more or less dropped off the historical
radar screen. A recent 600-page book on the history of the European Left in
the last 150 years does not even mention him.* A direct motive for bringing
out his contribution here is that Lassalle makes an appearance in a crucial
passage in WITBD. A wider motive is the conviction that one cannot understand
the emotional world of Social Democracy nor the logic of its institutions
without looking at its forgotten founding father.

Lassalle’s career as a leader of nascent German Social Democracy was
incredibly short, given its impact on the rest of the century. In 1863, he was
asked by a German worker group to give his opinion on the best political
course for the workers. In his Open Letter (also known as his Manifesto),
Lassalle advised them to organise an independent political party aimed at
achieving universal suffrage. He then plunged into a whirlwind round of
setting up just such an organised party. Only a year and a half after the start
of his campaign, he was killed in a duel that arose out of his love affair with
a German countess. His death was probably a good career move, since his
organising efforts had achieved little in concrete results and his flirtation with
conservatives such as Bismarck might soon have sorely discredited him. As
it was, he remained a martyr and an icon of the cause.

Lassalle’s impact on his contemporaries was in large part due to his larger-
than-life flamboyance. The English critic George Brandes, writing in 1881,

¥ Villiers 1908, p. 86.

% Russell 1965 [1896], 130. On the importance of this song in SPD culture, see Lidtke
1985, pp. 112-14. Lidtke observes that ‘throughout the nineties numerous localities
still held Lassalle Festivals, but no one seems ever to have thought of holding a Marx
Festival’ (Lidtke 1985, p. 195).

3 Eley 2002.
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declared that the fundamental feature of his temperament was ‘apparent in
the quality best expressed by the Jewish word “Chutspo”, which connotes
presence of mind, impudence, temerity, resolution, and effrontery’.* Lassalle’s
legacy to German Social Democracy was a very mixed bag indeed and the
movement spent many years shedding many of his policy nostrums as well
as his proclivities toward dictatorial party organisation. In our discussion,
however — with one important exception — we are going to focus on the
permanent contribution that even otherwise suspicious Marxists were prepared
to grant. There were two sides to Lassalle’s permanent contribution. He
brought out the emotional underpinning of the merger narrative more vividly
and effectively than either Marx or Engels. He also brought the political
strategy inherent in the merger formula out on the national stage for all to see.

The emotional fervour latent in the merger formula arises most profoundly
from the idea of a mission: a noble task that one has an obligation to accept.
In the texts by Marx and Engels we have looked at, we have seen references
to a Beruf, to a ‘world-freeing deed’, to the workers’ ‘great duty’ and their
‘historic mission’. But Marx and Engels were perhaps too sardonic to wax
eloquent on this theme. Lassalle was just the opposite. While his melodramatic
rhetoric has no doubt dated more than Marx’s, it was extremely effective at
the time. Thirty years later, propagandising among the workers of Petersburg,
K.M. Takhtarev found that Lassalle’s ‘idea of the worker estate’ made a very
strong impression on the workers in his study circle.®®

Lassalle explained the ‘idea of the worker estate’ by telling the following
story. Originally, the workers had been united with the bourgeoisie as part
of the revolutionary Third Estate, but then the bourgeoisie separated itself
off due to its egoism and desire for privilege. For the workers, in contrast,
self-interest and group solidarity coincided.

The more earnestly and deeply the lower classes of society strive after the
improvement of their condition as a class, the improvement of the lot of their
class, the more does this personal interest, instead of opposing the movement
of history and being thereby condemned to that immorality [that is

exemplified by the bourgeoisie], assume a direction which thoroughly accords

* Brandes 1911, p. 16 (preface dated 1881).
3 Takhtarev 1924, p. 24
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with the development of the whole people, with the victory of the ides, with
the advance of culture, with the living principle of history itself, which is
no other than the development of freedom. Or in other words . . . its interest

is the interest of the entire human race.*

The workers now constituted a Fourth Estate that possessed a historical mission
to transform society.

You are able therefore to devote yourselves with personal passion to this
historical development, and to be certain that the more strongly this passion
grows and burns within you . . . the higher is the moral position you have
attained. . . . We may congratulate ourselves, gentlemen, that we have been
born at a time which is destined to witness this the most glorious work of

history, and that we are permitted to take a part in accomplishing it.*”

But this destiny imposes the obligation of a quasi-religious earnestness, as
revealed by the following widely-quoted passage from one of Lassalle’s most
influential writings, The Worker Programme:

Nothing is more calculated to impress upon a class a worthy and moral
character, than the awareness that it is destined to become a ruling class,
that it called upon to raise the principle of its class to the principle of the
entire age, to convert its idea into the leading idea of the whole of society
and thus to form this society by impressing upon it its own character.

The high and world-wide honour of this destiny must occupy all your
thoughts. Neither the burden of the oppressed, nor the idle dissipation of
the thoughtless, nor even the harmless frivolity of the insignificant, are
henceforth becoming to you. You are the rock on which the Church of the
present is to be built.

It is the lofty moral earnestness of this thought which must with devouring
exclusiveness possess your spirits, fill your minds, and shape your whole
lives, so as to make them worthy of it, conformable to it, and always related

to it. It is the moral earnestness of this thought which must never leave you,

¥ Lassalle 1899, p. 53 (Worker Programme). When possible, I have used translations
made in the nineteenth century as less academic and closer to Lassalle’s agitational
spirit. Quoted passages have been checked against the original German text (Lassalle
1919a, pp. 193-4).

% Lassalle 1899, pp. 53-9; Lassalle 1919a, pp. 194, 199 (Worker Programme).
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but must be present to your heart in your workshops during the hours of
labour, in your leisure hours, during your walks, at your meetings, and
even when you stretch your limbs to rest upon your hard couches, it is this
thought which must fill and occupy your minds till they lose themselves
in dreams.

The more exclusively you immerse yourselves in the moral earnestness
of this thought, the more undividedly you give yourselves up to its glowing
fervour, by so much the more, be assured, will you hasten the time within
which our present period of history will have to fulfil its task, so much the

sooner will you bring about the accomplishment of this task.*

Lassalle was also remembered because he ‘showed the path’, that is, he set
out the fundamentals of the party’s political strategy. This strategy was first
announced in the Open Letter: ‘The working class must constitute itself an
independent political party and make universal, equal and direct suffrage the
primary watchword and banner of this party.’” Thus Lassalle called for an
independent political organisation: all three terms have equal emphasis. At the
time that Lassalle put forth his strategy, all of its facets were innovative, not
to say outrageous.® By insisting on a political organisation, Lassalle was flying
in the face of an opinion widespread even among the workers themselves
that (as Lassalle put it in his Open Letter) ‘you have no business to trouble
yourselves about a political movement, for this is something in which you
have no interest’.*’

The content of worker politics comes from the uplifting mission of the
workers and their loyalty to ‘the idea of the Fourth Estate’. Lenin in WITBD
makes a distinction between ‘tred-iunionist politics’ and ‘Social-Democratic
politics’. The essence of this distinction is already in Lassalle:

* Lassalle 1899, pp. 59-60; Lassalle 1919a, pp. 200-1 (Worker Programme). Note how
this passage combines determinism (you are destined to be a ruling class) with a call
to passionate activity to bring about this inevitable denouement.

¥ Lassalle 1919c¢, p. 47 (Open Letter). The nineteenth-century English translation of
the Open Letter freely adds considerable glosses to Lassalle’s text. For example, it says
in this passage that universal suffrage is for the worker party ‘a sentiment to be
inscribed on its banners, and forming the central principle of its action’ (Lassalle 1898,
p. 8).

* For background on the emergence of the SPD, see Barclay and Weitz 1998.

* Lassalle 1919¢, p. 42 (Open Letter); compare Lassalle 1898, pp. 4-5.
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You want to found Savings-banks, Invalid and Sick-help Societies; institutions
whose relative but subordinate importance I readily recognise. [But] is it
your aim to ameliorate the condition of the worker - guarding him against
the results of recklessness, sickness, age and accidents, the unguarded effects
of which press individual workers below the ordinary condition of their
class?

If so, the establishment of such institutions will be fully equal to meet
your aims. But for such an aim, it would hardly be worthwhile to instigate
a movement throughout all Germany and commence a universal agitation
of the entire worker estate.

A movement of such magnitude as the universal agitation of the
workingmen of the nation, however, would be far from finding its reward

in accomplishing so little when so much could be done.*

Lassalle also insisted on political independence, a goal which in 1861 had a
very concrete meaning: to break away from the liberal Progressive Party that
to a large extent had summoned up the worker societies in the first place in
order to recruit followers in its struggle for a liberal constitution. Lassalle
violently attacked the Progressives because their bourgeois interests were in
conflict with those of the workers. He also attacked them because of their
lack of energy, weakness and pusillanimity in fighting for their own goal of
political freedom. This sort of accusation against the liberals became a standard
feature of Social Democracy both in Germany and in Russia.

Finally, Lassalle insisted on effective organisation. One aspect of this theme
was a rather dictatorial and ‘cult of personality’ mode of inner-party
organisation. What I want to stress here is rather how Lassalle’s ideal of
organisation followed from the fundamental aim of spreading the good news
of the ‘idea of the Fourth Estate’.

But how to effect the introduction of universal direct suffrage? Look at
England. The great agitation of the English people against the Corn Laws
lasted for over five years. And then the laws had to go: a Tory Ministry
itself had to abolish them.

¥ Lassalle 1898, pp. 9-10; Lassalle 1919¢, pp. 48-9 (Open Letter). Later Social-
Democratic opinion concluded that Lassalle overdid his hostility to reforms as such.
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Organise yourselves as a Universal Union of German Workers for the
purpose of a legal and peaceful but unwearying, unceasing agitation for

the introduction of universal direct suffrage in every German state."

Lassalle wanted a party of agitation that openly inscribed its sentiments on
its banners. In order to succeed in this aim, the new party had to set up
treasuries based on membership dues. These treasuries will support a powerful
agitation force:

Found and publish newspapers, to make this demand daily and to prove
the reasons for it from the state of society. With the same funds circulate
pampbhlets for the same purpose. Pay agents out of the Union’s funds to
carry this insight into every corner of the country, to thrill the heart of every
worker, every house-servant, every farm-labourer, with this cry. Indemnify
out of the Union’s funds all workers who have been injured or prosecuted
for their activity. Repeat daily, unwearyingly, the same thing, again the same

thing, always the same thing.*

In this way, Lassalle evoked the image of the spreading circle of awareness
that was later central to Lenin’s idea of class leadership:

Propagate this cry in every workshop, every village, every hut. May the
workers of the towns let their higher insight and education [Bildung] overflow
on to the workers of the country. Debate, discuss, everywhere, every day,
without pausing, without ending as in the great English agitation against
the Corn Laws, now in peaceful public assemblies, now in private conferences,
the necessity of universal direct suffrage. The more the millions who echo

your voice, the more irresistible will be its influence.*

The key to effective agitation, Lassalle believed, was to keep it simple by
focusing on one basic message. In the case of his own agitation, the message
was to be ‘universal suffrage in order to obtain state aid to worker
co-operatives’. This programme was a very distorted first approximation of
the programme of conquering political power in order to introduce socialism.

' Ensor 1910, pp. 45-6; Lassalle 1919¢, pp. 89-90. Note Lassalle’s inspiration by the
middle-class anti-Corn Laws agitation campaign in England.

2 Ensor 1910, p. 46; Lassalle 1919¢, pp. 90-1 (Open Letter).

# Ensor 1910, p. 46; Lassalle 1919c¢, p. 90 (Open Letter).
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Thus Lassalle had his own version of the merger formula: ‘The great destiny
of our age is precisely this — which the dark ages had been unable to conceive,
much less to achieve — the dissemination of scientific knowledge among the
body of the people’.* What Lassalle means by “science’ here is essentially his
popularised version of Marx’s historical materialism. And what he meant by
‘disseminate’ was not adult education lectures, but the excited agitation
machine described in the Open Letter.

Many features of Lassalle’s programme, tactics and organisation were
rejected by German Social Democracy as the years went by. One of the most
important Marxist criticisms of Lassalle could have been predicted on the
basis of the Manifesto passages cited previously. According to the Marxist
wing of the early Social-Democratic movement, Lassalle’s hostility toward
the bourgeoisie led him to dangerously underestimate the importance of
political freedom. Wilhelm Liebknecht, one of these early Marxist leaders,
used the opportunity of his trial for high treason in 1872 to make this point:

I showed that a one-sided procedure against the bourgeoisie could only be
of service to the aristocracy, that the contemplated universal suffrage, without
freedom of the press, of meeting, and of combination, was nothing but an
instrument of the reaction, and that ‘State-help’ from a government of
lordlings could only be granted to corrupt the workmen and make them

useful for the purposes of the reaction.®

It is easy to pick holes in Lassalle’s programme and tactics and certainly his
rhetoric has badly dated. Put next to Marx, he is, as Jeeves would say,
intellectually negligible. Yet his current absence from historical memory must
distort our view of Social-Democratic activists such as Lenin, for whom
Lassalle was a hero even after all the criticisms were accepted. Lassalle put
the political strategy adumbrated in the Communist Manifesto on the map. He
caught two essential features of that strategy: the emotional appeal of the call
to a historical mission and the organisational implications of preparing the
workers to carry out that mission. He can indeed be called the first Social
Democrat.

“ Lassalle 1900, p. 44 (Science and the Workingman, translated by Thorstein Veblen);
Lassalle 1919b, p. 247. Compare Lassalle’s dictum ‘die Wissenschaft an das Volk zu
bringen’ with Lenin’s notorious formula about bringing socialist awareness to the
workers from without.

* As cited by Russell 1965 [1896], pp. 77-9.
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We may conclude with an appreciation of Lassalle penned by Eduard
Bernstein in his orthodox, pre-revisionist days. His book Ferdinand Lassalle as
a Social Reformer (1893) was heavily influenced by Engels and translated into
English by Marx’s daughter Eleanor. Engels’s role in the book was so great
that Hal Draper practically treats him rather than Bernstein as the author.*
The book as a whole is hostile to Lassalle and insists on his weaknesses at
great length. All the more valuable, then, is the book’s summary of Lassalle’s
enduring achievements. The value of organisation was one such contribution:
‘If the German Social Democracy has always recognised the value of a strong
organisation, if it has been so convinced of the necessity of the concentration
of forces, that even without the outer bond of organisation it has yet known
how to perform all the functions of one, this is largely a heritage of the
agitation of Lassalle.” But Lassalle’s central contribution was to turn the idea
of historical mission into practical politics:

Where at most there was only a vague desire, he gave conscious effort; he
trained the German workers to understand their historical mission, he taught
them to organise as an independent political party, and in this way at least
accelerated by many years the process of development of the movement. . . .
The time for victory was not yet, but in order to conquer, the workers must
first learn to fight. And to have trained them for the fight, to have, as the
song says, given them swords, this remains the great, the undying merit of

Ferdinand Lassalle.”

Party of a new type: the SPD model

It is rather startling to one whose observation of socialist movements has
been confined almost entirely to the United States, to enter one of the largest
and most beautiful halls in the world, — a hall seating 10,000 persons — and
find it packed to the point of suffocation with delegates, members, and
friends of the Social-Democratic Party of Germany ... It was an impressive
sight.#

% Draper 1977-90, 4, pp. 266-9. According to Draper, ‘this book was one of the
most acute Marxist analyses ever published’.

7 Bernstein 1970, pp. 190-2 (translated by Eleanor Marx Aveling). The song is the
anthem quoted at the beginning of this section.

* Hunter 1908, p. 1.
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The American socialist Robert Hunter was not the only one impressed by the
Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD). The strength and prestige of
the SPD was a source of confidence — no, the source of confidence — for
socialists the world around. Hunter reels out the facts on which this confidence
rested:

The German party is the oldest and largest socialist organisation in Europe.
It represents the thought of a very large proportion of the working men of
the entire nation. There are more socialists in Germany than there are people
in Spain, or Mexico, or in Belgium, Holland, Denmark, and Norway put
together. Its present vote would have elected the President of the United
States up till the time of Grant’s second term. It polls a million more votes

than any other party in Germany.*

Hunter stresses some other features that made contemporaneous observers
regard the SPD as something unseen before, as a party of a new type in
European politics. ‘The German socialist movement is a democratically
controlled organisation of a character unknown in American politics’.
Furthermore, ‘the party carries on a propaganda of incredible dimensions’.
Finally, it was truly a working man'’s party — and

they were of that type of working men one too rarely sees outside of
Germany. . . . They were serious minded, ruddy-faced, muscular; one could
see that they had saved from the exploitation of the factory enough physical
and mental strength to live like men during their leisure hours; and my
belief is that physically and mentally they can hold their own in the essentials

with any other class in Germany.®

Most discussion of the SPD today, whether from the Left or the Right, is
heavily tinged with irony. The party was not as revolutionary as it thought,
it was not as Marxist as it thought, it was not as democratic as it thought,
and (more recently) it was not as committed to gender equality as it
thought. The textbook interpretation of WITBD in particular operates with a
contrast between Lenin’s fierce revolutionary party and the SPD’s mild-
mannered party of reform. In Bertram Wolfe’s words, the parties and trade

* Hunter 1908, pp. 4-5.
* Hunter 1908, pp. 1-2, 5.
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unions of the West were ‘democratically organised, comfortably adapted to
the sizeable legality permitted them, and long since devoid of insurrectionary
spirit except as a banner for festal occasions’.>!

No doubt there is much that gives support to all this irony. But perhaps
we can understand the more dramatic view taken by contemporaneous
observers when they heard August Bebel, the leader of the Party, exclaim ‘I
shall remain the mortal enemy of this society and social system, in order to
sap its very life and, if I can, to eliminate it altogether’. Or when they heard
Prussian officials say that the SPD was not ‘a reformist party ...but a
revolutionary party, whose aim is the destruction of the existing state and
social system’.>? In any event, if we want to understand the impact of the
SPD model on WITBD, we must, for a time, bracket the irony of hindsight.
For this reason, I will document my discussion with comment from
contemporaneous observers.

Every institution has an idealised model of itself — ‘idealised’ in the sense
that it is abstracted from everyday concrete practices, in the further sense
that it reflects the ideals and goals of the institution, and in the final sense
that it pictures the institution and its members as more heroic and pure-
hearted than reality warrants. Such a model is not just a self-flattering pat
on the back but plays a crucial role in the working of the organisation. It
determines what is seen as normal and what abnormal. Debates within the
organisation and proposals for innovation are steeped in a rhetoric imposed
by the model. Such a model is in fact the unwritten constitution of the
organisation.>

This idealised model can sometimes have a greater impact on foreigners
than on the institution itself. The ideal model of the English Parliament is a

3 Wolfe 1964 [1948], pp. 160-1.

2 Hall 1977, pp. 17, 58 (Bebel in 1903, Prussian official in 1897). The cited comment
by Prussian Minister of the Interior von der Recke was in defence of a bill that would
have prohibited the SPD from holding public meetings. This bill almost passed. Hall’s
excellent study is an effective response to Wolfe’s rosy view cited above.

% A comparison can be made to what John Kay calls the American Business Model:
an idealised model of the American economy that is not a reliable empirical guide to
the actual workings of this economy but that nevertheless is fervently believed in by
many of the practitioners within the economy and that has acquired prestige throughout
the world as an explanation of the perceived successes of the American economy (Kay
2003).
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case in point. In a similar way, the SPD model was normative for all of
European Social Democracy, as described by Gary Steenson:

When Jean Dormoy wrote his first-hand account of the founding congress
of the first French workers’ party, he referred to the congress’s decision ‘to
organise itself into a party similar to that which existed in Germany’; seven
years later in a letter to Engels, Paul Lafargue referred to his group as ‘we
who hold up the German party as a model’. An anarchist opponent of the
first united workers’ political party in Austria objected strongly to the
repeated, almost exclusive reference at its founding congress to the German
model. And one prominent historian of the Italian worker-socialist movement
has argued that the German organisational example was at least as influential
with the founders of the first national socialist party as was the northerners’
presumed marxian theory, and, in fact, that the former fostered widespread

acceptance of the latter.”

Although Steenson might be surprised to hear it, he could and should have
added the Russian Social-Democratic Worker Party to this list. As we sketch
out the features of the SPD model that are particularly relevant to WITBD, we
shall see that the model was fundamentally narrative in form: it told a story
about the SPD’s past, present and future. We shall start with the ways in
which the Party in the 1890s saw its own past. When the Party looked back,
it saw its origin in a double act of independence from liberals and bourgeois
democrats. We have already seen how Lassalle urged the workers to reject
the tutelage of the liberal Progressive Party. The other wing of the movement
— the more Marx-oriented groups led by August Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht
—had a more gradual but no less determined break with its radical-democratic
middle-class sponsors. In the case of Bebel and Liebknecht, it was an internal
evolution in their views as well as an external organisational evolution that
led them by 1869 to embrace the programme of Marx’s International and the
accompanying ideal of an independent, class-based political party. In contrast
to Lassalle, however, Bebel and Liebknecht retained from their days as radical
democrats a firm conviction of the primordial importance of political freedom.

> Steenson 1991, p. 80.
5 Steenson 1981; Barclay and Weitz 1998.
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The next great episode in the Party’s story of itself was the heroic outlaw
period. In 1878, at Bismarck's instigation, very harsh anti-socialist laws were
put into effect that essentially outlawed the Party with the bizarre but crucial
exception of its ability to elect parliamentary representatives.*® The period of
persecution ended in 1890 with a resounding victory for the SPD and a
resounding defeat for the Iron Chancellor. Despite the persecution, the SPD
votes swelled during this period until it became the largest single party in
the German Empire. In 1890 the laws were allowed to lapse. By the end of
1890, Bismarck was gone but the SPD was still there.

The tactics used by the German socialists during this period were, of course,
of consuming interest to Russian Social Democrats, for whom absolutist
repression was an ongoing reality and not just a matter of ‘exceptional laws’.
At the centre of these tactics was the role of exile organisations in giving the
movement a continuing voice and sense of direction. The most important
role here was played by Eduard Bernstein as editor of the newspaper weekly
Sozialdemokrat, published in Switzerland. One of the sagas of the outlaw period
told how this paper continued to be distributed by the ‘red postal service’
right under the noses of the Imperial gendarmerie. As Bertrand Russell
remarked in the 1890s, ‘this paper, which was secretly distributed with the
greatest energy, and soon began to make a large profit for the party funds,
restored, in some measure, the connection between the central authority and
the individual members’.”

Sozialdemokrat’s role in keeping the Party together was due just as much
to its editorial line as to its succesful distribution. In his influential party
history first published in 1898 (just when the Iskra plan was taking shape in
Lenin’s mind), Franz Mehring commented that ‘Bernstein well understood
how to maintain the newspaper as an organ of the whole party and to give
it, at the same time, a definite, firm, clear direction that took into account
all tactical demands without violating principle’.® Thus the Russians had a
ready-made model for the party-building role of a newspaper published abroad.

% ‘Not only were party organisations proper outlawed, but also trade unions with
even the faintest socialist connections, cultural and exercise clubs, workers’ lending
libraries, consumer co-operatives, and on occasion even taverns and cafes popular
with workers were shut down by overzealous police officials’ (Steenson 1981, p. 35).

7 Russell 1965, p. 106. The man who ran the red postal service was Julius Motteler;
for detailed discussion, see Lidtke 1966, pp. 89-97.

* Mehring 1898, 2, p. 463; see also Gay 1962, pp. 60-1.
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Above and beyond the tactical and organisational successes of the outlaw
period, it demonstrated what a sympathetic but not uncritical British observer
called ‘the extraordinary vitality of the movement’ — so vital that absolutist
repression could not destroy it (an encouraging thought for Russian Social
Democrats). This British observer, Thomas Kirkup, goes on to explain:

The Social Democrats had shown a patience, resolution, discipline, and, in
the absence of any formal organisation, a real and effective organisation of
mind and purpose which are unexampled in the annals of the labour
movement since the beginning of human society. They had made a steady
and unflinching resistance to the most powerful statesman since the first
Napoleon, who wielded all the resources of a great modern State, and who
was supported by a press that used every available means to discredit the
movement; and as a party, they had never been provoked to acts of violence.
In fact, they had given proof of all the high qualities which fit men and
parties to play a great réle in history. The Social-Democratic movement in

Germany is one of the most notable phenomena of our time.*

The triumphal outcome of the outlaw period did more to confirm a sense of
the coming revolution’s ‘natural necessity’ than all the learned proofs of
scientific socialism.

We turn now the SPD’s view of the present, that is, the 1890s. The SPD
model interpreted the innovative institutions of the Party as the embodiment
of the Marxist political strategy, namely, to bring to the workers the insight
and organisation that they needed to enable them to carry out their great
mission. The emphasis on insight led to the Party’s educational thrust. The
Party’s job was to teach the workers not only how to carry out their mission
but, more fundamentally, the very fact that they had a mission. As Gary
Steenson states, a key assumption of the SPD model was that ‘while the
conditions of their experience might predispose workers to adhere to social
democracy, specifically socialist consciousness had to be taught and learned’.®°

This essential point is stated in more detail by H.-J. Schulz:

¥ Kirkup 1906, p. 222. I suspect that this passage comes from the first edition of
1892, that is, fresh after the triumph of the SPD.
% Steenson 1981, p. 130.
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In a movement which began in the 1860s with the establishment of liberal
education clubs for craftsmen and workers, the original and paradigmatic
act of proletarian emancipation was not the strike or street protest but the
reading of authorised texts, the acquisition of approved knowledge for the
intellectual, moral and aesthetic improvement of the individual. The equation
‘knowledge is power’ attended the birth of the socialist movement and
remained, despite all criticism, a central metaphor of its discourse. . .. The
progressive worker who entered the movement was obliged to become, first
of all, a reader of canonised texts. He was taught to approach each of these
texts as containing coherent, self-evident and class-transcending scientific
truth.®!

This educational thrust was supported by an agitation machine of
unprecedented elaborateness. Already in the 1870s, prior to the anti-socialist
laws, this machine amazed observers:

A staff of skilful, intelligent, and energetic agitators advocated the new creed
in every town of Germany, and they were supported by an effective machinery
of newspapers, pamphlets, treatises, social gatherings, and even almanacs,
in which the doctrines of socialism were suggested, inculcated, and enforced

in every available way.”
In 1911, the German sociologist Robert Michels made a similar observation.

The tenacious, persistent, and indefatigable agitation characteristic of the
socialist party, particularly in Germany, never relaxed in consequence of
casual failures, nor ever abandoned because of casual successes, and which
no other party has yet succeeded in imitating, has justly aroused the

admiration even of critics and of bourgeois opponents.

Michels goes on to note that the emphasis on agitation means that ‘in democratic
organisations the activity of the professional leader is extremely fatiguing,
often destructive to health, and in general (despite the division of labour)
highly complex’.®®

¢ Schulz 1993, p. 2.

62 Kirkup 1906, p. 214. (Kirkup is describing the causes of the Party’s excellent
showing in the Reichstag election of 1877.)

% Michels 1962, p. 91.
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The single most impressive feature of this agitation machine was the party
press. In 1895 there were 75 socialist newspapers, of which 39 were issued
six times a week. These newspapers catered to a broad variety of workers.
There were newspapers for worker cyclists and worker gymnasts, for teetotaling
workers and even for innkeepers. By 1909 the total circulation was over one
million, a figure that implies a great many more actual readers.* But the
printed word was embedded in an even wider context of the face-to-face
spoken word. Social-Democratic agitation was carried on by public meetings,
smaller conferences for the party militants and agitation by individual
members.*

Nor did the SPD contfine itself to political propaganda and agitation. The
Social-Democratic movement in Germany consisted of a wide range of
institutions that attempted to cover every facet of life. Party or Party-associated
institutions included trade unions, clubs dedicated to activities ranging from
cycling to hiking to choral singing, theatres and celebratory festivals. The
broad scope of the movement’s ambitions justifies the title of Vernon Lidtke’s
classic study The Alternative Culture. Looking just at Lidtke’s index under the
letter ‘W’, we find the following: workers’ athletic clubs, workers’ chess
societies, workers’ consumer societies, workers’ cycling clubs, workers’
educational societies, workers’ gymnastic clubs, workers’ libraries, workers’
rowing clubs, workers’ samaritan associations, workers’ singing societies,
workers’ swimming clubs, workers’ temperance associations, workers’ theatrical
clubs, workers’ youth clubs.®

The reader will have noticed the repetition of the word ‘worker’. This
observation leads us to the central importance of the word Arbeiter, worker,
as the symbolic core of the SPD model. The centrality of Arbeiter is also
reflected in the high ideological discourse of the SPD. The key terms in this
discourse are Arbeiter, Arbeiterklasse [worker class], Arbeiterbewegung [worker
movement], Arbeiterpartei [worker party]. This close verbal and symbolic link
is also present in the vocabulary of Russian Social Democracy. An individual
worker is rabochii, rabochii klass is ‘worker class’, and so on.

# Steenson 1981, pp. 132-3.

% Russell 1965 [1896], pp. 124-31, based on Paul Géhre’s first-hand reporting toward
the end of the time of the anti-socialist laws.

% Lidtke 1985, pp. 298-9. The full title of Lidtke’s book is The Alternative Culture:
Socialist Labor in Imperial Germany.
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In English, these verbal links are broken. One German-English dictionary
translates the terms given above as ‘working class’, ‘labour movement’ and
‘workers’ party’.” The English language cannot jam nouns together as easily
as German. (The Russians could match German usage in this instance because
the noun rabochii happens to be adjectival in form.) At the cost of subverting
the genius of the English language, I translate the key Social-Democratic terms
as ‘worker class’, ‘worker movement’, ‘worker party’. A few words in
justification of this decision will not be amiss.

One motive is to preserve the centrality of the complex of associations
attached to the word Arbeiter in the German Social-Democratic movement.
Lidtke calls it ‘the central code word’ of the movement. On the one hand,
the symbolic and ideological use of Arbeiter marked the separateness of the
workers, their sense of exclusion, their hostility to German society. On the
other hand, the word emphasised the unity of all participants in the movement,
and this usage had paradoxical implications.

This broad ideological usage [of Arbeiter], in conjunction with the ubiquitous
comrade (Genosse), sanctioned the presence of a substantial number of middle-
class people, found especially among the movement’s intellectuals, in a
party that proclaimed both its confidence in the necessity and ability of
workers to emancipate themselves and its unrelenting hostility to everything

bourgeois and capitalist.*®

Preserving ‘worker’ as a link between the key terms of Social-Democratic
discourse also helps us see the underlying narrative in which the worker class
is a subject, an actor, a protagonist, in a world-historical epic. The English
term ‘working class’ defines the class in terms of a function, one function
among many needed for society. Engels once wrote:

The moment the workers resolve to be bought and sold no longer, when,
in the determination of the value of labour, they take the part of human
beings [Menschen], possessed of a will as well as of working power
[Arbeitskraft], at that moment the law of wages and the whole political

economy of today is finished.”

¢ See the Collins German-English English-German Dictionary 1981, s.v. Arbeiter.
% Lidtke 1985, p. 200.
“ Engels 1959, p. 436; Engels 1993, p. 227.
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We might put this as follows: bourgeois political economy ends when the
workers stop seeing themselves as ‘the working class” with the function of
providing labour power, and begin seeing themselves as ‘the worker class’,
possessed of a will that allows them to play an active role in world history.

‘Worker class’ also defines the class in terms of the concrete and active
individuals making it up. Nineteenth-century English usage allowed another
way to bring this out. For example, the first German editions of Engels’s book
on the English working class had a dedication in English which began:
‘“Working Men! To you I dedicate this book’.” For obvious reasons, this usage
is no longer acceptable. At least when translating and paraphrasing the
historical documents of Social Democracy, I compensate by using ‘worker
class’ to preserve the sense that the class is made up of living, breathing
individuals.

The Social-Democratic narrative relied heavily on preserving the links
between the various key terms. Take the following crucial sentence from
Kautsky’s Erfurt Programme:

So bildet sich allmahlich aus qualifizierten und unqualifizierten Proletariern
die Schicht der in Bewegung befindlichen Arbeiterklasse — die

Arbeiterbewegung.”

My translation tries to preserve this narrative thrust: ‘From skilled and unskilled
proletarians there gradually forms the stratum of the worker class that finds
itself in movement — the worker movement.’

One final motivation for using ‘worker class’ is that German Social Democrats
also used the term ‘working class’, die arbeitende Klasse. Engels, for instance,
uses this in the title of his book that is appropriately translated The Condition
of the Working Class in England. Often, the term ‘working classes’ means
everybody in the class except the urban proletariat. In the same passage as
the quotation just given, Kautsky talks about the growing influence of the

)

militant proletariat on ‘die anderen arbeitenden Klassen’.”

" Engels 1959, p. 235; Engels 1993, p. 9. See also the title of the International under
Marx: The International Working Men's Association.

7' Kautsky 1965, p. 216.

72 Kautsky 1965, pp. 216-17. In Russian Social Democracy, the term trudiashchiesia
has the same technical meaning of workers in a very broad sense, as opposed to the
industrial proletariat by itself.
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Returning now to the SPD model, we note that the job of the Party itself
was to ensure that all these institutions worked together to carry out the
movement’s central mission of raising proletarian awareness. Thus observers
were impressed not only by the scope of the SPD agitation but also by its
superb organisation. ‘So efficient is the organisation that the Socialists boast
of being able to flood all Berlin with agitation leaflets in two hours.””?
Particularly striking was the extent of what might be called the SPD’s apparat:
the salaried bureaucracy both in the Party itself and its offshoots. The party
apparat was the outward and visible sign of the inward and invisible grace
of discipline and organisation. For the SPD model, these were highly positive
qualities. As Karl Kautsky put it in a comment cited by Lenin:

The proletarian is never an isolated individual. He feels great and strong
as part of a strong organisation. . . . His individuality counts little beside it.
He struggles with full devotion as a part of an anonymous mass, without
prospect of personal gain or personal fame, fulfils his duty in the post in
which he is placed, in voluntary discipline which fills his whole feeling and
thought.”

Another innovative feature of the SPD model that arose out of the Manifesto
strategy was the fact that it was a truly nation-wide party — indeed, in many
ways, it was the only truly nation-wide party in the German Empire. The
SPD attempted to run candidates in as many electoral districts as possible,
including many in which it had no chance of victory. Its aim, here as
everywhere, was ‘to spread the word to the masses, even to the reluctant,
unhearing, and scornful masses’.”

A final aspect of the SPD that was extremely important for Lenin can be
described using Lenin’s own image: it acted as the people’s tribune. As an
English journalist put it in 1912, the German Social Democrats were

the only unterrified, tooth-and-nail foes of reaction, insensate militarism
and class rule, the one voice which cries out insistently, fearlessly, implacably,

against the injustices which, in the opinion of many patriotic men, are

7 Russell 1965 [1896], p. 124.

¥ Pierson 1993, p. 170; written by Kautsky in 1903—4 and cited in Lenin in Two Steps
Forward (1904), Lenin 1958-65, 8, pp. 309-10.

> Steenson 1981, p. 45.
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retarding the moral progress and sapping the vital resources of the German

nation.”®

Thus, the Party stood not just for worker-class interests and not even just for
socialist transformation, but for the principles of democratic decency in society
as a whole. One central forum for this activity was parliament. We sometimes
tend to equate ‘parliamentary activity’ with mild-mannered reformism. But,
at the end of the nineteenth century, when oratory in general and parliamentary
oratory in particular was much more popular and prestigious than today, the
SPD’s use of the parliamentary forum was an essential means of taking its
stand and spreading its message. Since later we will hear Lenin talk of
‘Russian Bebels’, we should remember that the basis of Bebel’s vast influence
was his activity as a parliamentary orator whose enormous talent was all the
more striking because he personified ‘the entrance to power of the men of
toil . . . No other member [of the Reichstag] exercises a personal influence
equal to his and one can actually feel a thrill of excitement pass through the
chamber when he rises to speak’.”” At a time when parliamentary debates
could attract excited crowds, Bebel was a figure of Europe-wide import.
Bebel’s prestige should be kept in mind when we consider Lenin’s dream of
‘hegemony’ — leadership in the revolutionary movement as a whole — for
Russian Social Democracy.

The existence of parliament and especially the right of interpellation (the
right of an ordinary member to demand an answer of a cabinet minister on
any topic) allowed small parliamentary minorities to obtain a nation-wide
hearing for their criticism of the government. An observer such as the American
Robert Hunter felt that the right of interpellation as employed by the Social
Democrats in their role as tribune was one of the main bulwarks of political
liberty in Europe.

Except in Russia, and a few of the more backward countries, it is inconceivable
that in Europe men should be shot, deported from their homes, denied every
constitutional protection, and put at the mercy of martial law, — as happened
for a period of many months a year or so ago in Colorado, — without the

entire country knowing both sides of the case.™

7 Hall 1977, p. 20, citing Frederick William Wile.
7 Hunter 1908, pp. 225-7.
7 Hunter 1908, pp. 213-14.



Merger of Socialism and Worker Movement * 73

Another weapon used by the SPD in its role as people’s tribune — one of
central importance to Lenin and Iskra — was what Lenin called political
indictments: the exposure of corruption and scandal. Uncovering abuses,
often with the help of sympathetic whistle-blowers who passed on incriminating
documents, was a major activity of the socialist press. Observers attributed
an ‘incredible influence’ to the embattled Party due to the ‘unfriendly and
relentless eye’ it cast on events affecting all classes of society.”

Besides its heroic past as defier of Bismarck and besides its energetic present
as educator and organiser of the worker class and as people’s tribune, the
SPD also included the future in its narrative of identity — that is, it defined
itself as a party inspired by a final goal of social transformation and, as such,
unique. The inspiration provided by the final goal had two sources: the idea
of the mission, the task, the calling, the great duty, plus the idea that the final
outcome was guaranteed by the forces of history. Much commentary on
Marxism and Social Democracy is fascinated by a supposed contradiction
between these two sources. If the outcome is inevitable, why devote your life
to ensuring that it will come about? Such commentary misses the point that
in practice the two sources complemented and strengthened each other. I will
close with two contemporaneous observers who made exactly this point, so
we can better understand some of the reasons why the would-be founders
of the Russian Social-Democratic Party thought that ‘theoretical clarity’ was
a life-and-death matter.

Bertrand Russell, writing in a book published in 1896 — that is, prior to the
furore caused by Bernstein’s revisionism - tells us:

Those who have seen the daily support, in the midst of the most wretched
conditions, which the more intelligent working men and women derive
from their fervent and religious belief in the advent of the Socialist State,
and from their conviction that historical development is controlled by
irresistible forces, in whose hands men are only puppets, and by whose
action the diminution and final extinction of the capitalist class is an inevitable
decree of fate — those who have seen the strength, compactness and fervour
which this religion gives to those who hold it, will hardly regard its decay
as likely to help the progress of the party.®

™ Hunter 1908, p. 30. For a full-length study of SPD indictments, see Hall 1977.
# Russell 1965, p. 161.
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Russell was a sympathetic outsider. The Austrian Social-Democratic leader
Victor Adler may be considered an insider. Writing after the Stuttgart Congress
of 1898 - that is, after the German Party had semi-officially repudiated
Bernstein’s position, but before his famous book Presuppositions of Socialism
had appeared, Adler exclaimed:

How unpractical these practical people so often are! The strength of our
party, the efficiency of every single one of our comrades depends on his
knowledge that the extraordinary amount of labour, sacrifice, courage, and
endurance which he must daily exact from himself and from others is not
just devoted to the welfare of the individual groups around him, but that
he is the vehicle for a bit of history, that he is working not only for the

present but also for the future.*

Kautsky and class leadership

In support of his argument in WITBD, Lenin quoted a rather long passage by
Karl Kautsky. Much ink has been spilled on the relationship between Lenin’s
views and Kautsky’s views as presented in this passage.’? But most of this
discussion is beside the point, since Lenin’s real debt to Kautsky is much
earlier and much more basic. One might say that Kautsky’s influence is hidden
in plain view, since the crucial text is the final chapter of Kautsky’s Erfurt
Programme — probably the most fundamental statement of what Social
Democracy is all about.

Kautsky is remembered as the most influential theoretician of international
Social Democracy, but in certain key respects — particularly in the case of the
fledgling Russian Social Democracy — Kautsky’s role went beyond influence.
In 1892, Kautsky wrote the Erfurt Programme, a semi-official commentary on
the recently adopted programme of the Social-Democratic Party of Germany.
This book defined Social Democracy for Russian activists — it was the book
one read to find out what it meant to be a Social Democrat. In 1894, a young
provincial revolutionary named Vladimir Ulianov translated the Erfurt
Programme into Russian just at the time he was acquiring his life-long identity

8 Tudor and Tudor 1988, pp. 316-17.
%2 This Kautsky passage is discussed in detail in the Annotations Part Two.
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as a revolutionary Social Democrat. Despite the canonical status of the Erfurt
Programme for Lenin’s generation, it is ignored today, at least by English-
speaking scholars. Few are even aware that the existing English translation -
first issued in 1912 — is a bowdlerised abridgement that serves only to obscure
what someone like Lenin might have taken out of the book.

Besides the Erfurt Programme, the principal text for my reconstruction of
Kautsky’s outlook is Parliamentarism (1893), cited directly by Lenin in WITBD
as an authority for some of his key arguments. This book really has been
totally forgotten (the copy I read was one of the hardest to obtain and most
decrepit of the texts I consulted for this commentary).® Parliamentarism is
unjustly forgotten, since it is one of the very few works in the Marxist tradition
dealing entirely with political theory and, in my view, compares favourably
with Lenin’s State and Revolution. And, since I have mentioned State and
Revolution, let me say that we should not anachronistically see Kautsky
defending parliamentary democracy as opposed to, say, soviet democracy.
What Kautsky means by ‘parliamentarism’ in the 1890s is essentially
representative democracy. As such, it cannot really be opposed to soviet-style
democracy, itself a form of representative democracy. For our purposes,
Parliamentarism is important not only because of the arguments that Lenin
uses explicitly but also because the book brings together better than anywhere
else the logic behind what the Russians labelled the strategy of proletarian
hegemony in the democratic revolution.

I occasionally use revealing passages from other works by Kautsky, including
one or two that were written after the publication of WITBD. But since both
the Erfurt Programme and Parliamentarism are, in different ways, forgotten
works and since their influence on Lenin is indisputable, I rely mainly on
them for my exposition.*

Circles of awareness

Kautsky conceived of Social Democracy as the inner ring in a series of concentric
circles. A key passage in the Erfurt Programme describes these circles and their

# Kautsky 1893. The French translation is more easily located (Kautsky 1900).
# Among the useful secondary literature on Kautsky is Steenson 1978, Geary 1987,
Hiinlich 1981, Gilcher-Holtey 1986, Salvadori 1979, J. Kautsky 1994, Donald 1993.
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mutual relationship. (NB: the term usually translated ‘conscious’, bewusst, is
here translated ‘aware.’)

From skilled and unskilled proletarians there gradually forms the stratum
of the worker class that finds itself in movement - the worker movement.
This is the part of the proletariat that fights for the common interests of its
class, its ecclesia militans (fighting church).* This stratum grows at the expense
of the arrogant worker ‘aristocrats’ sunk in their egoism as well as the dull
‘rabble’, the lower strata of the wage proletariat that vegetates in hopelessness
and powerlessness.

We have seen that the worker proletariat is constantly increasing; we
know further that it becomes ever more decisive for the other working
classes, whose living conditions and whose way of feeling and thinking is
ever more influenced by it. Now we see that in this ever-growing mass the
fighting section grows not only absolutely but proportionately. No matter
how fast the proletariat grows, the fighting section grows even faster.

But the fighting proletariat is by far the most important and productive recruiting
ground for Social Democracy. Social Democracy is nothing other than the part
of the fighting proletariat that is aware of its goal. [In turn,] the fighting
proletariat has a tendency to become more and more synonymous with
Social Democracy; in Germany and Austria the two have in actuality become

one.®

Using this passage, I have created a diagram called ‘Kautsky’s Circles of
Awareness’ (see Figure 1.1). The remainder of this discussion of Kautsky will
be devoted to teasing out the implications hidden in this chart.

The first point — a very important one for understanding WITBD — is that
the term ‘worker movement’ used in the merger formula is a technical one
with a fairly precise meaning within Social-Democratic discourse. The worker
movement is neither the proletariat as a whole, nor is it Social Democracy. It
is the militant or fighting proletariat — the section of the proletariat animated
by a spirit of organised resistance.

% The usual translation of ecclesia militans in English is ‘church militant’. Note the
strong verbal link in German between ‘fighting church’, kimpfende Kirche, and class
struggle, Klassenkampf.

% Kautsky 1965, pp. 216-17.
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Social

Democracy

Figure 1.1: Kautsky’s Circles of Awareness

At any one point in time, members of the outside circles will always have
less awareness — that is, less insight into their own class position, basic interests,
and therefore historic mission. Yet, viewed over time, there is a tendency for
the inner, more aware, circles to expand. Social Democracy becomes a greater
and greater portion of the worker movement, while the worker movement
becomes a greater and greater portion of the whole proletariat. At the limit,
all the circles collapse into one circle of complete awareness.

What we still do not know is the nature of the forces that are working to
bring the circles together. Kautsky’s brief description of the process might
leave the impression that the whole thing is automatic. This impression is
strengthened by the frequent occurrence of one of Kautsky’s favourite words,
Naturnotwendigkeit, natural necessity. We therefore need to ask, what are the
amalgamating forces in Kautsky’s model and in what direction do they
operate? Does the worker movement give rise to the highly aware inner circle
through forces internal to itself? Or does Social Democracy move out to
transform the worker movement in its own image?
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The answer is somewhat complicated by the fact that Kautsky has two
aims in this section of the Erfurt Programme. One is to provide an ideal model
of the past and future of Social Democracy: its origin and its destiny. The
other aim is to set out an explicitly counterfactual and highly unlikely scenario
in order to make a theoretical point about the ‘natural necessity’ of socialism.
We will first examine Kautsky’s thought experiment, which is all the more
important to us because it was cited at length in disputes within Russian
Social Democracy about the orthodoxy of WITBD.¥

For various rhetorical and theoretical purposes, Kautsky wants to show
that socialism is an inevitable natural necessity even if there were no Social
Democracy - in fact, even if the workers did not accept socialist ideas. He
therefore invites us to consider the outcome even if Social Democracy were
absent from the picture. The chain of inferences proceeds as follows:

e It is inevitable that the workers will resist capitalist exploitation, that is,
it is inevitable that there be a worker movement.

¢ It is inevitable that this resistance lead to a nation-wide worker political
party.

¢ It is inevitable that this party will take over control of the state.

¢ Itis inevitable that the workers will use this power to introduce socialism,
because — as they will discover after much trial and error - socialism is
the only way to protect their essential interests.

Thus, only at the very last minute, just as the curtain goes down, the workers
discover and accept the merits of socialism (NB: this last-minute conversion
could also be called Social Democracy). The point of this thought experiment
is to show that even in a worst-case scenario, socialism is still inevitable.
Nevertheless (Kautsky immediately adds), this is indeed a worst case scenario
because socialism arrives only after ‘a great many misconceptions, errors and
unnecessary sacrifices and useless expenditure of strength and time’.*

I call this the ‘sooner or later’ argument. It turns up rather frequently in
Social-Democratic writings as a way of combining the core Social-Democratic

% For example, by Plekhanov in his 1904 article attacking WITBD (Iskra, No. 70 and
71 [25 July and 1 August 1904], reprinted in Plekhanov 1923-7, 13, pp. 116-40).

% Kautsky 1965, pp. 225-31.

% Kautsky 1965, p. 229.
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claim of inevitability with the core Social-Democratic urgency about
proselytising the workers. As the young Stalin put it when he recycled
Kautsky’s argument in 1905 in order to defend the orthodoxy of WiTBD:

Of course, at some point, after long wanderings and sufferings, the stikhiinyi
[elemental] movement, even without the help of Social Democracy, will

come into its own and arrive at the gates of socialist revolution.”

Having made his worst case scenario, Kautsky returns from his thought
experiment to the real world. He hastens to assure us that the chances that
events will play out in this manner are vanishingly small. The following
extensive but crucial passage explains the forces that actually are at work to
expand the circles of awareness.

Nevertheless there is absolutely no reason to expect that the proletariat of
any country will adopt such a negative attitude [toward socialism] after it
comes to power. This would mean that in relation to awareness and
knowledge it remains at the level of a child, while economically, politically
and morally it has become an adult, one with the power and the capability
of overcoming its powerful opponent and imposing its will. Such a misshapen
development of the proletariat is highly unlikely. We have already noted
more than once that thanks to [mechanised industry], there is in the proletariat
(once its original degradation has been overcome) a theoretical sense, a
capacity for great problems and goals that lie outside the realm of immediate
interests, that one searches for in vain in the other working and labouring
classes under it and over it.

At the same time, furthermore, the economic development of present-
day society proceeds so rapidly and manifests itself in such a mass of
conspicuous phenomena that it is recognised even by an uneducated person,
once his attention is called to it. And there won't be any lack of attention-
calling, since simultaneously, thanks to the continuation by Karl Marx of
the work begun by bourgeois classical economy, insight into the course of
economic development and the whole economic mechanism becomes

exceptionally deep and comprehensive.

% Stalin, 1946-52, 1, p. 98, see also 1, p. 105. For other instances of the same kind
of argument, see Gorin, a speaker at the Second Congress cited by Stalin (Stalin
1946-52, 1, p. 104) and Kanatchikov 1986, p. 267.
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This all comes together to make the fighting proletariat extremely receptive
to the socialist teaching. Socialism is no message of woe for the proletariat
but rather good news, a new gospel [ein neues Evangelium]. The ruling classes
cannot recognise socialism without committing moral suicide. The proletariat
finds in socialism new life, new power, inspiration and the joy of hope. Will
the proletariat remain indifferent or even hostile to such a teaching for any
length of time?

Once an independent worker party has been formed, it will with natural
necessity sooner or later adopt a socialist outlook — if it has not been filled
with such an outlook from the very beginning - and finally it must become
a socialist worker party, that is, Social Democracy.

We now see the chief recruiting ground [of Social Democracy] set out
clearly before us. In brief, the conclusion of our discussion is as follows: the
bearer of the socialist movement is the fighting strata of the industrial
proletariat that has attained political self-awareness. The more the influence
of the proletariat on the social strata nearest to it grows and the more the
thinking and emotions of these strata are influenced, all the more will they
also be drawn into the socialist movement.

The class struggle of the proletariat has socialist production as its natural
goal; it cannot end before this goal is reached. Just as the proletariat will
with certainty come to be the ruling class in the state, so equally is the

victory of socialism certain.”

We can now describe more concretely the forces at work in Kautsky’s model.
First, there is a force that comes about automatically from within the worker
movement: the spirit of resistance. As we have seen, this resistance is capable
of eventually getting us to socialism all by itself, but this point is almost
irrelevant in real life. What is more important is that the spirit of resistance
(along with other features of the industrial proletariat) makes the worker
movement receptive to the good news brought by Social Democracy. And,
since Social Democracy and its message do exist, we have a new natural
necessity: any worker party will ‘sooner or later” adopt a socialist programme.

This natural necessity does not detract from the fact that, in real life, Social
Democracy is the active force that transforms the worker movement by

o Kautsky 1965, pp. 230-1.
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expanding awareness. Social Democracy realises that the militant proletariat
is the ideal ‘recruiting ground’ and so it directs its efforts there. Social Democracy
definitely does not emanate automatically from the worker movement in order
to serve the movement’s own ends more efficiently. It is, rather, the force of
a particular insight that comes originally from Marx and Engels.

We can now see the relevant meaning of ‘confidence’ in the Social-Democratic
context. In terms of the worst case scenario, the Social Democrat is confident
that the workers will eventually introduce socialism. In terms of the real-life
scenario, the Social Democrat is confident that the worker movement will
hear, mark and inwardly digest the Social-Democratic message as soon as it
is in a position to receive it. Even the unlearned, the Ungelehrter, will achieve
this insight.

Since this new natural necessity — ‘a worker party will sooner or later adopt
the socialist programme’ - is dependent on insight, the actual timing is not
closely tied to the course of capitalist development.®? The most advanced
Social Democracy need not be found in the most advanced capitalist country.
It could conceivably be found, say, in Germany rather than England. Indeed
(says Kautsky at one point), even the workers in economically backward
Russia are more politically advanced in their thinking than the English
workers.”® The driving force in this respect is the quality of class leadership
rather than the level of productive forces.

Thus, we see that the circles of awareness are constantly shifting in their
relation to one another. The basic formula defines Social Democracy as the
merger of socialism and the worker movement. But only context can inform
us, when Social-Democratic writers use the term ‘worker movement’, whether
they mean the worker movement prior to Social Democracy (defined by its
militant resistance alone) or after its transformation by Social-Democratic
insight and organisation.

Much of the misunderstanding about the orthodoxy of this or that
formulation is caused by the resulting ambiguities. The best way to avoid
such misunderstanding is to keep in mind the underlying narrative. On one
side, we have a worker movement animated by the spirit of resistance, and,
on the other, we have Social Democracy animated by the insight that a merger

%2 Kautsky 1901b (this article is cited by Lenin in WITBD).
% Kautsky 1902, pp. 55-6.
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is necessary. (Note that when an individual worker becomes convinced of
the truth of scientific socialism, he becomes by virtue of that very fact a part
of Social Democracy rather than simply the worker movement - thus making
it almost a matter of definition to assert that awareness comes from Social
Democracy.) The inner forces of the two protagonists drive them in each
other’s direction and eventually lead to their melding.

We may sum up the moral of the circles of awareness in the following way:
Social Democracy is needed and will be heeded. It is not needed to achieve
socialism, since this will come about regardless. It is needed to avoid the
human tragedy that would be caused by socialism coming ‘later’ rather than
‘sooner’. It will be heeded because its good news brings the proletariat new
life, new power, inspiration and the joy of hope.

Merger vs. continued isolation

In order to bring out the crucial importance of the Social-Democratic merger,
Kautsky stresses that the two partners — socialism and the worker movement —
were originally separate. What might be called the foundation myth of Social
Democracy describes how these two separate forces come together. Kautsky’s
rendition of this story served as a template for many other more detailed
accounts of Social-Democratic origins, including the one given by Lenin in
WITBD.

In the Erfurt Programme, Kautsky traces the growth of the worker movement
from its early beginnings in the Middle Ages. The driving force of the movement
was always resistance to capitalist exploitation. This resistance grew more
and more organised and effective, but resistance in and of itself does not
generate the realisation that capitalist private property had to be abolished.
To make this point, Kautsky sets out the thought experiment described earlier
and describes a worker movement that remains separate from socialism until
long after it takes political power.

Just as worker resistance in and of itself does not generate insight into the
need for socialism, possession of the insight about socialism does not in and
of itself generate the realisation that only a militant worker movement can
bring it about. Kautsky’s narrative tells how ‘socialism’ (= all those who
advocated social control of the economy as the only answer to the problems
of society and the problems of the poor in particular) comes to the worker
movement from without — in other words, how socialism was originally
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separate from the worker movement. But the intention of the narrative is not
to laud the socialists. On the contrary, their haughty condescension towards
the militant worker movement and indeed their overt fear of it meant that
worker rejection of socialism as a bourgeois whim was entirely understandable.

From the early socialists’ point of view, the proletariat was much too crude
and raw to be credited with the capacity for independent political initiative.
And, when a militant worker movement did come into existence in the 1830s,
the socialists were hostile because worker militancy threatened to scare off
the bourgeois philanthropists and the élite politicians whom the socialists
wanted to win over. The ‘utopian’ rejection of the worker movement can be
illustrated with a North-American example. Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward
is a classic of utopian socialism: published in 1888, it contrasts the world of
its time with the enlightened world of 2000.* Bellamy made no distinction
between ‘the labor parties’, ‘followers of the red flag’, and bomb-throwing
anarchists. In the following exchange, the narrator who grew up in the world
of the nineteenth century learns the point of view of the enlightened twentieth
century from the lips of his host, Doctor Leete:

As we sat at table, Doctor Leete amused himself with looking over the paper
I had brought in. There was in it, as in all the newspapers of that date [1887],
a great deal about the labor troubles, strikes, lockouts, boycotts, the programs
of labor parties, and wild threats of the anarchists.

‘By the way’, said I, as the doctor read aloud to us some of these items,
‘what part did the followers of the red flag take in the establishment of the
new order of things? They were making considerable noise the last thing
that I knew.’

‘They had nothing to do with it except to hinder it, of course’, replied

Doctor Leete.

Doctor Leete then announces as historical fact that the followers of the red
flag were subsidised by the capitalists in order to delay reform. (The narrator
adds in a footnote that this assertion is undoubtedly incorrect even though
it is the only theory that makes intelligible their actions.) Doctor Leete then
explains that the ‘national party’ that ushered in the utopian system of 2000
had nothing to do with the labour parties:

% [Editorial note: for more on Bellamy and other late-Victorian utopias, see another
book in the HM Book Series, Beaumont 2005.]
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The labor parties as such never could have accomplished anything on a
large or permanent scale. For purposes of national scope, their basis as
merely class organisations was too narrow. It was not till a rearrangement
of the industrial and social system on a higher ethical basis, and for the
more efficient production of wealth, was recognised as the interest, not of
one class, but equally of all classes, of rich and poor, cultured and ignorant,
old and young, weak and strong, men and women, that there was any

prospect that it could be achieved.”

Kautsky lays great stress on this kind of hostility toward militant labour on
the part of the early socialists. Even worker socialists shared this hostility.
The point of Kautsky’s narrative is not that socialism was originally separate
from the workers as such but that it was originally separate from the worker
movement. Individual workers such as Wilhelm Weitling could and did become
socialists — but that very fact alienated them from the worker movement and
kept them apart from the militant day-to-day struggle. An ‘elemental’
[urwiichsig] class instinct of hatred for the bourgeoisie made early worker
socialists reject any doctrine coming from it. As a result, their own rough-
hewn theories were crude and violent [gewalttitig]. Furthermore, despite their
hostility to bourgeois intellectuals, they themselves had no real faith in the
worker movement.

This early form of proletarian socialism lacked the patience and the confident
sense of strength needed to contemplate a long, drawn-out class struggle. It
remained a form of utopian socialism, only instead of hoping like earlier
utopians for a bourgeois millionaire to bankroll the new Jerusalem, it placed
its hopes on ‘the Revolution” with a capital R that would give power to a
small dictatorial group of visionaries. Any form of class struggle besides an
immediate call to the barricades was perceived as a betrayal of ‘mankind’s
cause’.

Usually such worker revolutionaries end up as anarchists, or, if they do
join in the day-to-day class struggle, they forget about socialism altogether.
This kind of ‘elemental’ revolutionary militancy is one of the growing pains
[Kinderkrankheit] of a genuinely socialist worker movement, since it tends to

% Bellamy 1968, pp. 263-5 (this particular example of utopian socialism, originally
published 1888, is not used by Kautsky).
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crop up whenever recent backward recruits to the proletariat still lack ‘clear
insight” into social relations. The paradoxical conclusion of this discussion is
that even a socialism that grew directly out of proletarian soil failed to
overcome the gap between socialism and the worker movement.

How then to overcome the gap - indeed, conflict — between socialism and
the worker movement? Kautsky provides the answer in a basic passage that
brings together the Communist Manifesto, Social Democracy, and the logic of
the merger formula. The following paragraph begins the climactic section
entitled ‘Social Democracy as the Merger of the Worker Movement and
Socialism’.

In order for the socialist and the worker movements to become reconciled
and to become fused into a single movement, socialism had to break out of
the utopian way of thinking. This was the world-historical deed of Marx
and Engels. In the Communist Manifesto of 1847 they laid the scientific
foundations of a new modern socialism, or, as we say today, of Social
Democracy. By so doing, they gave socialism solidity and turned what had
hitherto been a beautiful dream of well-meaning enthusiasts into a earnest
object of struggle and [also] showed this to be the necessary consequence
of economic development.* To the fighting proletariat they gave a clear
awareness of its historical task and they placed it in a condition to speed
to its great goal as quickly and with as few sacrifices as possible.

The socialists no longer have the task of freely inventing a new society
but rather of uncovering its elements in existing society. No more do they
have to bring salvation from its misery to the proletariat from above, but
rather they have to support its class struggle through increasing its insight
and promoting its economic and political organisations and in so doing
bring about as quickly and as painlessly as possible the day when the
proletariat will be able to save itself. The task of Social Democracy is to make
the class struggle of the proletariat aware of its aim and capable of choosing the

best means to attain this aim [zielbewusst und zweckmdssig].”

% ‘Necessary’ = naturnotwendig. Note the combination of will and determinism in
this sentence that many commentators find so paradoxical but which Kautsky evidently
saw as mutually supporting.

% Kautsky 1965, pp. 238-9.
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The heroic contribution of Marx and Engels could only have come from people
who had mastered all of modern ‘scientific’ political economy and extended
it further — in other words, bourgeois intellectuals (albeit very exceptional
ones). This is one reason for the failure of the early self-taught proletarian
socialists. The necessary role of bourgeois intellectuals, however, begins and
ends with Marx and Engels. Once the great insight is achieved, anybody can
understand, accept and pass on the good news.

Furthermore, the great contribution of Marx and Engels should not be seen
as a rejection but as a synthesis of what went before. As Kautsky put it later,
each of the warring socialist sects contained a little bit of the truth, ‘ein
Stiickchen des Richtigen’.*® In what we can now see as a version of the ‘sooner
or later’ argument, the contribution of Marx and Engels is to bring clarity
and insight to what was previously instinctive groping.

A glance at these beginnings [of early socialist organisations always reveals]
a chaotic germ, an uncertain, instinctive seeking and groping of numerous
proletarians, none perceptibly more prominent than the others, all moved
forward on the whole by the same tendencies, but often displaying the most
striking individual deviations. Such a picture is, for instance, presented by
the beginnings of the proletarian socialistic movement in the thirties and
forties of the nineteenth century. ... Had it not been for Marx and Engels,
the teachings [of the League of Communists] would have continued to
remain in the stage of ferment for a long time. The two authors of the
Communist Manifesto were only enabled to secure their dominant and

determining position by virtue of their mastery of the science of their times.*

Kautsky’s narrative stresses the original separation of socialism and the worker
movement in order to bring out the absolute necessity of their merger. And
this is not just an inspiring story of the past — it also defines the tasks of
Social-Democratic polemics in the present. Even at the present time, some
participants of both the worker movement and the socialist movement still
refuse the great synthesis, with the result that even their little bit of truth
becomes debased. What was pardonable one-sidedness in the past becomes
dangerously harmful in the present.

% Kautsky 1908.
% Kautsky 1925 [1908], p. 442.
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Thus, the merger narrative laid the foundation for a two-front polemical
war aimed against all who defend the continued isolation of either socialism
or the worker movement. The technical term within Social-Democratic discourse
for the effort to keep the worker-class struggle free from socialism was Nur-
Gewerkschaftlerei, ‘trade-unions-only-ism’. A similar ‘Nur’ term could have
been coined for bomb-throwing revolutionaries who continued to think that
it was a waste of time to try to propagandise and educate the worker class
as a whole prior to the revolution.

These two enemies of Social Democracy are often invoked by means of
national stereotypes. Over here, we see the frantic French anarchist or syndicalist
who scorns parliamentary politics. Over there, we see the stolid British trade
unionist who is a brilliant organiser but who openly rejects socialism. And,
somewhere in the middle, the German Social Democrat who is both solidly
organised and inspired by a high ideal.

If we only look at one front in this polemical war, we will come away with
a equally one-sided view of the Social-Democratic outlook. This is the
conclusion reached by Robert Stuart in his very useful study of the French
Marxists led by Jules Guesde and Paul Lafargue. The standard comment on
the French Marxists is that they flip-flopped back and forth between a sectarian
hard-line and an opportunist soft line. After reading party literature throughout
the period, Stuart stresses rather the continuity in outlook, once we take into
account the Party’s multiple targets.'® One aim of my commentary is to bring
out in a similar way the continuing two-front polemical war in Lenin’s Iskra-
era writings, very much including wiTBD.

Insight and organisation

Now that we have witnessed the origins of the great synthesis, we can look
closer at Social Democracy as the active force that works to bring about the
merger. The key goals are summarised by the eloquent German words Kautsky
used in the passage just cited, zielbewusst and zweckmissig, ‘aware of one’s
aim’ and ‘capable of choosing the best means to attain it’. Or, as Kautsky
elaborated in 1899,

1% Stuart 1992. Unfortunately, Stuart’s book does not take up the question of the
influence of the SPD model or of Kautsky on French Marxists during this period.
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Social Democracy is the party of the militant proletariat; it seeks to enlighten
it, to educate it, to organise it, to expand its political and economic power
by every available means, to conquer every position that can possibly be
conquered, and thus to provide it with the strength and maturity that will
finally enable it to conquer political power and to overthrow the rule of the

bourgeoisie.!!

Out of Kautsky’s extensive discussion of this topic, we will concentrate on
the themes with the most impact on Russian Social Democracy. These include
the primordial importance of political freedom; the strength that a clear final
goal gives to the struggle here and now; the high value given to party
organisation and discipline; the Social Democrats’ own exalted sense of

mission.

The Social-Democratic mission of educating and organising on a national

level is crippled at the outset if political freedom is absent. Secret organisations
are a highly ineffectual substitute for ‘open’ [6ffentlich, public] ones for purposes
of a nation-wide class struggle. The crucial weapon of the socialist press is

particularly dependent on political freedom.

To bring these masses into contact with one another, to awaken their awareness
of their broad community of interests and to win them over for organisations
capable of protecting their interests — this implies the possibility of speaking
freely to the great masses, this implies freedom of assembly and the press. . ..
Without the help of the press, it is absolutely impossible to unite the huge
masses of today’s wage-labour into organisations and to get them to the

level of unified action.'?

For all these reasons and more, there is no worse sin from a Social-Democratic

point of view than to disparage the crucial role of political freedom:

Where the working class bestirs itself, where it makes the first attempts to
elevate its economic position, it puts political demands next to purely
economic ones — namely, demands for freedom of association, of assembly,
of the press. These freedoms have the greatest significance for the working

class: they are among the conditions that makes its life possible and to which

1l Cited by J. Kautsky 1994, p. 86.
192 Kautsky 1965, p. 218.
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it unconditionally owes its development. They are light and air for the
proletariat; he who lets them wither or withholds them — he who keeps the
proletariat from the struggle to win these freedoms and to extend them -
that person is one of the proletariat’s worst enemies. It doesn’t matter how
great a love for the proletariat he feels or fakes, it doesn’t matter whether
he calls himself an anarchist or a Christian-Socialist or whatever. He harms
the proletariat just as much as a declared foe; it is all the same whether he
does this from evil will or simply from ignorance — he must be fought against

in the same way as acknowledged opponents of the proletariat.!”®

The history of the ‘light and air’ metaphor is a revealing one. It can be traced
back at least to 1865, when Engels wrote ‘The Prussian Military Question and
the German Worker Party’. On the subject of proper relations to liberal
bourgeois opposition to absolutism (a subject with obvious relevance to
Russia), Engels gave this advice:

Even if the worst came to the worst and the bourgeoisie was to scurry under
the skirts of reaction for fear of the workers and to appeal to the power of
those elements hostile to itself for protection against the workers — even
then the worker party would have no choice but, notwithstanding the
bourgeoisie, to continue its agitation for bourgeois freedom, freedom of the
press and rights of assembly and association which the bourgeoisie had
betrayed. Without these freedoms it will be unable to move freely itself; in
this fight it is fighting to establish its own life-element, to obtain the air it

needs to breathe.'™
In 1882, Engels wrote a letter to Kautsky in which he remarked

Polish socialists who fail to put the liberation of the country at the forefront
of their programme remind me of those German socialists who were reluctant
to demand the immediate repeal of the Anti-Socialist Law and freedom of
association, assembly and the press. To be able to fight, you must first have
a terrain, light, air and elbow-room. Otherwise you never get further than
chit-chat.!®®

1 Kautsky 1965, p. 219.

1% Engels 1962a, p. 77.

15 Letter of 7 February 1882 in Marx Engels Werke, Band 35, p. 270; Marx Engels
Collected Works, vol. 20, p. 192.
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Whether he got the phrase from ‘The Prussian Military Question” or from
Engels’s letter, Kautsky used it when he wrote the Erfurt Programme in 1892.
The Russian Social Democrats immediately understood its application to their
own situation. In 1897, the underground Social-Democratic paper Rabochaia
gazeta [Worker Newspaper] wrote:

The Russian worker movement is still tightly held in the iron grip of
governmental oppression. As a living being needs air, so we need political
freedom. Without achieving freedom of strikes, assembly, unions, speech and
press, without achieving the right to take part in the administration of the
country or in making its laws, we will never cast off the chains of economic
slavery that oppress us. That is why the struggle with the autocratic
government for political freedom is the most urgent task of the Russian

worker movement.'®

In 1898, the abortive First Congress of the Russian Social-Democratic Worker
Party (RSDWP) declared Rabochaia gazeta the official organ of the new party
- although the paper was never able to publish another issue. The First
Congress also issued an influential manifesto drafted by Petr Struve. In this
document - the first official programmatic document of the RSDWP — we
read that ‘political freedom is as necessary for the Russian proletariat as fresh
air is for healthy breathing. It is the fundamental condition for its free
development and for its successful struggle both for partial improvements
and final liberation’.!”” In the first issue of Iskra that came out in late 1900,
the same point is hammered home using the same metaphor.!” To complete
the circle, Kautsky repeated the metaphor in his Social Revolution — published
in 1902 and promptly translated into Russian with Lenin as editor.

We can now understand why it was fatal for a Russian Social Democrat to
be labelled as an ‘economist’. An individual or group who really did argue
that political rights were unimportant, or that it was no part of Social
Democracy’s job to fight for them, or that political goals should be restricted
to economic legislation — such a person, if the charge held, was not a ‘moderate’

1% Lead article from Rabochaia gazeta No. 2, November 1897, from a reprint of the
article in Lenin 1958-65, 2nd edition, 2, pp. 612-15.

17 Lenin 1926-35, 2, p. 616 (an English translation of the Manifesto of the First
Congress can be found in Harding 1983).

198 Achievements of International Social Democracy’, Iskra, No. 1 (December 1900).
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Social Democrat and certainly not (as some scholars seem to think) a more
orthodox Marxist than his ‘political” opponents. No, such a person had read
himself out of Social Democracy altogether. ‘He who lets political freedoms
wither or withholds them — he who keeps the proletariat from the struggle
to win these freedoms and to extend them - that person is one of the
proletariat’s worst enemies.’

Thus, a nation-wide political party — not nation-wide economic organisations —
was the highest form of the class struggle. As Kautsky rather extravagantly
defends the crucial role of a worker political party:

The adherents of trades-union-only-ism are conservative even when they
put on radical airs, while [in contrast] all worker parties are revolutionary
by their very nature even when their attitude or indeed the awareness of

their members is moderate.'®”

The creation of a nation-wide and effective organisation — whether political
or economic — has implications that were rejected by anarchists and the old-
style liberals of Kautsky’s time but accepted by Social Democrats. The Social-
Democratic movement requires ‘permanent organs in the course of its growth,
a sort of professional bureaucracy in the party, as well as in the unions,
without which it cannot function, which are a necessity for it, which must
continue to grow and to obtain duties that grow in importance’." This
bureaucracy consists not only of salaried officials but parliamentary
representatives and party journalists.! Coupled with this functional division
of labour is a spirit of discipline unique to a worker-class organisation.
These organisational imperatives were partly the result of the capitalist
transformation of society and partly a necessary condition of any effective
fighting organisation. ‘One finds [these features] present any time that the
large-scale masses are fighting for a weighty battle-prize and where victory
can be won only with the strictest co-ordination and the most decisive unity
of action all tending toward the same end’."? Thus Kautsky laughs at liberals
who excoriate trade-union tyranny but who always vote at their party’s call

1% Kautsky 1900, p. 188.

0 Kautsky 1925 [1908], p. 463.

" Kautsky 1925 [1908], pp. 464-6.

"2 Kautsky 1893, p. 42. In German, Kautsky calls for a combination of Zusammenhalten
and Zusammenwirken.
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and never think of thinking for themselves at all. Equally ridiculous are
anarchists who sneer at the discipline of parliamentary parties while praising
trade unions — proletarian trade unions! — as the home of unconstraint.

In order to combat the dangers inherent in this situation, representative
democracy within the party is required. But representative democracy is in
its way just another manifestation of a modern division of labour and the
spirit of voluntary discipline. Any effective nation-wide political organisation
will follow this imperative: ‘our century is not only the century of
parliamentarism but also the century of [party] congresses’.”*> Leave to the
anarchists the absurdity of assembling in party congresses in order to denounce
the inevitable corruption of representative democracy!"*

But worker-class parties have a better chance than others of keeping
organisational bureaucracy under control precisely because of the proletarian
sense of discipline. This sense of discipline does not only mean the workers
are good at following orders — it also means that the workers will stand for
no nonsense from party officials, parliamentarians and journalists. The class
origin of party spokesmen is no predictor of their behaviour: middle-class
activists have been among the workers’ best defenders while worker activists
have sometimes betrayed their class. What is crucial is the workers’ ability
to ‘constantly oversee and influence’ those who speak in their name."* Neither
the middle classes nor the non-proletarian classes of the people (peasants and
urban petty bourgeoisie) are capable of such organisational discipline.

Social-Democratic political organisations are powerful not only because
they are modern large-scale organisations and not only because they are
proletarian organisations that understand the value of discipline but also
because they are Social-Democratic Parties and therefore inspired by a grand
historical mission. Only a few years after the Erfurt Congress, Eduard Bernstein
became notorious for his epigram ‘The movement is everything, the final goal
is nothing’. We can understand the horror occasioned by the epigram when

"3 Kautsky 1893, p. 79; Kautsky 1900, pp. 110-12.

4" As Lenin observes in WITBD (1958-65, 6, pp. 142-3 [802-3]), there is a substantial
overlap between Kautsky’s defence of representative democracy within organisations
and the similar defence mounted by Sidney and Beatrice Webb a few years later in
Industrial Democracy (Webb, Sidney and Beatrice 1965 [1897]). I note that Kautsky’s
Erfurt Programme is listed in the Webbs’ bibliography.

"5 Kautsky 1893, p. 109.
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we look at the Erfurt Programme and Parliamentarism — both written prior to
any revisionist controversy — and observe Kautsky’s insistence that an inspiring
final goal was a unique source of strength for the Party in its ongoing day-
to-day struggle.

Any worker movement — especially when operating under the oppressive
environment of semi-absolutist countries like Germany and Austria — is going
to face heartbreaking defeats as well as victories. The only thing that can
prevent these failures from wreaking devastating demoralisation is a firm
sense of the big story in which all failures are no more than passing episodes.
After the class struggle is transformed by ‘the fusion of the socialist and the
worker movement’,

the worker movement now has an aim to which it visibly comes closer, now
all sides of the struggle are significant, including those that do not bring
any immediate practical consequences, if only they further the self-awareness
and prestige of the proletariat, its comradely unity and discipline. Now
many battle that seems to end in defeat is equivalent to a victory, now every
strike and every rejected legislative proposal that would have served the
interests of the proletariat is a step forward toward the aim of achieving an

existence worthy of mankind."*

Kautsky’s mention of prestige and human dignity point to larger themes.
Faced with the formidable self-righteousness of Victorian bourgeois civilisation,
a worker political party faced a life-and-death problem of protecting what
we might now call worker self-esteem. Kautsky argued that scientific socialism
provided a goal that was superior in its sweep and generosity of vision to
bourgeois parties. Not only that, it also provided the necessary confidence
that this goal could and would be achieved. Thus only a firm sense of the
final goal could give the workers self-respect and the respect of other classes.!”

The final goal was also the only thing that made a unified nation-wide
class party even feasible.

What gives a political party cohesion — especially if, like the socialist party,
it has a great historical task to fulfil — is the final goal. . . . There will always

be differences of opinion within the party and sometimes these differences

"6 Kautsky 1965, pp. 241-2.
"7 Kautsky 1965, Section 12, pp. 238—42.
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reach a disquieting intensity. But the more the great common goals really
live in the awareness of party members, the less easily will these internal

disputes cause party splits."®

The final goal is not just words inscribed on a banner. It imposes the obligation
of learning to grasp the big picture. As Kautsky wrote in 1908:

Today, in a society whose market embraces the entire world, a society which
is in a process of constant transformation, of industrial and social revolution,
in which the workers are organising themselves into an army of millions,
and the capitalists are accumulating billions in money, it is impossible for
a rising class - a class that cannot content itself with the retention of the
status quo and that is obliged to aim at a complete reconstruction of society —
to conduct its class struggle intelligently and successfully by a mere resort
to ‘plain common sense’ and to the detail work of practical men.

It becomes a necessity for every combatant to broaden his horizon through
scientific understanding, to grasp the operation of great social forces in time
and space, not in order to abolish the work in detail, or even relegate it to
the background, but in order to align it in a definite relation with the social

process as a whole."?

The dire consequences of the absence of a final goal are exemplified by the
fate of the English workers. The power of individual trade unions was hardly
compensation for the resulting narrowness of spirit that caused the ‘worker
aristocrats” who should have been the champions of the masses to act instead
as their oppressors. Even more striking was the political helplessness of even
these economically powerful workers. Writing in 1902 and citing the research
of Beatrice and Sidney Webb, Kautsky stated that the impact of the English
workers on British politics was in fact steadily decreasing.

Even the latest scourgings by their opponents have not served to rouse the
proletariat of England. They remain dumb, even when their unions are
rendered powerless, dumb when their bread is made more costly. The English
workers today stand lower as a political factor than the workers of the most

economically backward and the least politically free country in Europe -

"8 Kautsky 1900, p. 183 (written before Bernstein’s ‘revisionism’).
"9 Kautsky 1925, pp. 16-17.
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Russia. It is their thriving revolutionary awareness that give the Russian
workers their great practical strength. It is the renunciation of revolution,
the narrowing of interest to the interests of the moment, their so-called

Realpolitik, that have made the English workers a nullity in actual politics.'?

If the inspiring final goal was so vital for effective worker-class influence,
then the mandate for Social Democrats was clear: it is

the duty of every man who has made the advancement of the proletariat
his life work, to oppose this tendency toward spiritual stagnation and
stupidity, and to direct the attention of proletarians to great points of view,

to large prospects, to worthy goals.™?!

This comment leads us to one final aspect of Kautsky’s outlook: the insistence
not only on the proletariat’s but also on Social Democracy’s own high and
inspiring mission. Just as the Social-Democratic narrative gave strength to
the workers to fight against seemingly hopeless odds, it also gave strength
to the Social-Democratic activists who devoted themselves to their Kleinarbeit,
the seemingly insignificant detail work needed to run the impressive party
machinery.

To lead the economic and political class struggle — to carry out enthusiastically
one’s small duties but also to fill them with thoughts of a wide-encompassing
socialism - to bring together by these means the organisations and activities
of the proletariat, in a unified and harmonious way, into a massive whole
that rises up ever more irresistible — this is what Marx and Engels taught
was the task of anyone, whether proletarian or not, who adopts the viewpoint

of the proletariat and wishes to liberate it.'?

We end this section with the final words of Kautsky’s Path to Power, written
in 1909 and much admired by Lenin. This kind of exalted rhetoric rarely
makes it into secondary accounts, yet it is a vital part of the context for a
book like WITBD.

Already today the élite [of the proletariat] forms the strongest, the most far-

sighted, most selfless and boldest stratum - the one united in the largest

120 Kautsky 1902, p. 55.
121 Kautsky 1925, pp. 16-17.
122 Kautsky 1908, p. 37.
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free organisations — of the nations of European culture. And in the same
way the proletariat will, in and through struggle, take up into itself the most
selfless and farsighted elements of all classes; it will organise and educate
in its own bosom even its own most backward elements and fill them with
the joy of hope and with insight. Its élite will be raised up to the height of
culture, making it capable of leading the immense economic transformation
that will finally, throughout the whole world, put an end to the misery that
arises out of slavery, exploitation and ignorance.

Happy are they who are called to take part in this high struggle and this

glorious victory!'#

Leadership of the people (the hegemony scenario)

Social Democracy, Kautsky tells us, has a tendency

to become more and more a national party — that is, a Volkspartei, in the sense
that it is the representative not only of the industrial wage-labourers but of
all the labouring and exploited strata — and therefore the great majority of

the population, what is commonly known as ‘the Volk’.'%

This feature of the Social-Democratic narrative was overwhelmingly important
for Russian Social Democracy.

Social Democracy will ultimately be able to lead the non-industrial labouring
classes because socialism is in the interest of all labouring classes. But this
long-term perspective does not exhaust the potential for leadership of the
Volk in the here and now. Precisely because Social Democracy is the merger
of socialism and the worker movement, it is not restricted to preaching
socialism and defending worker interests.

Social Democracy cannot defend exclusively the interests of the proletariat.
Its historical mission is to precipitate social evolution in every domain in
which it can act, and to take in its hands the cause of all the exploited and

all the oppressed.'”

12 Kautsky 1909, p. 104.
124 Kautsky 1965, p. 250.
12 Kautsky 1900, p. 165.
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Thus Social Democracy encourages the proletariat to see itself as ‘the sworn
enemy of any exploitation or oppression, in whatever form they might take —
it is the champion [Vorkimpfer] of all exploited and oppressed’.'*

What this means in concrete terms is that Social Democracy can defend
the present-day, acknowledged interests of all labouring classes better than any
other party. These interests are enshrined in the so-called ‘minimum
programme’. The logic of the minimum programme would be easier to grasp
if it were called the maximum programme — that is, the maximum that can be
achieved prior to proletarian rule. (Conversely, the logic of the so-called
‘maximum programme’ is that it contains the minimum that has to be realistically
achievable before the worker class is justified in taking power.) ‘Minimum’
indeed seems a misleading epithet for a set of measures that would have
entailed a vast political and social transformation of Imperial Germany: full
representative democracy, full political liberties, religious tolerance, ‘socialised’
medicine, progressive tax, labour protection laws. This list also shows how
justified the SPD was in regarding itself as the principal voice of the ethical
decency of modernism in Imperial Germany. According to Kautsky, some of
these demands can only be championed by an anticapitalist party. Others are
officially part of the programme of ‘bourgeois democracy’, that is, those
sections of the middle classes that are actively (or at least publicly) interested
in democratic transformation. But — and this is a crucial observation — ‘even
the bourgeois-democratic demands will not be championed by any party with
as much energy as by Social Democracy’.'”

Along with Social Democracy’s role as the champion of the interests of all
labouring classes as a whole is the influence that results as the proletarian
way of life becomes more of a model for other classes. I have already cited
Kautsky on this point, so I will document this aspect of the Social-Democratic
narrative with some words written in 1898 by Parvus, a Russian-born Social-
Democratic activist who was at this time an influential spokesman for the
SPD Left:

The overwhelming majority of the population are in industry, trade, etc.

These are therefore the people who determine the economic character of the

126 Kautsky 1965, p. 251.
127 Kautsky 1965, pp. 254-6.
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country. This is not merely a matter of numerical superiority; it means that
this industrial urban population with its interests, conflicts, views, and
demands dominates the historical character of Germany, brings all other
things under its sway, shapes them in its own likeness, makes them dependent
upon itself, and, inevitably, establishes its moral hegemony over them by

the vast tide of public opinion it generates.'?

The reader will notice that Parvus used the word ‘hegemony’ in the passage
just quoted. This allows us to segue nicely into the political strategy labelled
‘hegemony’ by the Russian Social Democrats. Our interest is much more in
the logic of this political strategy than in the word used to label it (for a word-
history of ‘hegemony’, see the appendix to this chapter). ‘Hegemony’ was
used to describe Social-Democratic hopes for inter-class leadership in the
Russian context. The core idea of the hegemony strategy is that the Russian
proletariat is the only force capable of leading the bourgeois-democratic revolution
that would overthrow the tsar. As Plekhanov put it in 1889, ‘The Russian
revolution [Plekhanov means the anti-tsarist revolution] will either triumph
as a revolution of the worker class or it will not triumph at all’.'®

This strategy has struck many as a surprising, even paradoxical, one for
Marxists to adopt. According to the Marxist schema, it is said, the bourgeois
revolution is carried out by the bourgeoisie — otherwise, why label it a
‘bourgeois revolution’? — while the proletariat carries out the socialist revolution
at a later date. What I want to show here is that the hegemony strategy follows
- perhaps even with natural necessity — from the accepted premises of Social-
Democratic thinking that I have already described. In fact, the appropriate
conclusions from these premises were already drawn by Kautsky in his book
on parliamentarism in 1893.'%

Premise Number One is that political freedom is an absolute necessity for
Social Democracy. From this premise, it follows that ‘in countries where there

2% Tudor and Tudor 1988, p. 182, originally published in Sichsische Arbeiter-Zeitung,
6 February 1898, as part of a series directed against Bernstein. I have consulted only
the English translation provided by the Tudors and therefore 1 am not absolutely
certain that ‘hegemony’ appears in the German text.

12 Zinoviev 1924, p. 54. On the basis of this statement, Zinoviev labels Plekhanov
the father of the idea of the hegemony of the proletariat.

1% Kautsky 1893 and Kautsky 1900 (French translation). All further Kautsky citations
in this section are from this book.
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is only a pretend parliamentary régime [Scheinkonstitutionalismus], another
weighty task falls to the proletariat: the conquest of a genuinely parliamentary
régime’.3! Perhaps, before the rise of Social Democracy, a revolutionary could
really believe that a parliamentary régime would only benefit the élite and
not the people, but ‘today it becomes clearer every day that [the struggle for
proletarian political power] takes the form, at least in the east of Europe, of
a struggle for a parliamentary régime, against militarism and absolutism’.'®

Premise Number Two is that the people as a whole also have an interest
in the political freedom that will protect them from abuse of power. Of course,
Social Democracy is the force that will most effectively use political freedom
to fight abuses. A parliamentary system — even such a ‘servile and weak’ one
as Austria — ensures that a single ‘inflexible and brave’ individual can throw
the glare of publicity on abuses and set a certain limit to arbitrary action.
Parliament provides ‘a tribune from whose height the accusers of present-
day society can speak to the entire people’.!®

Premise Number Three is that the bourgeoisie’s interest in political freedom
goes down as the proletariat’s interest in it goes up. The bourgeoisie certainly
would not mind having political freedom for themselves, and they have no
qualms about enlisting proletarian help in getting these freedoms — as long
as the bourgeoisie can be sure that the proletariat will not use them in a
dangerous way. Perhaps the proletariat can simply be banned from political
participation, as in France after 1830, or perhaps the bourgeoisie feels
unthreatened by a docile proletariat, as in England.

But the bourgeoisie has begun to notice, correctly, that it can no longer
exploit the revolutionary services of the proletariat in this way. In fact, the
evident success of Social Democracy makes political freedom itself rather less
attractive. For German Social Democrats, it was axiomatic that the cowardly
bourgeoisie had betrayed their own cause after 1848. As Kirkup recounts:

It is a standing charge brought against German liberalism by the Social
Democrats, that it has never led the progressive forces against the reaction

with any degree of courage or resolution. They maintain that in the

'3 Kautsky 1900, p. 166.

132 Kautsky 1893, p. 138; Kautsky 1900, pp. 1934.

133 Kautsky 1900, p. 105. Lenin explicitly wanted the newspaper Iskra to be a
temporary substitute for parliament as a tribune that could address the whole people.
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revolutionary struggles of 1848 the German Liberals never trusted the
working class, that when the choice came to be made between the reaction
and a strenuous democratic policy supported by the proletariat, they preferred
to transact with the reaction, and so committed treason on the sacred cause
of progress . .. The treason of the bourgeoisie’, ‘the abdication by the
bourgeoisie’ of its historic place at the head of the democratic movement:
these phrases sum up the worst accusations brought by the Social Democrats

against the German middle class.'™

Kautsky generalised the failure of the German bourgeoisie with the following
epigram:

In fact, the European bourgeoisie east of the Rhine has become so weak and
so cowardly that in all likelihood the regime of the sabre and of the
bureaucracy cannot be broken until the proletariat is in a position to conquer
political power, so that the fall of absolutist militarism will lead directly to

the seizure of political power by the proletariat.'

Put all these premises together, and we see that ‘Social Democracy, the party
of the class-aware proletariat, is by that very fact the most solid support of
democratic aspirations, a much more reliable support than — the [bourgeois]
democrats themselves’.’® The Social-Democratic proletariat was the most
reliable supporter of democracy because it saw democracy not as an end in
itself but as a means — an absolutely vital means. Social Democracy would
love democracy less, loved it not socialism more.

The Russians may have been the first to use the word ‘hegemony’ to describe
proletarian leadership in the bourgeois revolution, but the strategy itself was
impeccably Social-Democratic. The basic idea was simply this: bourgeois

13 Kirkup 1906, pp. 200-2. Compare the comment by Michels on German liberalism’s
‘partisan struggle against socialism and its simultaneous and voluntary renunciation
of all attempts to complete the political emancipation of the German bourgeoisie’
(Michels 1962, pp. 49-50).

135 Kautsky 1900, p. 194. Compare this statement from the Manifesto issued by the
Russian Social-Democratic Worker Party at its first congress in 1898: ‘The further east
we go in Europe, the more weak, cowardly and base becomes the bourgeoisie in
regard to politics and the greater are the cultural and political tasks that fall to the
lot of the proletariat.” Kommunisticheskaia partiia . . . v rezoliutsiiakh 1983, pp. 15-18. If
he had been so minded, Lenin could have cited this statement in justification of the
Bolshevik revolution in 1917.

% Kautsky 1900, p. 194.
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political freedoms are much too important to be left to the bourgeoisie. The
bourgeoisie would try to exploit the revolutionary services of the proletariat
to get as much for themselves and as little for the labouring classes as possible.
A proletariat led by Social Democracy would instead lead the whole people
to ensure the most extensive democratic constitution available. Political
freedom made Social Democracy possible and it was therefore the duty of
Social Democracy to make political freedom possible.

According to the hegemony scenario, Social Democracy assumes leadership
not just of the worker movement and of the proletariat, but the people [das
Volk, the narod] as a whole. Thus we find ourselves now in the outer circles
of the spread of awareness. The battle for leadership is more difficult in these
outer circles. There is more incomprehension, vacillation and even hostility.
The resulting complex set of expectations is brought out in a passage written
by Kautsky in the 1920s:

As the mass, the economic importance, and the intelligence of the industrial
population grow, so too does the attraction exerted by the proletariat on
strata of the people that do not entirely belong to it but are close to it with
respect to their standard of living and their economic relations. This attraction
becomes the stronger, the greater the intellectual and organisational
independence and unity of the proletariat are. . ..

The classes in society are in reality not so rigorously distinct as they have
to be in theory. . .. Thus, there are numerous intermediate grades between
the class of wage-labourers and the other working classes, peasants, artisans,
and petty trades, just as there are between them and the intellectuals.
Vacillating between the proletariat and capital, individual members and
even whole groups of these classes and strata decide more in favour of or
against the proletariat, depending on particular personal influences, historical
situations, and economic constellations. Thus, a part of the peasants, petty
bourgeois, and intellectuals can become ever more bitterly antagonistic to
the proletariat. A constantly growing part, especially of the poorer strata,
will be drawn to the proletariat and make the proletarian cause its own. . . .
In this way, too, the mass army grows that marches under the proletariat

banner.'¥

%7 Kautsky 1988, p. 409. If this commentary aimed at providing a full account of
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Social Democracy as good news

We have canvassed Karl Kautsky’s pronouncements on a number of topics
and we shall see echoes of all of them in Lenin’s writings. The power of these
pronouncements does not stem merely from Kautsky’s authoritative status.
His various opinions are unified and anchored in three ways: by the narrative
logic of the merger formula, by the authority of the Communist Manifesto, and
by the prestige of actually existing Social Democracy in Germany. We might
even say that, for a reader such as Lenin, the Communist Manifesto and the
Erfurt Programme stand in a Old Testament/New Testament relation to each
other. The New Testament tells us a story that is supposed to govern our
lives and then backs up this claim by arguing that the events of the story
have unfolded secundum scripturas, as predicted by earlier authoritative
writings. The Erfurt Programme tells an idealised version of the story of the
SPD - past, present and future — as a confirmation of the predictions of the
Communist Manifesto. In this way, it strengthens the authoritative status both
of the Manifesto and the SPD model.

The merger formula — ‘Social Democracy is the merger of socialism and
the worker movement’ — pulls all Kautsky’s various arguments together. The
expanding circle of awareness, the original and nearly fatal separation of
socialism and the worker movement, the two-front polemical war against
those who refuse the great Marxian synthesis, political freedom as light and
air for the proletariat, the strength that comes from an inspiring final goal,
the need for disciplined modern parties of nation-wide scope, the aspiration
to become a Volkspartei, the need to carry out the democratic tasks that the
bourgeois is too scared to undertake, and finally, Social Democracy’s own
exalted sense of mission — all these flow from the merger narrative. In order
for the worker class to accomplish its socialist mission, it must understand
this mission and make itself capable of overcoming all resistance to its
completion. Social Democracy can provide the requisite insight and organisation
only if it builds up an efficient nation-wide organisation. It can only do this
if it has obtained political freedom. Political freedom, along with the many

Bolshevism, we would have to go into the subject of inter-class leadership in much
greater detail. In particular, the figure of the vacillating peasant or urban petty bourgeois
is central to the Bolshevik view of the world. I have examined various aspects of inter-
class leadership in Bolshevik doctrine in Lih 1999, Lih 2000 and Lih 2002.
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other demands of the ‘minimum programme’, allows and indeed compels
Social Democracy to become a tribune of the people.

The merger formula was not confined to Kautsky. In fact, if there was one
thing that united both orthodox and ‘opportunist’, it was loyalty to the merger
formula as a definition of Social Democracy. A brief survey will bring out the
foundational nature of the merger formula.

Conrad Schmidt was a member of the German Social-Democratic Party
who leaned toward revisionism. In an article devoted to showing the many
ways in which the Communist Manifesto had become dated, he started off with
an appreciation of its fundamental contribution (NB: ‘modern socialism’ is a
synonym for ‘Social Democracy’):

The essence of modern socialism lies in the connection between the working
class movement and a final goal beyond bourgeois-capitalist society. Modern
socialism found itself faced, firstly, with a spontaneous working class
movement which had arisen as a reaction to unrestricted capitalist exploitation
and, secondly, with the conception of collectively organised production and
distribution of goods, which had arisen outside the mainstream of practical
life, from criticism of the irrationality of bourgeois property. What socialism
achieved was the combination and mutual interaction of both these moments,
an interaction which stripped the actual working class movement of its
native limitations and the socialist idea of its utopian character. The materialist
conception of history ... provided the conceptual means of achieving this

reconstructive combination.'®

In 1908, our American socialist Robert Hunter published an informative and
useful survey of the European socialist movement. In this book, he looks into
the conflict within Social Democracy between ‘Marxists’ and ‘reformists’, but
he insisted that there was still a fundamental difference between committed

1% Tudor and Tudor 1988, pp. 205-10 (originally published in Vorwirts, 20 February
1899). I do not know what German word is here translated as ‘spontaneous’. Note
this statement by Bernstein himself in 1898: ‘We talk of “proletarian” ideas. And the
way this is sometimes presented in our literature suggests that these ideas are not
merely accepted by a large section of the workers of all civilised countries but were
actually first produced by the intelligence of the modern working class. But this is at
best a metaphor, an ideological inversion of the actual process. ... Just think how
much ideology is required for workers to see themselves as proletarians!’ (Tudor and
Tudor 1988, pp. 233-9).
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Social Democrats of either camp and socialists such as the Fabians who thought
they could dispense with an independent political organisation of the
proletariat. To bring out the fundamental difference, he cited with approval
the words of the ‘reformist’ Jean Jaures, one of the leaders of the French
Socialist party. The reader will find little that is new in Jaures’s words, but
some repetition is inevitable when one wants to document the existence of
a commonplace:

To Marx belongs the merit, perhaps the only one of all attributed to him
that has fully withstood the trying tests of criticism and of time, of having
drawn together and unified the labour movement and the socialist idea. In
the first third of the nineteenth century, labour struggled and fought against
the crushing power of capital, but it was not conscious itself toward what
end it was straining; it did not know that the true objective of its efforts
was the common ownership of property. And, on the other hand, socialism
did not know that the labour movement was the living form in which its
spirit was embodied, the concrete practical force of which it stood in need. . . .
[Marx] enriched the practical movement by the idea, and to the theory he
added practice; he brought the socialist thought into proletarian life, and

proletarian life into socialist thought.'®

I have just given the words of a Frenchman as cited by a contemporaneous
American, and now I will give the words of a Belgian, Emile Vandervelde,
as cited by a contemporaneous Russian: ‘The theory of socialism, born of
compassion, remained divided from day-to-day socialism, born of suffering.
It required long years, full of heavy ordeals, for the thinkers and proletarians
to join forces and extend a hand to each other.” The Russian Social Democrat
who cited these words, Vladimir Akimov, did not himself like the emphasis
on separation, but nevertheless acknowledged that ‘this image has been used
repeatedly as a figurative description of the development of the social labour
movement’.'*’

The merger narrative was used as a template for developments in Russia
by Iulii Martov when he published a pioneering historical sketch of the
struggle of the Russian proletariat in 1900. The work begins with the words

¥ Hunter 1908, pp. 206-7.
10 Akimov 1969, p. 118. The Vandervelde citation is from 1898.
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‘The contemporary international socialist worker movement consists of two
streams that for a long time developed independently of each other’. There
follows a very familiar account of Western developments lifted from Kautsky’s
Erfurt Programme, ending with the consummation devoutly to be wished:

Socialism came to the economic movement of the worker class, it took on
itself the task of becoming the expression of the common interests of this
class movement. And meanwhile the worker movement came to socialism:
the worker masses started to see in socialism the final aim of their own
historical movement. Thus took place the fusion of the practical worker
movement with theoretical thought — thus was realised what Lassalle called
the union of science with the workers. The idea of socialism became the
idea of the worker class, the socialist party became its advance detachment
[or ‘vanguard’].

This is how things turned out in all countries. Speaking of the history
of the Russian revolutionary movement, we also must trace both the
development of the economic struggle of the worker masses and the
development of socialist thought up to the moment when it became

the patrimony of the proletariat.!!

In the rest of the pamphlet, Martov traces the intermingling of socialism and
the worker movement in a way that brings out both the canonical essence
and the local peculiarities of the Russian story. Thus, in absolutist Russia the
Social Democrats themselves had to take over much of the job that trade
unions and the like had done in the West, namely, ‘to give an organised and
sensible character to the stikhiinyi [elemental] worker movement’. The trust
earned by the Social Democrats in this line of activity helped them in their
more basic task of

sowing in the masses an awareness of the class interests of the proletariat,
of the necessity of uniting in the struggle for socialism, and of the necessity
of conquest of political freedom as the first stage on the path to the full

liberation from exploitation.'

We have seen the merger narrative’s canonical status endorsed in various

ways by a Czech, a German, a Belgian, an American, a Frenchman and a

41 Martov 1900, pp. 27, 30.
12 Martov 1900, pp. 92-3.
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Russian. I believe we may consider as established its role as a central part of
international Social Democracy’s doctrinal identity.

The aim of this chapter has been to provide the Social-Democratic context
for wiTBD. Today, when scholars can affirm that the Communist Manifesto was
neglected by Kautsky and by Social Democrats in general or that Marx was
nihilistic about political freedom, the view of Social Democracy presented
here may be surprising. A hundred years ago, it was a commonplace to any
informed observer. To bring this out, I will conclude this chapter by looking
at the spirit of Social Democracy through the eyes of two observers, one from
the beginning and the other towards the end of the era of pre-World-War
Social Democracy.

These two passages will anchor my ‘good news’ interpretation of Social
Democracy. According to this interpretation, the self-appointed mission of
Social Democracy was to bring the good news of their world-historical mission
to the workers in the confident expectation that they would receive the message
and carry out the mission. The first passage by John Rae reveals the Marxian
roots of the political strategy implied by Social Democracy’s mission and the
second passage by Robert Hunter reveals the emotional exaltation that
surrounded the mission.

John Rae was a learned economic historian who wrote one of the first
scholarly biographies of Adam Smith, from which we may accurately deduce
his hostility to socialism. Nevertheless, his 1884 publication Contemporary
Socialism contains a chapter on Karl Marx that must be one of the very first
academic discussions of Marx in any language — and, in my opinion, an
excellent one (in particular due to his recognition of the importance of Marx’s
Young-Hegelian background). In the first edition of 1884, Rae noted that it
was remarkable that the works of Marx were so little known in England even
as they stirred up a commotion as far away as Russia, especially since Das
Kapital is so imbued with things English. But an English translation of Das
Kapital had appeared in 1887, leading Rae to remark in the second edition of
1891 that ‘we have therefore grown more familiar of late with the name and
importance of Karl Marx’." In his chapter on Marx he quotes Marx's criticism
of the original outlook of the Communist League (the organisation for which
he drafted the Communist Manifesto):

143 Rae 1891, pp. 128-9.
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its work could have no tenable theoretical basis except that of a scientific
insight into the economic structure of society, and this ought to be put into
a popular form, not with the view of carrying out any utopian system, but
of promoting among the working classes and other classes a self-conscious
participation in the process of historical transformation of society that was

taking place under their eyes.'*

Rae comments that ‘this is always with Marx the distinctive and ruling feature
of his system’. After noting Marx’s belief in inevitable economic evolution,
he describes at length the practical political strategy implied in Marx’s system.
I cite this passage in extenso, not only because I think it one of the best things
ever written by an academic scholar about Marx but because it proves that
even in 1884, the year after Marx’s death, when German Social Democracy
was still struggling to come into existence, the political strategy that inspired
Lenin was clearly apparent to an attentive reader of Marx.

Marx thought the League should also change its method and tactics. Its
work, being that of social revolution, was different from the work of the old
political conspirators and secret societies, and therefore needed different
weapons; the times, too were changed, and offered new instruments. Street
insurrections, surprises, intrigues, pronunciamentos might overturn a dynasty,
or oust a government, or bring them to reason, but were of no avail in the
world for introducing collective property or abolishing wage labour. People
would just begin the day after to work for hire and rent their farms as they
did before.

A social revolution needed other and larger preparation; it needed to have
the whole population first thoroughly leavened with its principles; nay, it
needed to possess an international character, depending not on detached
local outbreaks, but on steady concert in revolutionary action on the part
of the labouring classes everywhere. The cause was not political, or even
national, but social; and society — which was indeed already pregnant with
the change — must be aroused to a conscious consent to the delivery.

What was first to be done, therefore, was to educate and move public

opinion, and in this work the ordinary secret society went but a little way.

144 Rae 1884, p. 127. The passage comes from Marx’s Herr Vogt (Marx 1984, p. 107).
Rae’s translation is rather free but (I believe) does not betray the spirit of Marx’s point.
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A secret propaganda might still be carried on, but a public and open
propaganda was more effectual and more suitable to the times. There never
existed greater facilities for such a movement, and they ought to make use
of all the abundant means of popular agitation and intercommunication
which modern society allowed. No more secret societies in holes and corners,
no more small risings and petty plots, but a great broad organisation working
in open day, and working restlessly by tongue and pen to stir the masses
of all European countries to a common international revolution. Marx sought,
in short, to introduce the large system of production into the art of

conspiracy.'®

I present the next passage by Robert Hunter with some hesitation. I read it
out in 2001 at a conference on WITBD in Essen, Germany, and was told later
that I was perceived as making a hysterical attack on Lenin. I was also told
that any comparison between Marxism and religion was nothing but a typical
bourgeois ploy. But, speaking as a historian, I say that the emotional fervour
and dedication evoked by this passage was an essential part of Social
Democracy, very much including the Russian Social Democrat Lenin. Anyone
who is embarrassed by Hunter’s rhetoric will also be embarrassed by the
Marxist Left at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But my
motive in bringing the passage forth here is not to make the should-be-banal
point that the socialism of this era can be compared to religious belief in its
intensity and its demands (a point that the revolutionaries themselves often
made). I rather want to demonstrate how this socialist fervour expressed itself
in the story of the inspired and inspiring activist who is spreading the word
of Social Democracy and by this means is building up a world-wide army of
fighters for the cause.

Almost unknown to the world outside of Labour a movement wide as the
universe grows and prospers. Its vitality is incredible, and its humanitarian
ideals come to those who labour as drink to parched throats. Its creed and
programme call forth a passionate adherence, its converts serve it with a
daily devotion that knows no limit of sacrifice, and in the face of persecution,
misrepresentation, and even martyrdom, they remain loyal and true. . ..

From Russia, across Europe and America to Japan, from Canada to Argentina,

' Rae 1884, pp. 127-9.
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it crosses frontiers, breaking through the barriers of language, nationality,
and religion as it spreads from factory to factory, from mill to mill, and from
mine to mine, touching as it goes with the religion of life the millions of
the underworld.

Its converts work in every city, town and hamlet in the industrial nations,
spreading the new gospel among the poor and lowly, who listen to their
words with religious intensity. Tired workmen pore over the literature which
these missionaries leave behind them, and fall to sleep over open pages;
and the youth, inspired by its lofty ideals and elevated thought, leave the

factory with joyous anticipation to read through the night.'*

Appendix on ‘hegemony’

Given the notoriety of the term today, the following history — although, I
stress, highly speculative — might be of interest to readers. According to the
Oxford English Dictionary’s account of late nineteenth-century usage, ‘hegemony’
meant most particularly the leadership deriving from a predominant position
of one state in a confederacy or union of states. Applied originally to ancient
Greece, it was transferred thence to the multi-state system of pre-imperial
Germany. In 1860, the Times wrote ‘it is no doubt a glorious ambition which
drives Prussia to assert her claim to the leadership, or as that land of professors
phrases it, the “hegemony” of the Germanic confederation’.'¥” Of course, Social
Democrats were greatly interested in the Prussian question - indeed, it was
a principal bone of contention between the Lassalleans who favoured German
unification under Prussian auspices and the Bebel-Liebknecht group who
opposed it. So, the word was a natural one to use when evoking the influence
of the worker class beyond the borders of the urban industrial workers, as
in the Parvus citation above. In 1900, the French translation of Kautsky’s
Parliamentarism used it to translate Kautsky’s description of the confident
class domination of the English bourgeoisie.'*

The first Russian to apply the word to Social-Democratic political strategy
seems to have been Pavel Akselrod in the late 1890s. Akselrod’s use of the

"o Hunter 1908, pp. v-vi. Compare to Lassalle’s rhetoric half a century earlier.
47 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. hegemony’.
1% Kautsky 1900, pp. 56, 146.
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term should not, of course, suggest that he originated the strategy. The credit
here belongs to Plekhanov. Lenin later defined Bolshevism as the faction most
loyal to the original strategy of hegemony, and his close lieutenants Kamenev
and Zinoviev imbibed this respectful use of the term. After the 1917 revolution,
Zinoviev made hegemony the centrepiece of his own exposition of Leninism
and even described the dictatorship of the proletariat as the hegemony strategy
applied after taking power. As head of the Communist International, Zinoviev
no doubt expounded the conception to Comintern activists such as Antonio
Gramsci. Gramsci’s use of the word — when rediscovered decades later -
started it off on its way to its present eminence (although, in my own opinion
of Gramsci’s usage, the originality of his concept and its alleged anti-Leninist
thrust have been greatly overestimated). As we look over the history of the
term, we are struck by the movement over time from a confident and even
daring set of connotations (‘we can use proletarian influence over other classes
to achieve great aims’) to a fearful and pessimistic set (‘the influence of the
bourgeoisie over even the proletariat keeps us from achieving very much’).



Chapter Two
A Russian Erfurtian

Our outlook is this: we share all the fundamental
ideas of Marxism (as they are expressed in the
Communist Manifesto and in the programmes
of the West European Social Democrats).
(Lenin, 1900)

One episode in the overarching narrative of the
proletariat’s world-historical mission was the story
of Social Democracy, the merger of socialism and the
worker movement. The basic plot content of this
episode was Social Democracy’s efforts to bring
insight and organisation to the proletariat. It is time
now to go down one narrative level and examine
Russian Social Democracy as one episode in the story
of international Social Democracy.

Russian Social Democracy traced its roots back to
the early 1880s and the programmes and polemics
of the émigré Emancipation of Labour group led
by Georgii Plekhanov. But Social Democracy as a
practical movement within Russia itself only got
going in the 1890s. Throughout the 1890s, one
member of the small band of committed Social
Democrats within Russia had a special interest in
coming up with programmatic statements that tried
to set forth the aims and outlook of the Party as a
whole. Since these statements focused on Social-
Democratic consensus, they provide the best starting
place for our search for Russian Social Democracy’s
narrative self-definition.
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Conveniently for our purposes, this avid programme writer was Lenin
himself. The bulk of the first four volumes of his collected works are devoted
to polemics with populists and studies of Russian agriculture, including his
magnum opus The Development of Capitalism in Russia (1899). Scattered among
these weighty studies is a group of smaller writings whose aim was to define
Social Democracy.! Twice Lenin actually drafted party programmes along
with commentary. Other writings responded to attacks on Russian Social
Democracy by affirming basic principles. A third group of writings in 1899
was aimed at fellow Social Democrats, but the brunt of Lenin’s case was that
his opponents had stepped outside the fundamental Social-Democratic
consensus. (See Table 2.1 for a list of writings discussed in this chapter.)

Table 2.1

List of Lenin’s Programmatic Writings in the 1890s

1. Who are These ‘Friends of the People’ and How Do They Fight Against the Social
Democrats? (1894)

2. ‘Friedrich Engels’ (1895)

3. ‘Draft and Explanation of a Programme for the Social-Democratic Party’ (Prison
Programme Draft) (1895-6)

4. Tasks of the Russian Social Democrats (1897)

5. Protest Writings (1899)
a. ‘A Protest by Russian Social Democrats’ (against Kuskova's Credo)
b. ‘A Retrograde Trend in Russian Social Democracy’ (against Rabochaia mysl)
c. ‘Apropos of the Profession de foi’ (against a statement issued by the Kiev

Social Democratic Committee)

6. Articles for Rabochaia gazeta (1899)
a. ‘Our Programme’
b. ‘Our Immediate Task’
c. ‘An Urgent Question”

7. 'A Draft Programme for our Party’ (1899)

What should we expect to find in these writings? To sharpen this question,
I introduce the label ‘Erfurtian’. I want to avoid the usual diffuse discussions

' One of the few writers to take Lenin’s programmatic efforts seriously is Paul Le
Blanc (Le Blanc 1990).
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about whether Lenin was an orthodox Marxist or Social Democrat. Let us
consider the case of a young Russian revolutionary trying to find a secure
political orientation around the time (1891) that the SPD was holding its Erfurt
Congress in an atmosphere of triumph for having emerged from Bismarck’s
anti-socialist persecution even stronger than before. Such a Russian
revolutionary might well be inspired by this massive and imposing Marxist
party. He might well have become an Erfurtian, which we define as someone
who (a) accepts the SPD party that met at Erfurt as a model in both organisation
and activity; (b) accepts the programme adopted by the Erfurt Congress as
a model Social-Democratic programme; (c) accepts Kautsky’s commentary
on the Erfurt Programme as authoritative.

The material presented in the previous chapter leads us to expect to find
the following in the programmatic writings of a Russian Erfurtian in the
1890s:

(i) Erfurt allegiance. An explicit acknowledgement of the three sources of
authority: the party, the programme, Kautsky’s writings.

(i) Merger formula. A commitment to the merger formula (‘Social Democracy
is the merger of socialism and the worker movement’). This commitment
shows itself in (a) the merger account of the origins of Social Democracy
and (b) the two-front polemical war against those who refuse the merger.

(iii) Good news. A definition of Social Democracy’s mission as spreading the
good news of the workers’ world-historical mission. This definition
further implies (a) a political strategy aimed at bringing insight and
organisation to the worker class; (b) a commitment to the ‘circles of
awareness’ model of the labouring classes; (c) confidence that the workers
will respond to the message.

(iv) Party ideal. An aspiration to establish an independent class-based political
party. Such a party will have a clear commitment to the final goal of
socialism, it will be centralised and disciplined, it will be as democratic
as possible, and it will be organised on a nation-wide scale, making
effective use of specialisation and division of labour, including full-time
officials.

(v) Political freedom. An insistence on the urgent priority of achieving political
freedom, which in Russia means overthrowing the autocracy.

(vi) Popular leadership. An expectation that the Social-Democratic Party will
be able to become a party of the whole people.
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(vii) Hegemony. A commitment to the hegemony strategy. Precisely because
the first priority of the workers is to achieve socialism, they are the
natural leaders in the national struggle for political freedom.

(viii) Internationalism. An aspiration to join and be worthy members of the
international Social-Democratic movement.

Using this checklist, we shall show that Lenin was a completely committed
Erfurtian. Of course, Lenin’s outlook was not a pale photocopy of Western
models. This could not be, since the fierce absolutism of tsarist Russia and
the entire absence of political freedom posed a challenge to the mere existence
of anything resembling Social Democracy in Russia. Populist revolutionaries
were quick to point this out to the fledgling Social Democrats. The clash
between populists and Social Democrats in the mid-1890s was the first of
many disputes over the applicability of the SPD model in tsarist Russia. Later
in the decade, Social-Democratic voices sounded the same note of scepticism —
but, while the populists counselled terrorism to replace the impossible Social-
Democratic underground, the Social-Democratic ‘economists’ counselled
economic struggle as the only one possible until political freedom was achieved.

Lenin had to show the sceptics that Russian Erfurtianism was a coherent
political stance. It is here, in this extraordinary stubbornness about the
possibility of a genuine underground Social Democracy, that a passionately
individual profile emerges. Lenin’s stubbornness springs from a commitment
more intense and emotional than usual to certain aspects of the standard
Social-Democratic narrative. The joke of the time had it that Karl Kautsky
was the pope of Social-Democratic ideology. If so, then Lenin comes across
as more Social-Democratic than the pope.

One way of proceeding would be to take these programmatic writings as
a whole and illustrate each theme in the checklist with appropriate passages
from any of the writings. In my view, this procedure would be justifiable,
since I believe that Lenin retained the same Erfurtian outlook throughout the
1890s — indeed, at least up to 1917. But it would be imprudent to adopt a
procedure that assumes what many dispute, namely, the continuity of Lenin’s
views. We will therefore proceed chronologically and go through each writing
with checklist in hand.

In one sense, the material in this chapter does not provide a direct threat
to the ‘worry about workers’ interpretation of WiTBD. The writers in this
tradition usually grant that Lenin was ‘orthodox’ throughout much of the
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1890s. They even use these earlier writings to show just how much Lenin
changed when he had his crisis of faith and became a secret revisionist.

Nevertheless, Lenin’s Erfurtianism in the 1890s ultimately poses some severe
difficulties for the textbook interpretation. It is one thing to say ‘yes, prior to
WITBD Lenin seemed more confident about the spread of awareness’ and it is
another thing to observe the strength and intensity of that commitment in
writing after writing. We shall also find Lenin making arguments that upon
examination are very hard to distinguish from his allegedly heretical assertions
in WITBD — and, yet, they are embedded in writings whose orthodoxy remains
unchallenged. We shall also obtain a rounded view of Lenin’s two-front
polemical war that will help us put his WITBD focus on ‘economism’ into
context.

Friends of the People (1894)

In 1894, the 24-year-old Lenin wrote a book-length polemical manifesto entitled
Who are These 'Friends of the People’ and How Do They Fight Against the Social
Democrats?.? The work was circulated in samizdat-type fashion; it takes up
220 pages of the first volume of Lenin’s Collected Works — and one-third of it
is missing. This is the work of one who has fully assimilated an existing
doctrine, who is thrilled by its power and scope, and who is itching to
demonstrate its power by taking on all comers.

For a long time, all copies of Friends of the People were presumed missing.
When two-thirds of it showed up in 1923, shortly before Lenin’s death, Lenin’s
companions and first biographers — Grigorii Zinoviev, Lev Kamenev and
Nadezhda Krupskaya — were thrilled. They saw Friends of the People as proof
that right at the start of his career Lenin had acquired the essentials of the
world-view that guided him for the rest of his life, up to and including the
NEP of the 1920s. In her memoirs, Krupskaya made this work sound more
fundamental than WITBD: ‘Whereas Friends of the People had immense
significance in setting out the path to be followed by the revolutionary

? Lenin’s polemic was directed against the moderate populists [narodniki]
N. Mikhailovsky and S. Krivenko. ‘While in general claiming to present the ideas and
tactics of true “friends of the narod” in their journal, these gentlemen are arch-enemies
of Social Democracy’ (Lenin 1958-65, 1, p. 129).
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movement, What Is to Be Done? defined a plan for wide revolutionary work
and pointed to a definite task’.?

I agree with Lenin's lieutenants about the significance of Friends of the People.
Amidst all the violent polemical abuse are passages that set forth in relatively
straight-forward fashion a Social-Democratic political strategy. These
programmatic passages do indeed reveal Lenin as a rare example of a person
who makes his entrance on the political scene with his world-view fully
formed.

Zinoviev was particularly taken with the last sentence of the main text:
‘These words, written almost thirty years ago, sound as if they had been
written today’.* This final sentence was clearly crafted by Lenin with some
care to provide a fitting climax. It is, in fact, the most succinct statement
of what Lenin meant by ‘Social Democracy’ and what he thought Social
Democracy’s role in Russia should be. In Friends of the People, ‘worker’ [rabochii]
means specifically urban factory workers as one section of the much wider
Russian proletariat that included all labourers suffering under capitalist
exploitation. After stating that ‘the Russian Social Democrats concentrate all
their attention and all their activity on the class of [urban industrial] workers’,
Lenin proceeds to sketch out the aim of this activity (I have retained the
emphatic capitalisation of the original):

When the advanced representatives of this class assimilate the ideas of
scientific socialism, the idea of the historical role of the Russian worker —
when these ideas receive a broad dissemination — when durable organisations
are created among the workers that transform the present unco-ordinated
economic war of the workers into a purposive class struggle, — then the
Russian WORKER, elevated to the head of all democratic elements, will
overthrow absolutism and lead the RUSSIAN PROLETARIAT (side by side
with the proletariat of ALL COUNTRIES) by the direct road of open political
struggle to THE VICTORIOUS COMMUNIST REVOLUTION.?

We note first of all that this climactic programmatic sentence presents the
Social-Democratic political strategy in narrative form, as a scenario of future
developments. When we turn to the checklist, we discover that every single

3 Krupskaya 1969, 1, p. 250 (see also 1, p. 217).
+ Zinoviev 1973, p. 220 (writing in the 1920s).
’ Lenin 1958-65, 1, pp. 311-12.
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element on the list — with the exception of an explicit statement of Erfurtian
allegiance, an element found elsewhere in Friends of the People — is at least
foreshadowed in this remarkable sentence. Let us go down the list.

Merger formula. This is foreshadowed by the eloquent word ‘assimilate’
[usvoiat’]. The ideas of scientific socialism already exist. They do not emanate
from the Russian working class itself, they are assimilated. Although these
ideas originate from outside the working class, Social Democracy only really
starts its work when they have become part of the very identity of at least
some of the workers.

Good news. Social Democracy’s job is to ensure that the inspiring insight
about the historic role of the workers receives a broad dissemination and that
economic war is turned into a genuine class struggle by purposive organisation.
The circles of awareness are clearly delineated in Lenin’s sentence: starting
from advanced representatives of the factory workers, Social-Democratic
awareness moves out, in turn, to factory workers, the proletariat as a whole,
and finally ‘democratic elements’ (that is, urban and rural ‘petty bourgeoisie’
who are not ripe for socialist propaganda but are potential supporters of a
thorough democratic transformation of Russia). Lenin’s confidence in the
successful spread of the Social-Democratic good news is conveyed simply by
the narrative form of the sentence.

Party ideal. The ideal of an independent class-based political party is strongly
implied by the assertion that organisations based on the class struggle will
undertake the political task of overthrowing absolutism.

National leadership. The Russian worker is called upon to lead all democratic
elements to accomplish a task of the most pressing urgency for Russia as a
whole, namely, the overthrow of the autocracy that dooms Russia to barbarism.

Political freedom. Overthrowing the autocracy - in other words, achieving
political freedom - is vital not only for Russia but for the workers who can
then set out on the direct road of open political struggle. ‘Open’ should be
understood as meaning ‘without the censorship and repression that keeps us
from bringing insight and organisation to the workers in the most effective
way possible’.

Hegemony. The anti-tsarist revolution will only occur when the workers
organised by Social Democracy take their place at the head of all democratic
elements.

Internationalism. One reason for overthrowing autocracy is to be able to
work openly with the proletariat of all countries.
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If I were asked to present my interpretation of Lenin as concisely as possible,
I would quote Lenin’s sentence from 1894 and then merely add: this was his
story — and he stuck to it.

Friends of the People contains many other revealing programmatic passages.
One of the most famous of the ‘heretical’ passages in WITBD starts with the
words ‘The history of all countries bears witness . ... This was no new
procedure for Lenin. As we shall see again and again, the most natural way
for him to set forth his political ideal was to point to West-European and
particularly German experience. The historical material in Friends of the People
is the best source for putting flesh on the narrative skeleton evoked in the
final sentence.

Lenin starts with the failure of the pre-Marx utopian socialists to merge
with the worker movement:

Despite a whole phalanx of extremely talented people who set out these
ideas and of [many] completely committed socialists, their theories remained
apart from life, their programme remained apart from the political movements
of the people, until large-scale machine industry drew the masses of the
worker proletariat into the whirlpool of political life and until the true

watchword of their struggle was found.®

The people Lenin was polemicising against in the 1890s were also ‘utopian’
in outlook, but they did not have the excuse of living before Marx found the
true watchword of the struggle. According to the merger story, the curse that
afflicts utopian socialists who refuse the great synthesis even after Marx found
the correct watchword of the struggle is to degenerate into harmless reformists.
The brunt of Lenin’s polemic against the Russian populists of the 1890s uses
this narrative template. The revolutionary populists of the 1870s did not really
understand the nature of the class struggle, but at least they were fighters.
The present-day populists who claim to be their heirs still refuse to understand
the necessity of the class struggle and thus are reduced to begging for reforms
from élite society and the tsarist state.”

Where the utopian socialists failed, the SPD succeeded. They had the two
things needed for success: a receptive worker movement and the proper

 Lenin 1958-65, 1, p. 187.
7 Lenin 1958-65, 1, pp. 284-95, 303.
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Marxist watchwords. But was this SPD success relevant to Russia? This was
the crucial question. Lenin had to respond to the argument made by Russian
populists that Marx and Social Democracy were all right for the West but not
for Russia. In Western Europe, the argument runs, Marx was dealing with a
worker movement that capitalism had already created. In Russia, in contrast,
capitalism was obviously unable to create a worker movement. At the time
of these polemics, there were hardly any signs of organised worker resistance
in Russia, although the situation was shortly to change. The question thus
became: is Marx correct in predicting that capitalism would ‘socialise’ the
Russian workers, that is, make of them a historical agent on a society-wide
scale that would be capable of carrying out their assigned historical mission?
Lenin’s answer to this question is one of the best presentations of the narrative
core of his outlook.

Only the most superficial acquaintance with the facts could inspire the
idea that Marx operated with a ready-made proletariat. Marx’s communist
programme was worked out by him even before 1848. What kind of worker
movement was there in Germany at that time? At that time there weren’t
even any political freedoms, and the work of the communists was limited
to secret circles (as with us today). It was the Social-Democratic worker
movement that brought home to everybody the revolutionary and uniting
role of capitalism — and this movement began two decades later, when the
doctrine of scientific socialism had been thoroughly worked out, when large-
scale industry had spread wider and when a series of talented and energetic
disseminators of that doctrine in the worker milieu were found.

Putting historical facts into an incorrect light, forgetting about the mass
of labour put by socialists into bringing purposiveness and organisation to
the worker movement, our philosophers on top of that also attribute to
Marx an utterly senseless viewpoint of historical fatalism. According to Marx -
we are told - the organisation and socialisation of the workers occurs all
by itself and therefore, it seems, if we look at capitalism and don’t see a
worker movement, then that’s because capitalism has not fulfilled its mission —
and not because we are still working feebly at the job of organisation and
propaganda among the workers. This philistine and cowardly trick of our
home-grown philosophers is not worth refuting: it is refuted by the entire
activity of Social Democrats in all lands, it is refuted by every public speech

of whatever Marxist you wish.
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Social Democracy — as Kautsky says with complete justice - is the merger
of the worker movement with socialism. And for the progressive work of
capitalism to ‘appear’ among us as well as elsewhere, our socialists must
get down to their own work with all energy: they must work out a detailed
Marxist understanding of Russian history and actuality while investigating
more concretely all forms of class struggle as well as the exploitation that
is especially obscure and hidden in Russia. Further, they must popularise
that theory, bring it [prinesti] to the worker, help the worker assimilate it
and work out a form of organisation, appropriate to our conditions, for the
purpose of spreading Social Democratism and for the cohesion of the workers
into a political force. Russian Social Democrats have never claimed that they
have already finished or completed the work of ideologues of the working
class (there is no end to this work in sight) — on the contrary, they have
always emphasised that they have only begun it, that a lot of effort from a

lot of people will be required before anything durable is created.?

Just as in WITBD, Lenin here says that the Social Democrats must ‘bring’
[prinesti, the word used in WITBD] socialist theory to the workers from without.
The Friends of the People passage seems to go even further than WITBD, since
one might get the impression that Lenin here says that the Social Democrats
are needed even to create the worker movement in the first place (although
I do not think this is correct, since Lenin is here talking about how to obtain
a worker movement fully capable of carrying out its historical mission). So
the question arises: why has this passage from 1894 not given rise to the same
sense of scandal as the famous passage from WITBD? If the 1902 version is
heresy, then so is the 1894 version.

The reason why scholars have not pounced on the ‘from without’ heresy
in its 1894 form is that the confidence underlying the merger formula is too
evident here to be missed. Why does Lenin insist on the fact that the worker
movement and socialism were separated in Western Europe for decades until
German Social Democracy got underway? Because he has gloomy forebodings
about the Russian workers’ lack of revolutionary inclinations? No, rather
because he wants to refute the pessimistic outlook of his opponents. He
therefore argues somewhat as follows: You say that there is no revolutionary

# Lenin 1958-65, 1, pp. 332-3 (Lenin’s emphases).
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worker movement in Russia? Well, maybe so - but the worker movement in
Western Europe was also non-revolutionary at the beginning and look what
happened there! So just wait till we Social Democrats spit on our hands and
get down to work, and you’ll soon see a revolutionary worker movement.
The ‘history of all countries’ / ‘from without’ argument always occurs in this
same polemical context of refuting scepticism about the chances for Social
Democracy in autocratic Russia.

Indeed, the shortest summary of Lenin’s programme for the Russian Social
Democrats is: look at the Germans, then go thou and do likewise — with
appropriate changes for local conditions. Thus the Russians should take their
watchword from Wilhelm Liebknecht, one of the founders of German Social
Democracy: ‘Studieren, Propagandieren, Organisieren’. In other words, bring
insight and organisation to the worker class.

The political activity of the Social Democrats consists of the following: assist
in the development and organisation of the worker movement in Russia;
assist in the transformation from its present condition of scattered attempts
at protest, riots and strikes that lack any unifying and guiding idea into an
organised struggle of the ENTIRE Russian working CLASS — a struggle that
is directed against the bourgeois regime [as such], one that aspires to the
expropriation of the expropriators and to the utter destruction of the social
order that is based on the oppression of the labourers. The basis of this
activity is the general conviction of Marxists that the Russian worker is
the natural and sole representative of the entire labouring and exploited

population of Russia.’

One central reason the factory worker is the natural leader of the whole people
is that capitalism has shook him up and started him thinking — and once the
worker starts thinking, the Social Democrats are assured of victory. All that
is needed for the worker to actualise his leadership potential is ‘a simple
explanation to him of his own position’ (Lenin’s emphasis).’* Once the Russian
Marxists have worked out a solid theory of class antagonisms in Russia, then

any awakening of the protesting thought of the proletariat will inevitably

lead this thought into the channel of Social-Democratism. The more we

° Lenin 1958-65, 1, pp. 309-10.
" Lenin 1958-65, 1, p. 311.
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move forward in working out this theory, the faster will be the growth of
Social-Democratism, since even the cleverest preservers of the present order
lack the power to interfere with the awakening of the thought of the

proletariat.”

Where did Lenin get this confidence in the inspiring power of Social-Democratic
doctrine? No prizes for guessing the answer: the experience of German Social
Democracy. In the midst of his attack on Marx, the populist writer N.V.
Mikhailovsky admitted that Marx’s ideas had been “assimilated’ by the German
worker class. Mikhailovsky attributed this to the workers’ uncritical acceptance
of an essentially unscientific prediction of a better future. He sneered at a
‘science’ that could easily fit into a pocket-size dictionary. Lenin’s sarcastic
reply: ‘Oh yes, how truly awful - science and Social-Democratic pamphlets
that cost a penny and fit into your pocket!!".!> Lenin took at face value and
felt genuinely inspired by the German Party’s claim to combine science and
penny pamphlets.

‘Friedrich Engels’ (1895)

In late 1895, Lenin wrote a short eulogy for Engels who had died a few months
earlier. In the previous chapter, we noted that, in this article, Lenin gave credit
to Engels’s Condition of the Working Class as the first exposition of the merger
formula. Here, I want to show how Lenin enlisted Engels for the fight for
political freedom in Russia.

One of the mainstays of the textbook interpretation is Lenin’s admiration
for Narodnaia volia [People’s Will], the group of populist revolutionaries who
assassinated the tsar in 1881. Due to his rejection of European Social Democracy,
it is said, Lenin turned for inspiration to these conspiratorial terrorists. Yet
the main significance of Narodnaia volia for the Russian Social Democrats
was that this group was the first in the Russian socialist revolutionary tradition
to understand and act on the imperative of achieving political freedom.'® This
meant that, in Lenin’s mind, Narodnaia volia and Marx and Engels were all

" Lenin 1958-65, 1, pp. 307-8.

12 Lenin 1958-65, 1, p. 189. For other passages that throw light on Lenin’s Erfurtianism,
see Lenin 1958-65, 1, pp. 183, 202, 300-12, 343-4.

13 See Chapter Three For a detailed discussion.
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sending the same message on this crucial issue. Lenin reminded his readers
that Marx and Engels ‘both became socialists after being democrats, and a
democratic feeling of hatred toward political arbitrariness was particularly
strong in them’. Their support for Narodnaia volia was therefore no surprise:

The heroic struggle of a small band of Russian revolutionaries against the
mighty tsarist government found a hugely sympathetic echo in the hearts
of these tried-and-true revolutionaries [Marx and Engels]. On the other hand,
to turn away from the most immediate and important task of Russian
socialists — the conquest of political freedom - for the sake of imaginary
economic gain was something suspicious in their eyes; they even considered
it direct treason to the mighty cause of the social revolution. ‘The liberation
of the proletariat must be their own deed’ - this is what Marx and Engels
constantly taught. And in order to fight for their economic liberation, the

proletariat must conquer for itself certain political rights."

Marx and Engels also clearly recognised the immense international significance
of a free Russia that did not oppress nationalities or increase military tensions
in Europe. ‘This is why the progress of the worker movement in the West
provided another motive for Engels to desire fervently the establishment of
political freedom in Russia’.!’® The international significance of the Russian
anti-tsarist revolution is stressed again in WITBD.

At the time of writing, Lenin knew of no Russian Social Democrats who
downplayed the task of achieving political freedom. His evocation of the
democratism of Marx and Engels makes it easy to guess how he would react
when such Social-Democratic ‘economists’ appeared a few years later.

Prison Programme Draft (1895-6)

In December 1895, Lenin, along with other leading Petersburg Social Democrats,
was arrested and spent over a year in Petersburg jails before being shipped
off to Siberia. Jail conditions allowed him a fair amount of contact with the
outside world and he was able to comply with the request of some younger
activists to draft a programme and commentary for the fledgling Social-

" Lenin 1958-65, 2, pp. 13-14.
'> Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 14.
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Democratic groups. The activists had begun to feel the need for a declaration
that would define the basic principles of Social Democracy. Lenin wrote a
four-page programme and a twenty-three-page commentary on the first half
of the programme. Neither programme nor commentary was published until
the 1920s.

The overall form of Lenin’s programme is clearly modelled on the Erfurt
Programme. First comes a description of the effects of capitalism, then a
statement of basic party aims and finally a list of concrete goals, divided into
the two categories of general political reforms and specific worker protection
measures. The main contrast with the German programme is the special
attention given in Lenin’s draft to the battle for attaining elementary political
freedoms, that is, to the imperative of overthrowing the tsar and the basic
strategy for doing so. Lenin also added a third category of concrete measures
aimed at protection of peasant interests.

If we take the formal imitation of the Erfurt Programme as a fairly open
statement of allegiance, then all eight parts of our checklist are reflected in
the 1895 programme and commentary. We will focus here on the description
of the Party’s central tasks and in particular on the relationship between the
Party and the worker movement. The Erfurt Programme formulated the basic
task of the Social-Democratic Party in the following way:

Diesen Kampf der Arbeiterklasse zu einem bewussten and einheitlichen zu
gestalten und ihm sein naturnotwendiges Ziel zu weisen — das ist die Aufgabe
der Sozialdemokratischen Partei.

To shape this fight of the worker class into a purposive and united effort,
and to show to it its naturally necessary end - this is the task of the Social-

Democratic Party.

The corresponding passage in Lenin’s programme is clearly based on its
German counterpart: ‘The Russian Social-Democratic Party announces as its
task: to help the struggle of the Russian working class by development of
the class self-awareness of the workers, by assistance to their organisations
and by pointing out the tasks and aims of the struggle.’

In his commentary on this passage, Lenin ties it firmly to the merger formula:

This paragraph of the programme is the most important and central one
because it shows what should be the activity of a party that defends the

interests of the worker class and what should be the activity of all purposive
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workers. It shows the way by which the aspiration of socialism - the aspiration
of ending the eternal exploitation of man by man — must be merged with
movement of the people that arose out of the conditions of life created by

large-scale factories and workshops.'

As we saw in Friends of the People, Russian Social Democrats had placed their
wager on the eventual appearance in Russia of a genuine worker movement,
that is, of organised and militant resistance. When he wrote Friends of the
People, Lenin could only exude confidence that the worker movement would
indeed make its appearance in Russia. By the time the prison draft was written
at the end of 1895, however, genuine contact had been made between Social
Democrats and workers in Petersburg. These contacts bore fruit the following
year with a series of strikes by textile workers that continued on and off for
over a year and struck all observers with their impressive organisation and
discipline. The Petersburg strikes were an epochal event in the history of
Russian Social Democracy because they appeared to be concrete proof that
the merger between socialism and the worker movement could really happen
in Russia. Boris Gorev recalls how delighted he and his companions were by
this confirmation. “We were literally drunk from happiness and pride’. He
remembers coming to the apartment of two Social-Democratic women and
finding them dancing ecstatically around the floor."”

These developments allowed Lenin to talk about a worker movement
already in existence:

Everywhere in Russia is beginning a transition of the workers to an unremitting
struggle for their essential needs — a struggle for concessions, for better
conditions of life, of pay and of working hours. This transition is a giant step
forward made by the Russian workers. The attention of the Social-Democratic
Party and all purposive workers must be focused on this struggle and on

giving assistance to it."

Thus the task of the Party was ‘to attach itself to the movement of the workers,
bring light to it [vnesti v nego svet], and to help the workers in the struggle

' Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 101.

7 Gorev 1924, p. 24. The dancing Social Democrats were Liubov Radchenko and
Apollinaria Iakubova (later married to K.M. Takhtarev).

" Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 103.
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that they themselves have started’.”” Lenin’s mission statement makes a careful
distinction between help in the form of developing class self-awareness and
help in the form of pointing out the final aim. In essence, this is the same
distinction made in WITBD between ‘tred-iunionist awareness’ and ‘Social-
Democratic awareness’. To use the language of WITBD, ‘tred-iunionist awareness’
means a conviction of the need to unite in unions, to carry on struggle with
the owners and so on, up to and including a political fight for favourable
legislation.

In WITBD, Lenin’s polemic is aimed at those who, he claims, would stop at
this level and who would neglect the further duty of pointing out the final
aim — whence the derogatory term ‘tred-iunionist awareness’. Readers of WITBD
who are not aware of the technical definition of “worker movement’ nor its
role in the merger narrative and who, to boot, misread the term tred-iunionist,
naturally read this as contemptuous and dismissive of mere protection of
worker interests. In 18956, Lenin held the same position as he did later: the
worker movement in isolation is insufficient. But, at that time, it did not occur
to him that any Social Democrat would challenge this position. His aim is,
rather, to set out in a non-polemical way the importance of helping the worker
movement as such. In WITBD, due to polemical context, this importance is
taken for granted and not amplified. For today’s reader of WITBD, therefore,
the 1895-6 discussion fills in a crucial gap when it describes the crucial but
limited task of ‘developing class self-awareness’.

Following Lenin’s usage, ‘class self-awareness’ can be defined as the workers’
awareness of themselves as a distinct interest group — but not necessarily the
necessity for socialist transformation of society and the workers’ mission to
carry out this transformation. How do the workers attain this pre-socialist
awareness? First and foremost, they learn it from the struggle upon which
they themselves embark out of self-defence. Following the stages of the class
struggle set down in the Communist Manifesto, Lenin describes the original
phase of violent revenge against individual capitalists. This is a necessary
phase, since ‘hatred toward the capitalist is everywhere and always the first
stimulus for the awakening of the workers’ striving to defend themselves.
But the Russian worker movement has already grown out of the first phase’.*

' Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 102.
? Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 103.
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After this phase, the workers move on to strikes, and every strike, win or
lose, is valuable education for the workers. They learn the methods of capitalist
exploitation and the sources of their own strength, and they begin to acquire
political awareness.

This whole process is extremely encouraging for the Russian Social
Democrats, since ‘the transition of the Russian workers to this kind of struggle
points to the huge step forward made by them. This struggle places the worker
movement on the direct road and serves as a reliable guarantee of its further
progress’.?! The task of the Social Democrats is therefore to speed up this
development of class self-awareness by participating in the workers’ own
defence of their essential needs. For example, a strike leads directly to political
awareness when the workers listen to factory inspectors who themselves
patiently explain that the abusive actions of the bosses are entirely legal. To
this useful lesson about the class nature of the state are added ‘leaflets and
other explanations of the socialists’, so that ‘during such a strike the workers
receive in full measure their political education’.?2

In this way, the Russian Social Democrats work for the great merger from
the side of the worker movement. The Social Democrats also work for the
merger from the other side, from the side of ‘socialism’, when they explain
the ‘real’ goals of the struggle. In order to carry out their mission, the workers
have to understand why the interests of the capitalists and the workers are
antagonistic and will continue to be antagonistic until private property is
abolished.

We see that Lenin in 1895-6 makes a conceptual distinction between the
understanding that arises directly out of the struggle of the worker movement
and the understanding that comes from the explanations of the socialists. The
1895—6 commentary shows how the stress on original separation in no way
implies a pessimistic or dismissive attitude toward the worker movement.
Worker resistance is heroic and admirable, it moves steadily onward in
organisation and insight, and all Social Democrats have a duty to participate
in it. Nevertheless, they also have a duty to explain socialism. Both duties
tend toward the same result: the merger of socialism and the worker
movement.?

2 Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 104.
2 Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 105.
% Lenin's insistence on the double duty of the Party is overlooked by those who
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Lenin’s commentary touches only briefly on organisational questions. One
task is to set up strike organisations and worker funds. Another quite distinct
task is the ‘ever more necessary organisation’ of protection from the police,
keeping worker organisations and their relations secret, provision of illegal
literature and other tasks arising out of tsarist repression.* There is a straight
line from this brief evocation of the challenge posed by tsarist repression to
WITBD's stress on konspiratsiia and the ‘revolutionary by trade’ (= ‘professional
revolutionary’).®

I conclude our survey of the 1895-6 programme by citing a couple of
passages from the commentary to bring out Lenin’s emotional commitment
to the hegemony scenario. One emotion is hatred of tsarist lawlessness and
its chinovniki [a contemptuous term for bureaucrat]:

Citizens [in Russia] are deprived of any right to demand an account from
the chinovniki, verify their actions, bring legal action against them. Citizens
are even deprived of the right to deliberate on state matters: they do not
dare to set up assemblies or organisations without the permission of these
same chinovniki. Thus the chinovniki are irresponsible in the full sense
of the word: they constitute a separate caste that stands over citizens.
The irresponsibility and arbitrariness of the chinovniki, coupled with the
population’s utter lack of voice gives birth to such crying abuses of the
chinovnik’s power and to such violation of the rights of ordinary people that

is hardly possible in any European country.?
The other emotion is the inspiring nature of the crusade against the tsar:

And if even now, when the struggle of the workers and their closing of
ranks is just beginning, the government hurries to make concessions to the
workers to order to halt the further growth of the movement, then without
a doubt, when the workers close ranks and unite under the leadership of a

single political party, they will know how to compel the government to

see Lenin proclaiming here that class consciousness grows ‘automatically’ (Cliff 1975,
p. 52) or ‘of its own accord’ (Schapiro 1987, p. 232) out of the economic struggle, and
thus the ‘exact opposite’ (Schapiro 1987, p. 232) of wiTBD.

* Lenin 1958-65, 2, pp. 105-6.

» Konspiratsiia and the ‘revolutionary by trade’ are discussed in detail in Chapter
Eight.

* Lenin 1958-65, 2, pp. 99-100.
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surrender — they will know how to conquer political liberty for themselves

and for the entire Russian people!”

Tasks of the Russian Social Democrats (1897)

This twenty-five-page pamphlet, written in Siberian exile in 1897 and published
abroad the following year, is Lenin’s most important political writing prior
to Iskra. For us, as interpreters of WITBD, it is crucial in a couple of ways. First,
its appearance set off the chain-reaction of back-and-forth polemics that only
ended four years later with wiTBD. Although both of the Social-Democratic
émigré groups in Geneva rated the pamphlet and its author very highly, one
group made a mild criticism and the other group refuted the criticism. Lenin
sided passionately with the group making the mild criticism. But more of
that in Chapter Five.

Tasks of the Russian Social Democrats also serves as a touchstone for the
orthodoxy or lack thereof of wiTBD. When Tasks was first published in Geneva
in 1898, the pamphlet came equipped with a glowing foreword by Pavel
Akselrod, one of the founding fathers of Russian Social Democracy, who
described the unnamed author as

a revolutionary who happily combines the experience of an excellent praktik
with theoretical education and wide political views. . .. For émigrés [such
as myself] who have left the homeland long ago, it is exceptionally pleasant
to feel and acknowledge oneself in complete solidarity with the most

thoughtful and active leaders of the revolutionary movement in Russia.

Akselrod even gave the pamphlet semi-official status by calling it a commentary
on the Manifesto issued earlier in 1898 by the abortive first congress of the
newly formed Russian Social-Democratic Worker Party (RSDWP).?

Lenin also had a high opinion of this pamphlet. He republished it three
times — in 1902, 1905 and 1907 — each time with the express purpose of bringing

¥ Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 108.

# Akselrod’s preface as printed in Lenin 1926-35, 2, pp. 603-5. Vladimir Akimov,
a Social Democrat extremely hostile to wiTBD, wrote in 1904 about Tasks that ‘the
booklet still expresses views shared by us all and still formulates correctly the tactical
principles which distinguish us, the Social Democrats, from socialists of other schools.
But it is no longer adequate for us . .. It contains theses which, as they have evolved,
have proved open to too many different interpretations’ (Akimov 1969, p. 319).
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out the continuity in his views. In a foreword to the 1902 edition, he wrote
that Tasks came from a period when Russian Social Democrats were united
in their views. If WITBD was a reaction to a period of wavering, then Tasks
expressed the original orthodox viewpoint that the waverers had come to
doubt. In 1905, he wrote that Tasks gave an outline of general tasks, while
later works like Two Tactics presented the specific tasks of the moment.?”
Finally, in 1907, in the introduction to a collection of his writings from 1895
to 1905, he stated that ‘the views that in other articles and brochures of the
present collection are set forth as polemics with the right wing of Social
Democracy are here set forth in positive form’.?

Akselrod’s and Lenin’s views on this pamphlet confirm the thesis advanced
here that Lenin never swerved from basic Social-Democratic principles. They
also pose something of a dilemma for the textbook interpretation. Either the
heretical views found in WITBD are already set forth in Tasks in 1897. But, then,
how do we account for Akselrod’s glowing endorsement?*! Or Lenin had a
conversion experience at some point between 1897 and late 1901 and rejected
the truly Social-Democratic outlook of Tasks. But, then, how do we account
for Lenin thrusting his rejected views before his readers on so many occasions?
The usual line is that Lenin was a self-deceiving unconscious heretic — but,
still, would not he have found his earlier views to be embarrassing, at least
unconsciously?

The tone of Tasks is much less stridently polemical than either Friends of
the People or WITBD. Lenin explains that, since people now have a clear idea
of what Social Democracy stands for, there is no need for a ‘heated defence
of the foundations of Social Democratism’. Lenin’s aim is only to dispel the
prejudice that, somehow, Social Democracy is indifferent to the political
struggle against the autocracy. Lenin little knew how soon he would again
be engaged in a heated defence of basic principles — but this time against
fellow Social Democrats. His defence of Social-Democratic politics in 1897 is
aimed at people who criticised Social Democracy for ignoring the revolutionary

¥ Lenin claimed in 1905 that ‘a simple comparison’ of Tasks, What Is to Be Done?,
and his writings of 1905 would show a continuity of general views even while his
stand on concrete issues such as the feasibility of an armed uprising evolved in relation
to circumstances (Lenin 1958-65, 2, pp. 443—4; see also 11, pp. 138-9 [1905]).

* Lenin 1958-65, 16: 98.

3 Akselrod himself was not one of those who rejected WITBD as theoretically heretical.
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political struggle, while, in following years, it is aimed at people who criticised
Social Democracy for being obsessed with revolutionary political struggle.

In Tasks, Lenin responds to scepticism about the possibility of applying the
Erfurtian strategy to Russia. One form of scepticism rejected SPD-style
enlightenment: does not this strategy concentrate too much on the urban
factory workers and ignore the great numbers of exploited workers in Russia
who do not fit this category? Another form of scepticism rejected SPD-style
organisation: is not this kind of mass organisation impossible in absolutist
Russia? If so, a political conspiracy remains the only way to achieve the
political freedom needed for a genuine mass movement.

In his reply to the objection about SPD-style enlightenment, Lenin uses two
terms central to Russian Social Democracy, propaganda and agitation. We need
to examine the specialised meaning of these terms, especially since agitprop
later acquired such justly negative associations.

For us, ‘propaganda’ means simplified slogans aimed at exploiting the
irrationality of the masses. Thus, one scholar reproaches Lenin for openly
advocating propaganda as a way of overcoming the natural moderation of
the workers.* In Social-Democratic discourse, ‘propaganda’ meant the exact
opposite. It meant individualised, intensive study embracing a wide range
of social knowledge. ‘Propagandised worker’ was a title of respect accorded
to the graduates of the study circles. Propaganda was criticised, not because
it was a cheap shortcut to unconsidered support, but rather because it was
a labour-intensive method that produced only a few highly knowledgeable
individuals.

32 A note to those who wish to read Tasks in full. Lenin uses the expression ‘the
merger of the socialist and the democratic struggle’. This may look like the canonical
merger formula, but it is not. Rather, it expresses the hegemony scenario: all socialists
should make political freedom their main priority and all who desire political freedom
should realise that the democratic revolution will only happen when the worker
movement understands the need for revolutionary overthrow. Accordingly, ‘socialism’
means here something like ‘the worker movement that has already merged with
socialist doctrine at least to the extent of accepting Social-Democratic guidance’. Thus
the two merger formulae use ‘socialism’ in confusingly different and even directly
opposed ways. I have the feeling Lenin wanted to use the ‘socialists should be democrats
and democrats should be socialists’ formula (which he may have taken from a famous
speech by Wilhelm Liebknecht in 1869) as a framework for this article, even though
it did not exactly fit the two main prejudices he wanted to combat. Fortunately, Lenin
did not insist on this version of the formula or use it in other writings, so that we
can ignore it even in our exposition of Tasks itself.

¥ Meyer 1957, pp. 47-50.



132 « Chapter Two

‘Agitation’ was closer to what we now call ‘propaganda’: simplified rhetoric
meant to capitalise on specific abuses and outrages. The Social Democrats,
of course, did not concede in any way that agitation exploited worker
irrationality. It was, rather, meant to be a vivid teaching tool useful in getting
across what the revolutionaries themselves fervently believed to be the case:
the connection between day-to-day abuses and the existence of capitalism
and the autocracy. The emphasis on propaganda and agitation does not stem
from a pessimistic conviction that the workers were not fulfilling the Marxist
scenario. It arose, rather, from the heart of the SPD model as well as the
Marxist political strategy informing that model. Propaganda and agitation
meant bringing the good news to the workers.

In Lenin’s exposition, the spreading circle of awareness starts with the basic
truths about the worker mission. ‘Socialist’ propaganda teaches the worker
about ‘the central task of international Social Democracy and the Russian
worker class’, while ‘democratic’ propaganda leads up to the truth that ‘a
successful struggle for the worker cause is impossible without the achievement
of political freedom and the democratisation of Russia’s political and social
order’. Lenin stresses that ‘while propagandising among the workers, Social
Democracy cannot avoid political questions and considers any attempt to
avoid such questions or even simply put them off as a profound mistake and
as a retreat from the basic principles of world Social Democratism’.* Agitation
then brings these truths in simplified form to a wider circle by ‘fusing’ [slit’]
them with the everyday concerns of the worker movement.

Because he is responding to criticisms that the Social Democrats concentrate
too exclusively on the factory proletariat, Lenin is here more explicit than
earlier about the way he sees the spread of awareness reach the outer circles.
Social Democrats concentrate on the factory proletariat not because they wish
to ignore the wider proletarian mass — the artisans, the rural proletariat, the
‘devastated peasants’ - but, rather, because the focus on the factory worker
is the most rational use of very scarce resources. In Russia, the ‘worker-
socialist’ continues to have close personal contact with these more ‘backward’
categories and implants in them the ideas of socialism, class struggle, and
the crucial importance of political freedom. Thus, Lenin envisages an almost
unstoppable spread of awareness:

¥ Lenin 1958-65, 2, pp. 447, 450.
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Agitation among the advanced strata of the proletariat is the most reliable
and the unique path toward the awakening (as the movement becomes
wider) of the whole Russian proletariat as well. The dissemination of socialism
and of the idea of the class struggle among the urban workers inevitably
pours these ideas into ever more narrow, ever more small-scale channels.
For this to happen, it is necessary that these ideas first put forth deep roots
in a more prepared milieu and saturate this vanguard of the Russian worker

movement and the Russian revolution.®

Further out than the wider proletarian mass is the outermost circle of awareness,
namely, the ‘democratic elements’, those sections of the people (the Volk or
the narod) that are capable of energetic support of democratic transformation
but who are hardly open to socialist ideas at present. Lenin wants these people
to be organised — but not directly by Social Democracy. Lenin is so convinced
by the basic Marxist axiom that energetic political action comes from clearly
perceived class interests that he feels only non-socialist parties can really
mobilise the ‘democratic elements’. The Social-Democratic contact with this
outer circle comes from Social Democracy’s leadership in society’s struggle
to overthrow the autocracy. This leadership consists primarily in telling the
workers about the abuses of the autocracy toward all classes of Russian society.
Seeing the genuinely revolutionary workers on their side will encourage other
discontented elements to actually do something to get rid of the hated tsar.
This concept of ‘political agitation” was put into practice by Iskra.

Confidence in the spread of awareness goes together with a concern for
purity of doctrine. A fledgling Social-Democratic movement needs to be even
more concerned with getting the essential message right than an older one.
Lenin expounds this characteristic theme by using what was for him the
highly emotional symbol of ‘the banner’.

Convinced that the revolutionary theory that serves as the banner of the
revolutionary movement can today only be the teaching of scientific socialism
and of the class struggle, Russian Social Democrats will disseminate it with
all their strength, preserve it from misleading interpretations, and rebel
against any attempt to saddle the still young worker movement with vaguer

doctrines.*

 Lenin 195865, 2, p. 449.
* Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 450.
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Lenin thus responds to scepticism about the applicability of SPD-style
enlightenment by saying: yes, granted, we do not have the opportunity to
openly spread our ideas among the Russian proletariat as a whole. Yet the
conditions of Russian life are such that our underground activity among the
factory proletariat can have a multiplier effect as it trickles down via personal
contact to the wider masses.

Lenin also responded to scepticism about the applicability of SPD-style
organisation. One of the icons of revolutionary populism, Petr Lavrov, expressed
this scepticism in an article published abroad in 1895. Lavrov granted that
the Russian Social Democrats seemed to be having success with SPD-style
enlightenment.

But for socialists the propaganda of ideas is no more than one element of
[preparation for socialist tasks]. The other element is organisation. In the
West, whose [Social-Democratic] activity serves as an unconditional model
for Russian Social Democrats, history has created the soil for this organisation.
It has to be strengthened, widened, defended, but the soil of juridical forms
and social customs is already there. In Russia this soil is absent. The organisation
of the Russian worker party must be created under the autocracy and all

its charms.”

For Lavrov, theoretical questions about economic materialism or the fate of
the peasant commune were secondary compared to this practical problem. If
an effective mass political organisation were possible under the autocracy,
then, of course, the Social-Democratic strategy would be the best. ‘But [such
a strategy] is extremely dubious, if not impossible’. Lavrov concluded that the
challenge for Russian socialists was to combine propaganda of socialist ideas
with the organisation of a revolutionary conspiracy — the only serious kind
of political struggle under autocratic conditions. And the only ones tackling
this kind of political struggle were revolutionaries who remained loyal to the
traditions of Narodnaia volia.*

In his response, Lenin granted that the organisational resources of the
Russian Social Democrats were pitiful indeed compared to the Germans. Yet

¥ Lavrov’s article as printed in Lenin 1926-35, 2, p. 607.
* Lavrov’s article as printed in Lenin 1926-35, 2, pp. 605-9.
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he paradoxically turned this fact into an argument for confidence by saying:
look at the mighty effect even this weak Social Democracy is having already!
Look at the experience of the Union of Struggle in Petersburg (Lenin was one
of the founders of the Union of Struggle, although it achieved its greatest
success after his arrest). The Petersburg proletariat accepted the Union’s
guidance and proceeded to carry out long-term strikes in so effective a fashion
that the Russian government was forced to respond with a major piece of
reform legislation.

If the Social Democrats could accomplish so much with so little, owing to
the support we found in the Petersburg worker class, then what miracles
could they not accomplish if they got their act together in entirely possible
ways? Lenin’s underlying confidence is rarely expressed more concretely than
in the following:

This concession [the law of 2 June 1897 on working hours] was a tiny one, the
change a very insignificant one — but remember, the organisation of the worker
class that successfully compelled this change was also not distinguished
either by breadth or strength or length of existence or wealth either in
experience or money. The Union of Struggle, as we know, was founded only
in 1895/6 and its appeals to the workers were confined to some badly printed
broadsheets. Can one possibly deny that if a similar organisation united at
least the largest centres of the worker movement in Russia (the St. Petersburg
region, Moscow-Vladimir, the south and the most important towns, such
as Odessa, Kiev, Saratov and so on) and had a revolutionary press organ at
its disposal and enjoyed as much authority among the Russian workers as
the Union of Struggle did among the St. Petersburg workers — can anyone
doubt that such an organisation would be a political factor of the highest
order in contemporary Russia, a factor that the government would have to

take into account in both internal and external policy?®

Lenin tells Lavrov: we know as well as you do that we cannot have an open
legal party like the SPD and that the fight for political freedom cannot be
separated from the fight for socialism. But we do not restrict our concept of
political struggle to revolutionary conspiracies as do you and others who

% Lenin 1958-65, 2, pp. 460-1.
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have not fully liberated themselves from the Blanquist traditions of Narodnaia
volia. We believe rather that ‘the struggle against absolutism must consist not
in the creation of conspiracies but rather in the education, disciplining and
organisation of the proletariat, in political agitation among the workers’.*

Robert Service cites the words just quoted and comments: ‘The imagery is
trenchantly hierarchical; it bursts through all the qualifying language of the
sentences around it. Discipline was always a key theme in [Lenin’s] thought’ 4
Evidently, Lenin was trying to keep hidden his deep personal desire to
dominate and discipline — unsuccessfully, thanks to sharp-eyed commentators
like Service. Yet the emphasis on discipline was not some personal quirk of
Lenin’s but a fundamental goal, not only of Social Democracy, but of any
worker movement. (I would not like to go down to the local trade-union
branch during a strike and announce that only trenchantly hierarchical
intellectuals care about discipline.) As an example, we might cite the following
comment from one of Lenin’s polemical foes within Russian Social Democracy,
the ‘economist’ underground newspaper Rabochaia mysl.

The worker movement in Russia can now consider itself as part of the pan-
European worker movement. ... Now dying down to a barely flickering
spark, now growing into a sea of fire, [the Russian worker movement]
conquers the worker masses ever more widely and deeply, while it slowly

but surely disciplines them as it teaches how to struggle with the enemy.”

Contrary to Service, Lenin does not in the least qualify his language when
talking about discipline - he is too involved in responding to scepticism about
whether an illegal underground party can bring about the disciplined struggle
that everybody desires:

Leading the class struggle of the proletariat, developing discipline and
organisation among the workers, helping them fight for the economic needs
and forcing capital to concede one position after another, educating the
workers politically, systematically and continually pursuing absolutism,

badgering any tsarist bashibazouk that makes the proletariat feel the heavy

¥ Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 460.

1 Service 1985-95, 1, p. 77.

2 Lead article from Rabochaia mysl No. 1 (October 1897), as printed in Lenin 1926-35,
2, pp. 611-12.
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hand of the police government - any organisation that does all these things
will be at one and the same time a worker party adapted to our conditions

and a mighty revolutionary party directed against absolutism.*

Thus, the aim of Lenin’s pamphlet is to make Russian Social Democracy more
attractive by instilling confidence in its ability to deliver even under absolutist
conditions. Lenin’s confidence does not mean that he is less activist (as many
scholars seem to expect should logically be the case) but more activist. The
peroration of his pamphlet seeks to inspire his fellow Social Democrats by
showing them the vast potential for success if only they will be up and doing:

Before Russian Social Democracy stands a field for work that is huge and
barely begun. The awakening of the Russian working class, its stikhiinyi
aspirations for knowledge, for [organisational] merger, for socialism, for
struggle against its exploiters and oppressors reveals itself every day more
clearly and more extensively. The giant strides that Russian capitalism has
made recently guarantees that the worker movement will grow without halt
ever more widely and more deep ... [Russian Social Democrats must take
pains to ensure that when the inevitable economic crisis comes,] the proletariat
will be capable of standing at the head of Russian democracy in a decisive
struggle against the police absolutism that ties Russian workers and the
whole Russian people hand and foot.

And so - to work, comrades! We mustn’t waste valuable time. Russian
Social Democrats face a mass of work: we must satisfy the demands of
the awakening proletariat, organise the worker movement, strengthen
revolutionary groups and their mutual ties, provide the workers with
propagandistic and agitational literature, and unite the worker circles and
Social-Democratic groups that are scattered all over Russia into a single

Social-Democratic worker party!*

Three protests (1899)

Can the people who are writing this really be Social Democrats? (Lenin,
1899)

# Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 461.
# Lenin 1958-65, 2, p. 466.
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When he wrote Tasks in late 1897, Lenin felt that the battle to explain the
essence of Social Democracy was over and the Party could move to more
practical matters. In the latter half of 1898, he found he had been over-
optimistic. There were still people around who from Lenin’s point of view
just didn’t get it — and these were underground Social-Democratic activists!
Startled and indignant, Lenin penned three protests. The first was occasioned
by a short document called the Credo. Lenin drafted ‘A Protest by Russian
Social Democrats’, had it signed by sixteen other exiled Social Democrats and
sent it to Geneva, where it was published. The other two protests were also
written at some time before Lenin’s exile ended in early 1900 but were only
printed in the 1920s. One was entitled ‘A Retrogressive Tendency in Russian
Social Democracy’ and directed against the Separate Supplement issued by
the newspaper Rabochaia mysl. The other unpublished protest was aimed at
a ‘Profession de foi’ issued by Kiev Social Democrats.*

In Chapter Four, we will take a closer look at the statements that provoked
such a fierce response from Lenin. Here, we will look at Lenin’s protests as
a passionate reaffirmation of his core beliefs. We shall take at face value Lenin’s
description of his opponents’ views, since this will allow us to see what Lenin
was defining himself against. Lenin charged his opponents with distorting
the essence of Social Democracy, so his protests are an excellent source for
capturing his own conception of that essence.

At first the dispute seems to be overwrought — all this uproar over the
relative significance of political vs. economic struggle! Scholars have often
concluded that the motive force behind the protests was hysteria (opinions
differ over whether the hysteria was genuine or cynically whipped up). But
‘politics’ had long been something of a code word for two key planks in the
Social-Democratic platform: the necessity of an independent class-based
political party and the urgency of political freedom. ‘Anti-political’ trends in
international and Russian socialism — for example, Bakuninist anarchism -
rejected these two planks. The correct appreciation of ‘politics’ was indeed
at the heart of Marx-based Social Democracy.

* For ‘A Protest by Russian Social Democrats’, see Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 163-76.
For ‘A Retrogressive Tendency in Russian Social Democracy’, see Lenin 1958-65, 4,
pp- 240-73. For ‘On the Profession de foi’, see Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 310-21.
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Lenin had another motive for being upset by the appearance of Social-
Democratic writing that could be perceived as anti-political. A common charge
against the Russian Marxists, especially from those in the Narodnaia volia
tradition, was that the Marxists were passive fatalists who at most organised
economic protest while ignoring revolutionary political struggle. Lenin’s
reaction in his earliest writings was to say, more or less, ‘you must be getting
your idea of Marxism from glib talkers in literary salons. No genuine Russian
Social Democrat ever believed anything like that’. His confidence on this
score was increased by the Founding Congress of the RSDWP in 1898. The
Congress had been organised by South Russian activists without any
contribution from Lenin or his group. The Congress proved abortive in
organisational terms: the delegates were arrested en masse, no central institutions
were set up, plans to establish a ‘central organ’ (official party newspaper) fell
through. Yet a nation-wide party now had at least a notional existence, giving
rise to various schemes for giving it a more corporeal existence. Local Social-
Democratic organisations who previously had called themselves “Unions of
Struggle’ renamed themselves ‘committees of the RSDWP’ and this renaming
had a real influence on the way they thought of themselves. Best of all, from
Lenin’s point of vicw, the Congress had issued a Manifesto that affirmed
Lenin’s sense of the essence of Social Democracy. In particular, the 1898
Manifesto announced that political freedoms were light and air to the Russian
worker class and that ‘the Russian worker class must carry and will carry on
its strong shoulders the cause of the conquest of political freedom’.*

And, now, a year later, Social-Democratic activists were making statements
that repudiated the assertions of the 1898 Manifesto and that justified the
scorn toward Social Democracy expressed by other Russian revolutionaries.
This was especially true of the underground Petersburg newspaper Rabochaia
mysl {Worker Thought]. Lenin’s other two protests were aimed at fugitive
underground writings that would have vanished without the attention Lenin
paid to them. Rabochaia mysl was another matter. One of the first underground
newspapers to survive for any length of time, it was a truly impressive
achievement, both because of its ability to outwit the enraged police and

* Kommunisticheskaia partiia . . . v rezoliutsiiakh 1983, pp. 15-18.
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because it published invaluable material from worker correspondents. The
opponents of Social Democracy would be certainly justified in citing it as the
authentic voice of Russian Social Democracy. Lenin’s protest against Rabochaia
mysl’s programmatic statements — entitled ‘A Retrogressive Tendency in
Russian Social Democracy’ or ‘Retrogression’ for short - is the longest and
most passionate of the three protests. In fact, ‘Retrogression’ contains some
of the most eloquent assertions of his basic beliefs and I particularly recommend
it as the most revealing of Lenin’s early writings.

Taken together, the protests of 1899 provide excellent documentation of
Lenin’s commitment to Erfurtianism. As we go through the check list, we
shall see that Lenin accused the new Social-Democratic voices of denying or
at least moving away from every plank in the platform.

(i) Erfurtian allegiance. A central theme throughout the three protests is that
the new voices in Russian Social Democracy (as expressed by the Credo,
Rabochaia mysl and the ‘Profession de foi’) are rejecting the model of Western
Social Democracy and the key lessons of European experience, even though
the new Russian Party was officially committed to this model and these
lessons.

With an almost infinite lack of concern, our latest perverters of Social
Democratism throw overboard all that is dear to Social Democracy, all that
gives us the right to see the worker movement as a world-historical movement.
They don'’t care at all about the fact that the age-old experience of European
socialism and European democracy teaches the necessity of striving toward
the formation of independent worker political parties. They don’t care at
all that the history of the Russian revolutionary movement has gone through
a long and difficult path to bring about the merger of great social and political
ideals with the class struggle of the proletariat. They don’t care at all that
the advanced Russian workers have already laid the foundations of the

‘Russian Social-Democratic Worker Party’. Down with all that!*’

(ii) Merger formula. The protest writings contains Lenin’s most elaborate
retelling of the merger narrative, as we shall see later.

(iii) Good news. Lenin accused the new voices of reneging on the duty of
inspiring the worker class with high ideals. They excused themselves by

¥ Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 248.
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grossly underestimating the willingness of the workers to receive the message.
In response, Lenin elaborated his own sense of how awareness spread through
the different levels of the worker class.

(iv) Party ideal. The new voices either ignored or expressed aggressive
scepticism about the possibility of an independent class-based nation-wide
political party under repressive Russian conditions. Lenin’s response was:
you say that the autocracy has a ‘highly structured organisation’ with
‘competent and resourceful” officials dedicated to stamping out worker and
socialist groups? True enough, but only a cowardly liberal therefore concludes
that an organised underground struggle is impossible. A real Social Democrat
will instead set about building our own ‘highly structured organisation’ that
will turn workers and socialists into ‘competent and resourceful’ experts in
fighting the political police.*

Lenin’s remarks on this point is an important stage in the crystallisation
of the idea of the revolutionary by trade or professional revolutionary. We
see that the emphasis on revolutionary expertise is in response to Rabochaia
mysl’s emphasis on the expertise of the police. This serves to demonstrate the
purpose of the revolutionary by trade: not to substitute for a mass movement,
but to make a mass movement possible under the autocracy.

(v) Political freedom.

Why should the overthrow of the autocracy be the first task of the Russian
worker class? Because under the autocracy the worker class cannot broadly
develop its struggle, cannot conquer for itself strong positions either
economically or politically, cannot create strong, mass organisations and
cannot unfurl before all the labouring masses the banner of social revolution
and teach them to fight for it.*

Instead of fighting for political freedom, the new voices asked the older leaders
of Russian Social Democracy: why are you so obsessed about a parliament
that we don’t have? Why don’t you concentrate on worker participation in
such local representative institutions as tsarism allows? To which Lenin replies:
‘If we don’t put the advantages of a parliament in the foreground, then from
what source will the workers learn about political rights and political freedom?”.

# Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 260-1, citing phrases from Rabochaia mysl.
PP g P Y.
* Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 252-3.
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Social Democrats are all for worker participation in local institutions — but
participation by worker-socialists, who are illegal by definition in tsarist
Russia.”

(vi) and (vii) Popular leadership and hegemony. The new voices did not believe
that the conquest of political freedom needed to be Russian Social Democracy’s
most urgent task. Lenin retorted that

when Social Democracy makes the overthrow of absolutism its most urgent
task, it must show itself to be the advanced fighter for democracy and just
for that reason must provide any and all support to all democratic elements

of the Russian population, enlisting them as allies.”

(viii) Internationalism. A constant theme throughout the protest writings is
that Russian Social Democracy is part of international Social Democracy and
as such is committed to its political strategy and the high ideals animating
this strategy.

All these propositions were fused together and given emotional content by
the merger narrative. There is no ambiguity about the moral Lenin draws
from the ‘the experience of all countries’ in ‘Retrogression’: the Western-
European experience should be an inspirational model for us — what happened
there is happening here, right before our very eyes — we must reject the
naysayers who claim the workers are not eagerly moving toward the merger.
Lenin tells the story in order to pound these lessons home.

Given the importance in Lenin’s writings and especially in wWITBD of what
can be called the ‘history of all countries’ argument, we shall look at Lenin’s
narrative from ‘Retrogression’ in some detail. Instead of ‘merger’ [soedinenie],
Lenin uses here the even stronger word ‘fusion’ [sliianie].

In all European countries, socialism and the worker movement at first existed
separately one from the other. The workers carried on a struggle with the
capitalists and set up strikes and unions; meanwhile, the socialists kept their
distance from the worker movement and created teachings that criticised
the contemporary capitalist bourgeois social system and demanded the

replacement of that system with a higher, socialist system. The separation

% Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 261.
5! Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 175.
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of the worker movement from socialism meant weakness and lack of
development in both the one and the other. Socialist teachings that did not
merge with the worker struggle remained only utopias — good intentions
without any influence on real life. The worker movement remained petty
and fragmented; it didn’t acquire political significance, it wasn’t illuminated
by the advanced science of its time. For this reason we see in all European
countries a stronger and stronger striving to fuse socialism and the worker
movement into a single Social-Democratic movement.

Given such a fusion, the class struggle of the workers became an purposive
struggle of the proletariat for its liberation from the exploitation of the owner
classes; this class struggle worked out the highest form of the socialist worker
movement — an independent worker Social-Democratic party. The central
contribution of K. Marx and F. Engels was to direct socialism toward a
merger with the worker movement: they created a revolutionary theory that
explained the necessity of this fusion and gave socialists the task of organising

a class struggle of the proletariat.
Lenin immediately applies this master narrative to Russia:

Exactly the same process occurred here in Russia. With us as well socialism
existed for a very long time — for many decades — at a distance from the
struggle of the workers with the capitalists, the strikes of the workers and
all the rest. On one hand, the socialists didn’t understand Marx’s theory
and considered it inapplicable to Russia; on the other hand, the Russian

worker movement was still in a completely embryonic form.

In the 1870s, the worker organisations were the first to understand the vital
importance of political freedom while the socialists stood aside, owing to
their ‘backward, mistaken theory’. Thus, the Russian workers were perfectly
justified to stand apart from socialism as long as Russian socialism stood
apart from them due to its infatuation with peasant and conspiratorial socialism.
But, as soon as the socialists got their act together and became Social Democrats,
the worker movement was happy to move toward fusion, as shown in all its
large-scale manifestations in the mid-1890s.

The fusion of the advanced workers with Social-Democratic organisations
was completely natural and inevitable. It was the result of that important
historical fact that during the 1890s two profound social movements met in

Russia: one was the stikhiinyi people’s movement in the worker class and
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the other was the movement of social thought toward the theories of Marx
and Engels, to the teaching of Social Democracy . ..

At the present time, the central task of all Russian socialists and all purposive
Russian workers is to make this fusion durable, to strengthen and organise
the Worker Social-Democratic Party. He who doesn’t want to recognise this
fusion, he who strives artificially to bring some kind of division between
the worker movement and Social Democracy in Russia — that person brings
harm, not benefit, to the cause of worker socialism and the worker movement

in Russia.”

But some people mistake the central task of the day. They “call on the workers
in essence to separate from Social Democracy and in so doing [they] throw
overboard all the achievements of European and Russian experience!’. Although
the fusion that is now completing itself is ‘natural’ and ‘inevitable’, the new
voices among Social Democrats who want to ‘artificially tear apart the tie
between the worker movement and socialism’.*®

It is instructive to compare the American scholar John Kautsky’s summary
of the argument of WITBD: ‘under capitalism the labour movement
spontaneously tends to come “under the wing” of the bourgeoisie unless
artificially diverted from this natural tendency by the Social-Democratic Party’.>

Lenin uses the European experience to illustrate the two-front polemical
war. One of the new voices (the Credo) claimed that the European worker
parties are now making a radical shift away from a political focus toward an
economic focus. No, says Lenin, already in the 1840s, Marx and Engels were
polemicising against utopian socialists who believed that the economic struggle
had no importance. From early on, the Marxist movement warned against
both exaggerating the significance of economic struggle, as the English workers
tended to do, or minimising its significance, as some French and German
groups such as the Lassalleans tended to do. The same with politics. Marxism
warned against the obsession with politics of the conspiratorial Blanquists
and against the dismissal of the political struggle in the manner of both wild
anarchists and staid professorial socialists.”

2 From Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 244-7 (order of passages changed).
3 Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 262. Emphasis added.

> ]. Kautsky 1994, 59-62. Emphasis added.

* Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 170-2.
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In the typical Social-Democratic manner, Lenin defined Social Democracy
by contrasting it with all the Others who remained outside the synthesis and
exaggerated the significance of their little bit of the truth.

Lenin’s whole Erfurtian strategy rests on his confidence that the Russian
workers will enthusiastically respond to the socialist message. For this reason,
he was especially outraged when one of the new voices asserted ‘the Russian
worker in the mass has not yet matured for political struggle’. Lenin exploded:

‘The Russian worker in the mass has not yet matured for political struggle’.
If this is true, then it is equivalent to a death sentence on all Social Democracy,
since it means that the Russian worker in the mass has not yet matured for
Social Democratism. In fact, nowhere in the world has there been nor is
there now a Social Democracy that is not utterly and completely tied to
political struggle. Social Democracy without political struggle - this is a
river without water, this is a crying contradiction, this is a return to either
to the utopian socialism of our forefathers who despised ‘politics’, or to

anarchism, or to tred-iunionizm.”

Throughout the protest writings, Lenin is therefore insistent that the worker
class has always and everywhere striven for political freedom. He rejects as
slander the assertion that Western workers did not support democratic
struggles. They did so, he asserts, at a time when the socialists themselves
still rejected the primordial importance of political freedom (with the exception,
of course, of Marx and Engels).”® In the 1870s, Russian workers strove for
freedoms long before the socialists and things have not changed in the interim:

Hasn't the Russian worker in the mass over the course of more than twenty
years put his best, most developed, most honest and daring comrades into
the ranks of revolutionary circles and organisations? . . . The Russian worker
in the mass has not only matured for political struggle but has demonstrated
his maturity many times over, he has many times carried out acts of political

struggle and indeed quite often carried them out in stikhiinyi fashion.*

% From the ‘Profession de foi’ of the Kiev Social Democrats (Lenin 1958-65, 4,
p. 311).

7 Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 311. Tred-iunionizm is an ideology advocating restriction of
the worker movement to economic struggle.

* Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 169-70.

* Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 314, 313 (order of passages rearranged).
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The workers make their political protests in stikhiinyi fashion, that is, without
the insight and organisation that Social Democracy has dedicated itself to
providing - and what do the new Russian Social Democrats do? Instead of
devoting all their efforts to supply insight and organisation, they show
themselves to be indifferent or even begin to polemicise against the whole
idea of political struggle. Scandal!®

Our survey of the protest writings of 1899 must create a strange impression
for anyone raised on the textbook interpretation of WITBD. According to this
line of thought, the new voices within Russian Social Democracy led to such
‘worry about workers’ on Lenin’s part that he lost all confidence in the socialist
inclinations of the workers, he demanded that party activists artificially divert
the workers from their natural leanings, he gave up on the idea of a mass
movement in autocratic Russia, he rejected the Western model in favour of
the Russian revolutionary tradition and, in general, he showed himself an
enemy of political freedom.

In 1899, we see Lenin’s immediate reaction to the new voices. And, indeed,
he is very angry and upset. He is pounding on the table, he is shouting at
his adversaries: how dare you lose confidence in the political maturity of the
workers? How dare you artificially forestall the natural and inevitable merger
of socialism and the worker movement? How dare you become defeatist
about our ability to keep the political police from crushing a real mass
movement? How dare you throw overboard as of no value the inspiring
record of the Western worker parties? How dare you forget the primordial
importance of political freedom?

Articles for Rabochaia gazeta (1899)

At the end of 1899, there was a project afoot to resuscitate Rabochaia gazeta
[Worker Newspaper], the newspaper that had been designated by the abortive
first party congress as the official organ of the party. As was typical of the
underground newspapers in the 1890s, Rabochaia gazeta came out with only
two issues prior to the congress in 1898 and none afterwards. Lenin was
asked to contribute articles for the revived newspaper and he complied with

¢ Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 315.
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three short articles. The project fell through, the newspaper never appeared,
and the articles were not published in Lenin’s lifetime (Lenin discusses the
episode in WITBD).*!

The articles are valuable mainly because Lenin here first set out the
organisational themes that became the basis of the Iskra group’s activity in
the following years. The role of a central newspaper in unifying the Party,
the need to overcome ‘artisan’-like localism, the imperative of inculcating a
culture of konspiratsiia, and, finally, the need for a clear programme - these
themes are the ones WITBD sets out to defend. In many ways, the original
formulations of the 1899 articles are preferable to later versions that are more
bogged down in polemics. Here, we will touch on only a few points to round
out the picture of Lenin’s Erfurtianism.

Social Democracy cannot be reduced to simply providing services for the
worker movement: it is ‘the merger of socialism with the worker movement’
(to use K. Kautsky’s expression that reproduces the basic ideas of the
Communist Manifesto): its task is to bring in definite socialist ideals to the
stikhiinyi worker movement, to connect the worker movement to socialist
convictions that must stand on the level of contemporary science, to connect
it with systematic political struggle for democracy as a means for the
realisation of socialism - in one word, fuse this stikhiinyi movement in one

unbreakable whole with the activity of the revolutionary party.”

After reading this sentence, the reader will stifle a pardonable yawn. Lenin
here repeats what he has been saying in every programmatic article since
1894 when he wrote Friends of the People. But wait — the reader is uninstructed.
According to Leonard Schapiro, this sentence actually reveals fruits of a
‘complete transformation of Lenin’s outlook’ that had occurred a month or
two earlier. He argues that in these articles ‘there appeared for the first time,
in embryonic form, the basic ideas which were to become the characteristic
features of what would later be called “Bolshevism” or “Leninism”’.%* Schapiro

®' Lenin 1958-65, 6, pp. 158-9 [817].

%2 Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 189.

6 Schapiro 1987, pp. 234-5. Schapiro ends his citation after the reference to ‘stikhiinyi
worker movement’, thus leaving out the point about striving for democracy. Schapiro
claims that the instigation for Lenin’s Paul-like conversion from genuine Social
Democracy was the appearance of the new Social-Democratic voices in 1899. But,
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does not explain why quoting Kautsky in 1899 signifies a radical change from
quoting the same words by Kautsky in 1894.

In these articles, Lenin sets forth the core of the ‘organisational plan’
expounded in WITBD, namely, using a national Social-Democratic newspaper
as a tool for creating a unified and nation-wide party structure. Lenin asserts
that his scheme is based on ‘the history of socialism and democracy in Western
Europe, the history of the Russian revolutionary movement, the experience
of our worker movement’. Nevertheless, both Europe today and Russia in
the days of Narodnaia volia are quite different from Russia today.* Let us
see whether Lenin’s organisational dreams lead him to reject the European
model in favour of models taken from the Russian revolutionary tradition.

Lenin’s tone when talking about revolutionary parties such as Narodnaia
volia is concessive. When his opponents point to the continued relevance of
Narodnaia volia, Lenin responds: yes, yes, of course we acknowledge the
need for underground technique. At the same time, he wants to set a fairly
stringent limit to this concession:

Russian Social Democracy is distinct from early revolutionary parties in
Russia in highly essential matters, so that the necessity of learning
revolutionary technique and the technique of konspiratsiia from the old
Russian leaders [korifei] (we have no hesitation at all in conceding this
necessity) in no way relieves us of the responsibility to take a critical attitude

toward them and to work out independently our own form of organisation.”

The ‘not particularly elaborate methods of konspiratsiia’ of the past will help
an underground newspaper get sufficient material — but distribution of the
newspaper goes beyond the old techniques, since previous forms of the
revolutionary movement in Russia simply did not set themselves the task of
distributing newspapers to ‘the masses of the people’.*®

Lenin’s newspaper plan also takes into account an essential difference with
European models:

since he passes over all the protest writings in silence, he neatly avoids confronting
the difficulties for the textbook interpretation pointed out in the previous section.

# Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 189-90.

% Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 190.

% Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 195. Konspiratsiia, the set of rules for surviving in the
underground, is quite distinct from conspiracy as a political strategy (see Chapter
Eight for full discussion).
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The necessity of concentrating all our forces on the organisation of a party
organ that comes out regularly and is properly distributed shows the
originality of our situation in comparison both to Social Democracy in other
European countries and to older Russian revolutionary parties. Besides
newspapers, the workers of Germany, France and elsewhere have a mass
of other means of announcing publicly what they are doing as well as other
means of organising the movement: parliamentary activity, electoral agitation,
popular meetings, participation in local social institutions (rural and urban),
open activity of craft (trade, guild) unions and so on and so on. With us,
the revolutionary newspaper is the substitute for all of that — and 1 mean all
of that - until such time as we conquer political freedom. Without a
revolutionary newspaper it is impossible for us to have any kind of broad

organisation of the whole worker movement.*

Lenin is saying: we differ from earlier Russian revolutionaries because, on
the whole, we are superior — we have better theories, we set ourselves wider
tasks. We differ from Western Social Democrats because we are perforce inferior
- we can only envy the broad range of outlets available to French and German
workers. Nevertheless, with our one newspaper, we will strive to accomplish
the essence of what the Germans are doing: ‘Studieren, Propagandieren,
Organisieren’.”® The reader will recall that Lenin quoted this same Liebknecht
slogan in his first programmatic writings in 1894.

Lenin evokes both European experience and Russian experience in justifying
his own proposals. But these two sources do not have equal rhetorical weight.
When speaking about the Russian revolutionary model, Lenin contents himself
with the general statement that there is much to learn from these people. We
never hear of any concrete example of success in konspiratsiia, or the name
of any individual particularly noted for expertise in this matter, or even any
specific techniques. In contrast, when Lenin talks about the experience of the
European worker movement, concrete examples spill out of him. Let us use
front organisations, just like the French workers did under Napoleon III and
the German workers did under the emergency laws. Let us off-load as much
underground activity as we can to legal organisations, as we are advised to

* Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 192.
* Ibid.
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do by Vorwiirts, the central organ of the SPD. Let us be inspired by the German
experience with an underground newspaper:

During the epoch of the exceptional laws against the socialists (from 1878
to 1890), the German political police worked no worse and perhaps even
better than the Russian police, and yet the German workers, thanks to their
discipline and organisation, were able to ensure that an illegal weekly
newspaper was brought into the country from abroad and delivered to all
subscribers, so that even government ministers could not help praising the
Social-Democratic post (the ‘red post’). We, of course, do not even dream

of success on this scale.””

We have seen how Lenin invokes the example of both present-day Western
Europe and the earlier Russian revolutionaries to support his plan for a nation-
wide newspaper. Lenin also makes a highly characteristic assertion about
present-day Russia to boost the plausibility of his ambitious schemes. ‘Among
the worker youth can be found a passionate and unstoppable striving towards
the ideas of democracy and socialism’ — so, if we can get these people to
understand the importance of organisation, then the plan of a regularly
appearing paper need not remain a dream. Successful distribution is entirely
possible because we can direct copies to industrial districts where ‘the worker
is factually master of the situation with hundreds of ways to outwit the
vigilance of the police’.” Clearly, if Lenin ever does lose his confidence in the
workers and in the fundamental relevance of the Western model, he is going
to find his organisational plan much harder to defend.

Looking ahead, Lenin evokes the West-European worker movements to
explain to his worker readers why political freedom must be their most urgent
goal.

No economic struggle can bring firm improvements to the workers — none
can even be carried out on a broad scale - if the workers do not have the
right to freely set up meetings, set up unions, have their own papers, send
their own representatives to popular assemblies, as do the workers of

Germany and all other European countries (except Turkey and Russia).”

% Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 196. Chapter Seven documents this rhetorical imbalance in
WITBD.
™ Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 195-6. Chapter Eight shows how the assumption of the
underground party’s roots in the worker milieu informs Lenin’s organisational schemes.
7' Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 185.
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The Rabochaia gazeta articles bring out clearly the logic behind Lenin’s plan:
we must build a party as much like the SPD as possible under absolutist
conditions, so we can overthrow the tsar and obtain the political liberties we
need to make the party even more like the SPD!

‘A Draft Programme for Our Party’ (1899)

We end our survey with yet another stab at coming up with an actual
programme for the fledgling Social-Democratic Party. ‘A Draft Programme
for Our Party’ was also written for Rabochaia gazeta and remained unpublished.
It is more a discussion piece about the principles of a Social-Democratic
programme than an actual programme draft.

Lenin’s continued efforts to provide a programme is itself a consequence
of his Erfurtian outlook. A proper Social-Democratic party has a clear statement
of principles that serves as a banner for the army of fighters for socialism.
The party banner raises the morale of the combatants and sends a message
to outsiders.”? According to Lenin, ‘a programme should grasp the whole
movement, while in practice, of course, now one, now another side of the
movement must be moved into the foreground’.” In this sense, WITBD is a
practical book, not a programmatic one, since it deals with specific issues that
occupied the forefront at a particular time. Much misunderstanding of WITBD
results from treating it as a programmatic book that attempts ‘to grasp the
whole movement’. Our long journey through Lenin’s genuinely programmatic
writings provides us with a context for avoiding these errors.

For the actual text of the programme, Lenin goes back to a draft programme
issued by Plekhanov’s Emancipation of Labour group in 1885. He announces
that this draft is still basically sound and needs only partial corrections. In
the course of our survey, we have seen Lenin assert several times that he is
defending the tradition both of international Social Democracy and Russian
Social Democracy. His adoption of a fourteen-year-old draft programme as
a basic text is a striking expressing of his loyalty to Russian Social Democracy
as defined by the Plekhanov group. How does this loyalty fit into the Erfurtian
framework?

2 Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 213-15.
™ Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 238.
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Earlier, we looked at an article by the populist Petr Lavrov arguing that
Social Democracy was mostly inapplicable to Russian political conditions. In
that article, he scoffed that the Russian Social Democrats ‘let the Germans
write their programmes for them’.”* This sort of remark must have rankled,
since Lenin responds four years later:

Not in the slightest are we afraid to say that we wish to imitate the Erfurt
Programme. There is nothing bad about imitating something good. Precisely
because one so often hears opportunist and half-hearted criticism of this

programme, we consider it our duty to openly speak up for it.”?

The Erfurt Programme is thus the essential model. The draft of the Plekhanov
group is acceptable because it passes the test presented by the German
Programme. As Lenin says, the theses of the Plekhanov programme ‘have
again and again received confirmation in the development of socialist theory
as well as the development of the worker movement in all countries’.” When
there is a clash between the Erfurt Programme and the Plekhanov programme
- for example, in the demand found in the Russian Programme for ‘direct
popular legislation’ to supersede representative parliaments — the Erfurt
Programme takes precedence.”

Of course, the Erfurt Programme must be adjusted to meet Russian
conditions. Lenin mentions two main issues requiring creative adaptation:
the lack of political freedom and the peasant question. We have discussed
the first issue at length throughout this chapter. Lenin’s treatment of the
peasant issue in this article is his first statement of his proposals of a peasant
strategy for Russian Social Democracy. His elaboration and defence of his
strategy is a major theme in his writings of the Iskra period. Since WITBD does
not take up the peasant question — another reason why it is not a programmatic
work — we will not go into the details of Lenin’s strategy. All that is necessary
here is to show that Lenin is searching for an answer to an Erfurtian problem.

The Erfurtian outlook calls on Social Democracy to become a tribune of
the people, to act as the most resolute defender of their current non-socialist

™ Lavrov’s article as printed in Lenin 1926-35, 2, pp. 605-9.

7> Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 219.

7% Lenin 1958-65, 4, p. 217.

77 Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 223—4; Lenin cites Kautsky’s Parliamentarism on the subject.
Plekhanov also writes somewhere that Kautsky has shown that this demand is
outmoded.
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interests and to mobilise their support in the fight for political freedom. Many
people will ask whether this strategy is even possible in the case of the
peasants, since (it is said) the Marxists saw the peasants as nothing more than
a sack of potatoes, had only contempt for the mental capacities of the peasants,
saw them as the main barrier to social progress, and so forth.” Although these
assumptions about the Marxist outlook have no basis, Lenin does proceeds
with uncharacteristic defensiveness here, because he feels there are valid
Social-Democratic suspicions that he must dispel. These suspicions concern
peasant interests and peasant revolutionary qualities.

Lenin’s view of peasant interests can be summarised as follows: modern
economic development is ending the possibility of independent small-scale
production. This is inevitable and there is nothing we can do about it, nor
should we want to. But the loss of independence can take place in three
different contexts. The best context for small producers like the peasants
would be a socialist society under proletarian class rule. In this case, the
process of losing independence will take place voluntarily and without
victimisation. When the process takes place under capitalism, the human
costs are much higher: expropriation, impoverishment, ruin. But even worse
is a third possibility: the peasants face the onslaught of capitalism, while
bound hand and foot by the autocratic order, by the restrictions imposed by
the peasant commune and by artificial economic dependence on the noble
landowners. To try to protect the peasants against capitalism by preserving
this kind of restriction — for example, protecting the peasant commune by
not permitting the peasant to refuse or to sell his allotment land - is nonsense.
It will not stop capitalism, but it will stop peasants from using their resources
as they best see fit. On the contrary, Social Democracy must push for the
removal of all these restrictions and enlist peasant support for the removal
of the most repulsive restriction of them all — the tsarist autocracy.

Lenin is somewhat defensive when it comes to devising the specific measure
to implement this strategy, because he does not want to be seen — either in
the eyes of other Social Democrats or in foro interno — as encouraging small-
scale at the expense of large-scale production. So, he makes a distinction
between ending dependence (progressive) and encouraging small-scale
production (reactionary). The hostility to restrictions on individual peasants

7 I discuss the ‘sack of potatoes’ image in Lih 2001a.
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implies a large overlap with a standard liberal definition of the situation.
Lenin is perfectly well aware of this overlap and even brings it out in another
article written around this time.” The overlap with liberalism on this point
is somewhat similar to the overlap about political freedom.

Besides these calculations, there would seem to be a moral dimension to
Lenin’s programme, as we see from this version of the ‘sooner or later’
argument addressed to fellow Social Democrats:

Of course, the development of capitalism is leading and will lead in the
final analysis to the removal of these holdovers [of serfdom] ‘all by itself,
in the natural way of things’. But, in the first place, these holdovers possess
extraordinary tenacity so that one cannot rely on their swift removal. In the
second place — and this is the main point - this ‘natural path’ means nothing
other than the dying out of the peasants who are factually (thanks to labour
services and the like) tied to the land and enserfed to the landowner. It goes
without saying that under these circumstances Social Democrats cannot pass
over this question in silence in their programme. ..

Social Democrats cannot remain indifferent spectators of the starvation
of the peasants and their destruction from death by starvation. Never could
there be two opinions among Russian Social Democrats about the necessity
of the broadest possible help to the starving peasants. And is there anyone

who will affirm that such help is possible without revolutionary measures?*

The other prejudice to which that Lenin responds somewhat defensively
concerns the peasant’s revolutionary qualities. Lenin assures the reader that he
is well aware of peasant ‘lack of development and darkness’ and that violent
peasant outbursts are not the same as purposive revolutionary struggle.
Certainly, the Social Democrats cannot count on the peasant. But times are
changing and Social Democrats would be derelict if they did not cheer and
encourage the growing peasant purposiveness. Here, Lenin cites a classic
Marx passage about the emerging conflict within the peasantry between the

7 The article ‘Which Heritage Do We Renounce’ was written in 1897 (1958-65, 2,
Pp- 505-50). For an attack on Lenin precisely for this overlap with the liberals, see
Kingston-Mann 1999.

% Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 235, 233 (order of passages reversed). According to memoir
evidence, Lenin was opposed to famine help in 1891. I cannot here undertake to
reconcile this discrepancy. For a good discussion of the context of Lenin’s views in
1891, see Ingerflom 1988.
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tendency to support despotic régimes such as Napoleon III and the tendency
to fight against them.*

The actual strategy proposed by Lenin in 1899 is hardly bold: return some
of the peasant land taken at the time of the peasant emancipation in 1861
and adopt a ‘maybe so, maybe no” attitude to peasant revolutionary action.
But, if we look at Lenin’s reasoning and the direction in which he is moving,
we will easily see the continuity in his peasant strategy throughout his career.
My point here is that this innovative strategy arose out of his search for a
way to fulfill Erfurtian guidelines. To support this contention, let us leap
ahead a few years and look at Kautsky’s remarkable 1906 article ‘The Driving
Forces of the Russian Revolution and Its Prospects’.®? Here, Karl Kautsky, the
authoritative spokesman for Erfurtianism, turns to Russia and lays out the
basic hegemony strategy that (as I argued earlier) was implied in his 1893
book Parliamentarism. Only the overthrow of the autocracy will unleash
economic progress among the Russian peasants; the Russian bourgeoisie has
good reason to shy away from revolutionary measures; the proletariat must
lead the peasantry on the basis of genuine and durable common interests.
The coming revolution will not be a standard ‘bourgeois revolution’, but who
cares?

Particularly striking is Kautsky’s account of the transformation of the
Russian peasant in recent years ‘from a good-natured, sleepy unreflective
creature of habit into a energetic, restless and untiring fighter who strives
toward something new and better’. Oppression that earlier would have
crushed him now makes him stand taller.

He no longer allows others to think for him — he is compelled to think for
himself, compelled to use all his mother wit, all his energy, all his recklessness,
and to cast out all his prejudices so that he can firmly assert himself in the

incredible whirlwind of events into which he has been drawn.®

Lenin was in ecstasy. He promptly translated Kautsky’s article into Russian
and provided it with a preface that began

# Lenin 1958-65, 4, pp. 131-2. The citation is from Marx’s 18th Brumaire. For a
discussion of the Marx passage, see Lih 2001a.

# Kautsky 1906. Both Lenin and Trotsky translated Kautsky’s article into Russian;
Trotsky’s translation can be found in Trotsky 1993. An English translation of Kautsky’s
article can be found in Harding 1983, pp. 356-72.

# Kautsky 1906, p. 330.
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The advanced Russian workers have long known K. Kautsky as their writer,
one who can not only explain and provide foundations for the theoretical
teachings of revolutionary Marxism but can also apply them on the basis
of real knowledge and serious analysis of the facts to the complicated and

confused questions of the Russian revolution.

Lenin saw Kautsky’s argument as a complete vindication. ‘A bourgeois
revolution carried out by the proletariat and the peasantry despite the
unreliability of the bourgeoisie - this fundamental proposition of Bolshevik
tactics is completely confirmed by Kautsky’.*

In his 1899 critique of the new voices in Social Democracy, Lenin presented
himself as having more confidence in the workers than his opponents. In
arguments with fellow Social Democrats about the peasants, Lenin (along
with Kautsky) presents himself as having more confidence in the peasants
as well. Lenin’s wager is that the peasants will become more and more
independent and purposive, they will understand their interests better and
they will realise that the rational way to achieve their interests is revolutionary
struggle under the guidance of the Social-Democratic proletariat. Lenin hedges
his bets with the peasants in a way that he does not with the workers. If the
workers do not respond, Social Democracy is dead. If the peasants do not
respond, well, it's too bad, but life and struggle go on. Nevertheless, Lenin
placed hopes on the peasantry that struck many then and strike many now
as unrealistically optimistic. We should keep this fact in mind when assessing
the debates over WITBD's alleged worry about workers.

We have ended our trek through Lenin’s programmatic writings from the
beginning of his career in 1894 to the end of his Siberian exile in 1899. We
leave him as he goes abroad in preparation for a new phase in his career. The
reader may feel our journey has been somewhat monotonous at times. In
fact, I hope so — because one of my main points is the unwearying regularity
with which Lenin presents his Erfurtian outlook. The continuity is nicely
symbolised by the quotations from Kautsky (‘Social Democracy is the merger
of socialism and the worker movement’) and Liebknecht (‘Studieren,
Propagandieren, Organisieren’) that we find both in 1894 and 1899.

The presentation changes in emphasis according to polemical context. Lenin
passes lightly over points when he believes that his audience agrees with

# Lenin 1958-65, 14, pp. 221, 225.
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him and concentrates on points where he thinks his audience needs convincing.
But the entire Erfurtian checklist can almost always be found. The narrative
underpinning the outlook — the inspiring story of the European worker parties
as interpreted by the Erfurt Programme — is usually in evidence. When Lenin
feels that core Social-Democratic values are under attack, as in the protest
writings of 1899, this narrative surfaces in passionate detail.

The 1890s were a time of great change for Russian society and for the
worker movement in particular, and Lenin’s rhetoric reflects these changes.
For the most part, developments only strengthened Lenin’s Erfurtian faith.
Things seems to be proceeding according to the Erfurtian scenario. In the
1890s, the workers began to stage militant protests, began to accept Social-
Democratic guidance, and forced the government to make concessions. The
Social Democrats themselves were weak and disorganised, so this success
could only mean they had correctly identified a vast and powerful social
force. In 1898, the merger took a giant step foreword with the creation of at
least a notional Russian Social-Democratic Worker Party. Lenin had nothing
to do with this step forward, a circumstance which must have increased his
confidence in the universality of the merger narrative that predicted a drive
in all countries toward a independent worker party as the highest form of
the class struggle.

True, Lenin was surprised and shocked by the Social-Democratic voices
that emerged in 1899. This scepticism within Social-Democratic ranks was
something he had not predicted. His first reaction was to re-assert his core
Erfurtian values. His second or third reaction was not any different. In 1899,
Lenin begins to set out some of the policy proposals that he later defended
in wiTBD. We shall look at these proposals in more detail in later chapters.
Here, we note only that the proposals were presented and defended in Erfurtian
terms.

Why do we read WITBD? For most people, no doubt, the interest of the book
is not in the specific policies it advocates but in the general framework of
ideas used to justify the proposals, since WITBD is supposed to tell us about
the core values that Lenin later applied to very different situations. But, if
that is the case, our work is done. Lenin does not develop any new core
values between late 1899 and late 1901. The examination of WiTBD will tell
us nothing about these values that we do not know already.

Nevertheless, we shall proceed to give the background context for the
concrete policies and polemics of wiTBD. This context is necessary for
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understanding WITBD as a historical document, that is, as an event in the
life of Russian Social Democracy. It is also necessary to clear away the
misconceptions that have prevented readers from seeing WITBD's Erfurtian
heart. And so we now focus our attention on one particular episode in the
story of Russian Social Democracy: Iskra’s drive to consummate the merger
between socialism and the Russian worker movement.



Chapter Three
The Iskra Period

In Lenin’s view, the great historic fact of the 1890s
in Russia was the emergence of all the elements
needed for genuine Russian Social Democracy. On
the one side, a militant worker movement had grown
up and, on the other, the socialists finally understood
the need for a merger. The two were already working
together and had achieved astonishing successes,
considering that both partners were still in an
embryonic condition. They had compelled - yes,
compelled - the tsarist government to make a highly
visible legislative concession (the law of 2 June 1897
on working hours), something no Russian social
group acting independently had ever done before.
Both of these natural partners were, for their own
reasons, yearning for closer contact. The highest form
of merger was an independent, class-based nation-
wide political party. Many people assumed that
such a party was impossible under tsarism — but, in
1898, the foundations were laid for a Russian Social-
Democratic Worker Party.

Surely, thought Lenin, only those with eyes that
did not see would deny that the merger scenario set
forth in the canonical documents of European Social
Democracy was being confirmed yet again by the
course of events in Russia. The central task for Russian
Social Democrats in the immediate period ahead was
clear: to consummate the merger, to give the notional
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Social-Democratic Party a flesh-and-bones existence and to turn all energies
toward fulfilling the historic task of bringing political freedom to Russia.
What this meant in concrete terms can be summarised by the popular triadic
formula of organisation, programme, tactics. Organisation: create functioning
national party institutions that would be granted enough legitimacy by local
organisations to make genuine co-ordination possible. Programme: adopt a
precise Social-Democratic programme and clear the way for this programme
by criticising prevalent misunderstandings of what Social Democracy was all
about. Tactics: continue to galvanise the society-wide onslaught against the
autocracy by revealing the worker movement as the front-line fighter for
democracy.

The instrument for all these tasks was to be the underground newspaper
Iskra. The first issue of this remarkable publication was published abroad in
December 1900 and some fifteen issues had appeared by the time WITBD was
completed in early 1902. WITBD was a manifesto of Iskra-ism (although, as we
shall see, not an expression of all aspects of Iskra’s outlook). WITBD’s positive
aim was to set out the details of Iskra’s plan for accomplishing the three tasks
just mentioned. Its polemical aim was to combat various criticisms of Iskra
that had appeared in the autumn of 1901 in response to Iskra’s first seven or
so issues. The more concrete an idea we have of what Iskra was all about, the
easier it is for us to enter into the world of WITBD.

The layout of a typical issue of Iskra would not win any journalism awards
today. The masthead on the first page said ‘Iskra’ in large letters. On the left-
hand side were the words ‘Proletarians of the world, unite!” On the right-
hand side was an explanation of the name of the newspaper (iskra means
‘spark’): ‘From a spark will burn a flame! . . . the response of the Decembrists
to Pushkin’ (ellipsis in original). Thus the masthead combined Social Democracy
on the left side with the Russian revolutionary tradition on the right side (the
Decembrists were aristocratic rebels who tried to overthrow the tsar in 1824).

Right underneath the masthead was the date and issue number. In Iskra’s
case, the date was perhaps more than just informative, since part of its prestige
came from the frequency and regularity of its issues. Although Iskra did not
live up to its own goals on this score, it did outshine all other Russian
underground newspapers.

Each page of Iskra consisted of three columns of small print. An issue
contained four to eight pages and each page was 42 by 46 centimetres. A lead
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article of two columns takes up about six pages when reprinted in Lenin’s
complete works. At that rate, if the first fifteen issues of Iskra were printed
in book form, they would take up 774 pages. (More approximately, the 51
issues that came out while Lenin was on the editorial board would take up
2,700 pages and the full run of 112 issues — Iskra ceased publication at the
end of 1905 — would take up 6,000 pages.)

The newspaper itself contained no indication of the identities of the editorial
board. Only very rarely were articles by-lined. At the end was a German post-
office box address for correspondence. This coyness was mainly due to
considerations of konspiratsiia [underground secrecy], but it also strengthened
the impression that Iskra spoke with a single voice. At the Second Congress
in 1903, when the members of the editorial board were at each other’s throats,
many party members were aghast because they had become so accustomed
to thinking of the Iskra group as a model of teamwork and unity of outlook.

The prose style of Iskra’s columns matched the fiercely small print. While
journalistic, it was dense, difficult and not meant for the faint of heart or the
newly literate. Two opinions existed, then and now, about this prose style.
One is that it was an insult to the workers since it was clearly not meant for
them but, rather, for revolutionary intellectuals. The other view is that it was
a compliment to the workers. It did not condescend to them, dumb down
the issues or hide away questions that deeply concerned the intellectuals.
The top strata of the workers would be fully equal to it and the middle strata
would be challenged rather than discouraged.

The lead articles taking up the first and second page were either polemics
against other revolutionaries or indictments of some current outrage by the
tsarist government. On the remaining pages came a number of regular sections
contributed mainly by Iskra’s correspondents — that is, by anyone who took
the effort to write in with a description of this or that abuse or strike or
protest. The first section was ‘From Our Social Life’. Here, the reader found
a running account of the battle between government and society — all of
society, not just the workers. The next section was ‘Chronicle of the Worker
Movement and Letters from Factories and Workshops’. The spatial priority
of the section ‘From Our Social Life’ was deliberate. The aim of Iskra was to
broaden horizons beyond local conflicts with individual capitalists so as to
include all of tsarist oppression as well as the resistance engulfing Russian
society as a whole.
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Two other regular sections were ‘Foreign Survey’ and ‘From the Party’. The
‘Foreign Survey’ section was almost exclusively devoted to developments
within European Social Democracy: party congresses, ideological disputes,
electoral successes. The section ‘From the Party’ contained documents and
communiqués from local committees, along with Iskra’s comments.

What message would be received by the diligent Russian reader — whether
‘advanced worker’, Social-Democratic praktik, or police official — from these
first fifteen issues? First of all, the priority of political freedom. The first issue
announced that political freedom was ‘the same vital necessity for the worker
class as air for a living being’.! Almost a year later, the new banner of the
workers was contrasted to the programme of earlier Russian revolutionaries:

‘Land and Liberty’ was written on the banner of socialist intellectuals of the
1870s. ‘Political freedom in order to fight for socialism’ — this is the banner
under which the workers will finally take their place in the common

democratic struggle with tsarism.?

Thus political freedom was, for the time being, in the front seat, while socialism
was in the back seat. It would be hard to find articles in Iskra on the
attractiveness of socialist society, the necessity for common ownership, the
meaning of surplus-value, or even the wickedness of capitalist owners. Making
propaganda for socialism was not Iskra’s mission. Iskra was a revolutionary
newspaper and so it preached the overthrow of tsarism in order to obtain
political freedom.

One cannot help observing that, despite Iskra’s mythical status, many of
its arguments would have been seen as scandalous in Soviet times. According
to the reactionaries, announces Iskra, a free press in a bourgeois country is a
fraud because rich capitalists corrupt it and use it to dupe the workers. (Now,
who would be using this same argument twenty or thirty years later?) These
reactionaries forget that a free press provides its own antidote by allowing
bourgeois lies to be combatted.?

The battle for political freedom was fast approaching its climax — Iskra sent
this message on every column on every page. ‘The autocracy is living out its

! Iskra, No. 1 (December 1900) (' Achievements of International Social Democracy’).
For the background of the ‘light and air’ metaphor, see Chapter One.

2 Iskra, No. 11 (20 November 1901).

3 Iskra, No. 8 (10 September 1901).
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last minutes and the pressure of this huge, dying and rapidly disintegrating
carcass is vividly felt everywhere — in industrial centres and in sleepy villages’.*
All sections of Russian society were exasperated with this clumsy monster,
all wished to destroy this barrier to Russian progress.

The section entitled ‘From Our Social Life’ brought out the sheer ubiquity
of dissatisfaction with the government. Protests broke out everywhere. In one
issue, this section contained reports from Petersburg, Moscow, Saratov, Vilna
and Kostroma.> Protest could be found in all strata of society — not only the
workers and peasants, but the urban petty bourgeoisie, the school teachers
(who were told that the fight for political freedom was the fight for genuine
enlightenment of the people), the statisticians, the zemstvo activists, and even
a voice or two from among the noble landowners. The sympathy of these
strata for Iskra’s cause was dramatically demonstrated by the secret documents
provided by whistle-blowers and printed in Iskra. All nationalities were up
in arms. ‘In each ethnic group of the Russian state a worker movement is
growing and becoming stronger as it strives to become a Social-Democratic
movement’. Freedom was indivisible, Iskra preached, and the tsar’s Russification
policies were forcing ‘wider and wider strata of the Russian people to join
under the watchword: long live free Finland! long live free Russia!’.®

The ‘Chronicle of the Worker Movement’ section painted a corresponding
picture of an increasingly militant proletariat. ‘From Ivanovo-Voznezensk we
hear of a whole series of small factory protests that show that the growth of
poverty caused by the [economic] crisis plus the agitation carried out by local
Social Democrats has not been without effect’.” The workers are more than
ready and willing — as one of the lead articles put it, ‘without waiting for
their [Social-Democratic ] leader/guides, the proletariat threw itself into
battle’.*

The other sections of the newspaper contributed to the picture. According
to the ‘Foreign Survey’, the strong and advancing Social-Democratic movement
in Europe had the deepest interest in Russian developments and the deepest
sympathy for its revolutionary struggle. Within the Russian Party, the current

4 Iskra, No. 7 (August 1901).

> Iskra, No. 6 (July 1901).

6 Iskra, No. 1 (December 1900).
7 Iskra, No. 6 (July 1901).

8 Iskra, No. 3 (April 1901).
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was running strongly against the ‘economist’ fallacies of the past, as shown
by the documents discussed in the section ‘From the Party’. Even the more
extended polemics in the lead articles usually sought to give this impression
(the exception being the breakout of war between Iskra and the émigré journal
Rabochee delo, of which more in Chapter Five).

I have not said anything up to now about who was putting together Iskra
issue after issue because I wanted to suggest how little Iskra’s first readers
themselves knew. It is now time to provide this information. The editorial
board of Iskra was a coalition between the émigré elder statesmen who had
founded Russian Social Democracy in the 1880s (Plekhanov, Alsekrod, and
Zasulich) and younger Russian praktiki who had been directly involved in
organising and publishing activities in Russia during the 1890s. The younger
men — the first two had just finished up exile in Siberia — were Vladimir
Ulianov (Lenin), Iulii Martov and Aleksandr Potresov. After various negotiations
in 1900 that almost fell through (one of the very few personal documents we
have from Lenin is a poignant description of ‘how the Spark was almost
extinguished’), a workable editorial routine was set up. The main literary
contributors were Plekhanov, Martov and Lenin. It is fair to say that without
the utter dedication of Lenin and his wife Nadezhda Krupskaya the ambitious
project would have fallen through many times over.

The newspaper was printed first in Zurich and later in London and smuggled
into Russia by a variety of means. Part of the mystique of Iskra came from
the double-bottomed suitcases, the false passports, the disappearing ink, the
heartbreaking failures and the gleeful successes that were part of distributing
Iskra. Like the ‘red post’ of Sozialdemokrat during the anti-socialist laws in
Germany, Iskra thumbed its nose at the tsarist government merely by existing.’

As I have said, about fifteen issues had come out by the time WITBD was
completed. The Party’s Second Congress in August 1903 was Iskra’s triumph
and failure - triumph because an effective party congress had been one of
the newspaper’s principal aims and because Iskra was now declared the official
organ of the Party, failure because the editorial board fell apart in mutual
recriminations. After the Second Congress there was always one or more
prominent party figures outside the editorial board and hostile to it. For the

° For an English-language memoir description of various smuggling methods, see
Piatnitsky 1925.
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first few issues after the Second Congress the editorial board consisted of just
Lenin and Plekhanov. Starting with issue 52 in fall 1903, Lenin was out and,
very soon thereafter, everybody else (Akselrod, Zasulich, Martov, Potresov)
came back in, although unity remained fragile. Iskra continued as more or
less an organ of the Menshevik faction until its 112th issue in October 1905.
The term ‘Iskra period’ in this commentary refers to the period of the original
editorial board from December 1900 to August 1903.1

Iskra had a sister journal, Zaria [Dawn], that contained long serious articles,
book reviews and the like. Besides contributions from the Iskra board, Zaria
printed articles by (among others) Kautsky, David Riazanov (the future Marx
scholar), Parvus and the young philosopher Liubov Akselrod. Three volumes
came out (one was a double issue, No. 2-3 in December 1901), two before
WITBD’s completion and the final one in 1902. Zaria was Plekhanov’s chance
to tear revisionism to shreds. Lenin contributed articles to Zaria but his main
interest was Iskra and its more practical concerns.

To an unappreciated extent, Karl Kautsky directly supported the Iskra
enterprise. He contributed an autobiographical essay to Zaria (a valuable and
overlooked one) and an article to Iskra entitled ‘The Slavs and Revolution’
which became a classic (Lenin was still quoting it with approval after the
Revolution). He also intervened in a pro-Iskra manner in one of the disputes
between Iskra and Rabochee delo. When the Iskra board fell apart, Kautsky had
little compunction about wading in with his opinion. In short, Kautsky knew
a champion of Erfurtianism when he saw one."

Iskra was not just making it up when it described the growing revolutionary
excitement in Russia. The years 1900-3 were indeed enveloped in an atmosphere
of a growing revolutionary storm — a storm that broke out in 1905. The
meaning of Iskra-ism cannot be separated from this atmosphere. To help evoke
it, I will rely on two documents from 1904, both written to explain Russian
developments to foreign audiences and therefore most apt for our purposes.
One was based on a series of lectures given in America by the historian and
liberal party leader Paul Miliukov, the other was a small book whipped
together by Lenin and his lieutenants to present the Bolshevik side to the

1 Chapter Nine of this commentary is devoted to the polemics that the former Iskra
colleagues aimed at each other during 1903-4.
"' For Kautsky’s relations with the Russians, see Donald 1993 and Weill 1977.
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delegates at the international Social-Democratic congress in Amsterdam in
August 1904. Together they will help us grasp what Iskra meant to informed
readers of the time.

A view from the side: Paul Miliukov

Miliukov was a type we do not see much of these days: a liberal revolutionary.
Like the Social Democrats, he wanted to overthrow the autocracy to obtain
political freedom. Unlike the Social Democrats, he wanted political freedom
more or less for its own sake. After getting into various kinds of trouble with
the tsarist government, he went on a long trip abroad in 1903 and in the
summer of that year gave a series of lectures in America (written by him in
English — he was something of a linguistic prodigy). The aim of the lectures
was to set out a comprehensive interpretation of Russian history and to bring
home to Americans the seriousness of Russia’s revolutionary situation. After
a trip to London — where he looked up Lenin, presumably as the author of
WITBD, and found him ‘a stubborn debater and a slow-thinking scholar’, as
he put it many years later — he returned to America and revised his lectures
for publication.'? The chapter on the socialist tradition was especially reworked
in the light of the great collection of Russian revolutionary pamphlets at
Harvard.” In the last pages of his book, we see Miliukov receiving the exciting
news from Russia in January 1905 that a massacre had taken place on Bloody
Sunday and that the revolution had begun in earnest.

I believe that Russia and Its Crisis remains today the best introduction in
any language to the historical background of the Iskra enterprise. Not that
there is a great deal in the book about Iskra itself. The book is a unique resource
because Miliukov combined a historian’s detachment with a keen interest in
the forces driving Russia toward revolution — one of which was Iskra. Miliukov’s
study provides us with three essential components of Iskra’s context: the
Russian socialist tradition as understood in 1900, the European context for
socialist political strategy, and the accelerating revolutionary crisis in Russia
itself."

12 The description of Lenin is from Miliukov 1922, p. 48.

'* For background on Miliukov and particularly on the writing of this book, see
Stockdale 1996.

4 Miliukov 1962.
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Miliukov viewed Iskra itself with a sardonic but essentially sympathetic
eye, for he was glad to see a champion of political freedom triumph over its
Social-Democratic rivals. He presents Iskra to his American audience as on
the right side. He never mentions Lenin or any of the younger Social-Democratic
leaders. Nevertheless, I am fairly certain he had read wWiTBD and, indeed,
wrote a perceptive review of it for the underground liberal journal Osvobozhdenie.
In an Appendix to this chapter, I provide a text of this anonymous review and
give my reasons for assigning it to Miliukov.

Miliukov’s book sets out for us what ‘absence of political freedom’ meant
in tsarist Russia. The overwhelming temptation when reading this sort of
description is to say to oneself: you think tsarism is bad — wait till you see
tsarism’s successor. And this is a valid reaction. But let us abstract from the
grim ironies of the twentieth century and see tsarist Russia as a liberal and
a patriot would see it.

Miliukov notes the large number of institutions and persons ‘whose particular
duty it is to observe, to discover, and to punish political offences’.!> Secret
police informers are everywhere, not only in revolutionary and Social-
Democratic organisations but also in private circles for self-education and
even among school children. The ‘janitors’ — the concierge-type figures installed
in apartment buildings — are forcibly enlisted as spies on private residences.
Judicial controls barely exist; prescribed formal procedures are but ‘legalised
arbitrariness’.'"* Nero’s Rome pales by comparison.

Every Russian citizen must carry an internal passport, which must be shown
to the ‘janitors’ at all times. ‘You are not permitted to pass the night, were it
with your friends or relatives, without showing your passport to the janitor,
or your host and landlord may be punished by a fine of as much as $250"."”
This requirement applies to everybody, while people marked as untrustworthy
come under various sorts of special ‘surveillance’ associated with restrictions
of movement. The police can at any time enter the lodgings of someone under
strict surveillance — although, Miliukov remarks sardonically, ‘this last arrogance
cannot be particularly resented, because actually, though not legally, such is
the general condition of the Russian citizen’." The dimensions of the current

5

Miliukov 1962, p. 144.
¢ Miliukov 1962, p- 147.
7 Miliukov 1962, p. 148.
8 Miliukov 1962, p. 149.
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revolutionary crisis is shown by an explosion in the number of people under
surveillance: in 1880, 2,873 people under internal exile, in 1901, 16,000 or so
exiled from the Russian provinces alone.

There is no right of assembly, so that any crowd in the street or any private
gathering is considered illegal. ‘This may explain why mere crowding in the
streets is considered both by the government and the revolutionists as a means
of revolutionary action’." If professors want to invite their own students to
their lodgings to discuss paedogicial matters, they must petition for the right
to do so.

Do you want to give a public lecture? You have to inform the authorities
of the subject matter and sometimes even provide the text. Occasionally, a
government agent shows up to check that the text has not been changed.
Getting permission is all the more difficult if you want to give a lecture in
the provinces or to peasants and workers. Libraries meant for the lower classes
are also under strict control. ‘Thus we have two official catalogues for reading;
that of books prohibited for general libraries, and that of books permitted for
the people’s libraries’.?

Besides various other methods of censorship, the government can simply
forbid topics of discussion. ‘When a movement among workingmen began,
during the present reign, this subject also was withheld from public
discussion. . . . There is no burning question of the times that is accessible to
the Russian press.””! Miliukov goes on to discuss the repressive régime in the
educational system, with the result that the students are all socialistic, and
since 1899, ‘the revolution is, as it were, insistent within the walls of our
universities and academies. Thus the task of the government superintendence
has grown much more complicated’.”

Miliukov sums up the situation in a passage denying the possibility of
meaningful reform as long as the autocracy exists — a passage that reveals
the intransigence that Miliukov shared with Iskra:

Can the government, while it remains what it now is, namely, a mere system

of police, hypocritically supporting itself on fictitious nationalistic tradition,

1 Miliukov 1962, p. 150.
2 Miliukov 1962, p. 153.
2 Miliukov 1962, pp. 156-7.
2 Miliukov 1962, p. 164.
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leaving to legislation a merely fictitious independence, to administrative
power a likewise fictitious responsibility, to the judiciary not even a shadow
of its original freedom and competency - can a government such as this
lighten the system of oppression it is obliged to use against any free utterance
of an enlightened public opinion? Can it, for instance, abolish the Okhrana,
the gendarmes, the system of political spies, re-establish regular justice,
respect the rights of the individual, forbear arbitrary arrest and exile, allow
the population liberty to meet, to read whatever they wish, to speak publicly
about politics? Can it free the press from censorship, the schools from police

duties? Of course it cannot, without denying itself in essence.”

Having shown the intolerable lack of political freedom in Russia, Miliukov
sets out the historical evolution of the main oppositional currents, the ‘liberal
idea’ and the ‘socialistic idea’. When he talks about the developments in
Russian socialist thought, our lecturer puts the emphasis on a different set of
issues from the ones stressed by present-day lecturers on Russian history. The
way the story is usually told now focuses on the shift from a revolutionary
wager on the peasants to a wager on the urban workers. Attention is also
given to a ferocious debate over the future of capitalism in Russia that
accompanied this shift: would capitalism destroy Russia, as the populists
argued, or would it lay the foundations of Russia’s eventual salvation, as the
Social Democrats argued? There were also tactical debates, particularly on
the use of terror.

All of these were indeed crucial developments. But Miliukov is much more
interested in the gradual acceptance by socialist revolutionaries of the primordial
importance of political freedom. For him, this development is the meaning
of the triumph of Marx in the Russian socialist movement. For a liberal
revolutionary such as Miliukov, the socialist emphasis on political freedom
was obviously very good news indeed. But, when the Russian Social Democrats
themselves looked back, they did not see things very differently.?*

It is worth looking closely at Miliukov’s account of the evolution of the
Russian socialist tradition from Narodnaia volia to the rise of Russian Social
Democracy. The thrust of my commentary is to link Lenin’s outlook with
European Social Democracy as opposed to the Russian revolutionary tradition.

» Miliukov 1962, p. 165.
* For Martov’s view of these developments, see Martov 1900.
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Nevertheless, readers will rightly feel that a commentary on WITBD that says
nothing about Narodnaia volia is an odd one. Besides, Lenin was indeed very
proud of the Russian tradition and inspired by its heroes. This pride in no
way weakened his Erfurtian loyalties, for Narodnaia volia was, among other
things, a crucial step forward in the evolution toward Social Democracy.

For Miliukov’s American audience, Russian revolutionaries were exotic
types called ‘nihilists’. Miliukov puts the figure of the ‘nihilist’ firmly in
context as ‘a specifically Russian variety of the socialism of western Europe’.
These early peculiarities of Russian socialism ‘disappear as the movement
grows. The more it spreads and develops, the more cosmopolitan it becomes’.”
When Miliukov talks about European socialism, he means the SPD model.
‘Russian socialism, then, differs from German socialism in that it carries to
an extreme the features which have made German socialism differ from
English and American’.?

The trajectory in Russia, then, is toward German-style socialism. This
trajectory is best shown in the shift from a Proudhon/Bakunin-style rejection
of political freedom as on outright obstacle to socialist revolution to a Marx-
style insistence on it. For the anarchists, political freedom was for the
bourgeoisie, not for the narod who perhaps could not even read newspapers
and who instinctively just wanted to run their own affairs in ‘an autocracy
of popular communes, popular gatherings, popular bands’. These are the
words of Petr Lavrov — the same Lavrov who, as we saw in the previous
chapter, twitted the Russian Social Democrats in the 1890s for not being
political enough. In the mid-1870s, Lavrov held quite different views and
angrily rejected any revolution prior to the real, the socialist one. Lavrov
asked Russian revolutionary youth

whether they would like to follow the same path as those constitutionalists
who also may form a conspiracy in order to limit the imperial power by an
all-Russian representative assembly, requesting nothing but liberal checks
and guaranties; or whether they forgot that the people were always cheated
whenever an alliance between the popular party and the bourgeoisie was
concluded; or whether they thought that there was anything in common

between a social revolution and revolution for a liberal constitution? . ..

 Miliukov 1962, pp. 244-5.
* Miliukov 1962, p. 247.
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The revolution we look for must be popular and social; it must be directed
not only against the government, and its aim must be not only to deposit
the power in some other hands, but it must at once overthrow the economic

foundations of the present social order.”

What accounted for the shift of Lavrov and most other Russian socialists
away from these views? Miliukov explained that one force was an almost
unconscious evolution among the revolutionary populists.? First, they found
themselves spending more and more time propagandising the workers instead
of peasants, because the workers were the ones they could get to and who
would listen to them. But, as government repression made this task more
and more difficult, the revolutionaries ‘found that they had not sufficiently
appreciated the obstacles put in their way by the complete absence of legal
forms for any political propaganda in Russia’. They therefore fought back,
using terrorist means. But this use of terror was something of a heresy - not
because terror was violent, but because it represented political struggle, that
is, an attempt to attain political freedom instead of social transformation. In
an early version of the hegemony strategy, Andrei Zheliabov - one of the
leaders of Narodnaia volia — explained why socialist revolutionaries had
decided to act like liberal revolutionaries:

The party does not strive to attain political reforms. This task should belong
entirely to the men who call themselves liberals. But these men are entirely
powerless in Russia, and, whatever the reasons are, they have proved
incapable of giving Russia free institutions and guaranties of personal rights.
However, such institutions are so necessary that no activity appears to be
possible without them. Therefore the Russian socialistic party is obliged to

assume the duty of crushing despotism.?

The terrorists who formed the Narodnaia volia group tried their best to square
the circle by positing a ‘constitutional convention’ that, of course, would have
a large socialist majority — so the populist terrorists assured each other — and

Z Miliukov 1962, p. 289.

» Miliukov’s account here is clearly deeply influenced by Plekhanov’s own various
autobiographical accounts.

» Miliukov 1962, p. 302.
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that would therefore instantly inaugurate the social revolution. Their opponents
within the revolutionary-populist movement (who included the future founders
of Russian Social Democracy) laughed at this self-deception and re-iterated
that a constitution ‘would rather delay than accelerate the advent of the social
revolution, and, furthermore, it would compromise its success’.*

Thus, by the late 1870s, the populist revolutionaries had fallen into two
camps, one with a completely unrealistic idea of what could be achieved
without political freedom (wide-scale propaganda and agitation) and the
other with a completely unrealistic idea of what could be achieved with
political freedom (instant socialism). Marx to the rescue!

It is well known that the doctrines of Marx represent a synthesis of the ideas
of economic emancipation and political struggle; and it was just such a
synthesis that the revolutionaries of the [Narodnaia volia] party needed so
badly. ... Marx’s starting-point, as well as theirs, was that the economic
emancipation can be achieved only by the workingmen themselves; but
Marx wanted the workingmen to unite for this purpose in a large political
party and to fight their battles of class interest, not by way of small riots in
isolated villages, but by the large, centralised organisation of a labour party

whose aim should be to come into possession of political power.>!

The man who realised that Marx’s political strategy could reunite the shattered
revolutionary movement was Georgii Plekhanov. Plekhanov had been one of
the populist hard-liners who opposed terrorism by pointing out that political
freedom would benefit the bourgeoisie. Now he said to his erstwhile opponents:
in our debate a few years ago, our side was completely right in arguing that
a political revolution only means the triumph of capitalists. But we now
realise, thanks to reading Marx, that this is acceptable — let the bourgeoisie
triumph for a while, so long as we get political freedom. We will adopt your
strategy of political struggle (although not necessarily your terrorist tactics)
but we will do it, and we invite you to do it, with eyes open, without fantastic
expectations of instant socialism.®

¥ Miliukov 1962, p. 301.

3 Miliukov 1962, p. 308. Compare Miliukov here to John Rae on Marx’s desire to
‘introduce the large system of production into the art of conspiracy’ that I quoted at
the end of Chapter One.

2 This paraphrase of Plekhanov’s argument is based on my own reading of his
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In one sense, Plekhanov’s call to unity failed, since Social Democracy and
neo-populist currents remained separate and, eventually, became two separate
parties, the RSDWP and the Socialist Revolutionaries. But, in another sense,
Plekhanov succeeded, because both sides now fought for political freedom
not in the expectation of instant socialism but, rather, in the hope of applying
the SPD model. As a prominent terrorist of the 1870s, Stepniak (Sergei
Kravchinsky), wrote in 1890,

The violent actions to which we now have recourse are purely temporary
measures, which will give place to peaceful, intellectual work as soon as
popular representation is substituted for the present despotism. ... The
German Socialist party, which has astonished the world with its titanic
growth, presents the most brilliant example of political discretion and self-

control.*

The difference that still divided the two Russian revolutionary currents
concerned the application of the SPD model before the overthrow of the
autocracy. Despite their endorsement of political freedom as a goal, Stepniak
in 1890 and Lavrov in 1895 continued to think that conspiracies — ‘bombs
and dynamite’, in Stepniak’s words — were central and essential means of
obtaining political freedom in the first place. Social-Democratic success in
the late 1890s changed the terms of debate. By 1900, when the Socialist-
Revolutionary Party was formed, the emphasis of the neo-populists had
strongly shifted to a mass movement even under the autocracy, with terror
as only (at least officially) a supplementary means.

Miliukov does not use the term ‘Erfurtianism’, since it did not exist until
a chapter ago, but that is what he is talking about. Commentary on WITBD
usually devotes much time to the Russian revolutionary tradition, especially
Narodnaia volia, and very little time to European Social Democracy. Miliukov’s
account provides one more reason for my opposite emphasis. According to
Miliukov, the whole trend of Russian socialism was toward acceptance of the
SPD model and the primordial importance of political freedom. Narodnaia
volia in particular played a crucial part in this development, so that admiration

seminal 1883 publication Socialism and Political Struggle rather than Miliukov’s account.
Sotsializm i politicheskaia bor'ba can be found in Volume 2 of Plekhanov 1923-7.
¥ Miliukov 1962, pp. 235-6.
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for Narodnaia volia is no indication of a sneaking atavistic Russian rejection
of Western models.

We turn now to Miliukov’s account of the current situation in Russia and
Iskra’s role in it. The big point that emerges from Miliukov’s remarks is that
Iskra was successful because its original position was confirmed by the growing
‘revolutionism’ of the situation and also because Iskra was flexible enough to
become even more revolutionary as the situation heated up.

Miliukov wanted to demonstrate to his American audience of 19034 that
a revolutionary crisis had been brewing in Russia for at least a decade (and,
of course, his diagnosis was confirmed by what was happening even as he
sent his book off to press in early 1905). The Russian crisis was an explosive
compound of economic downturn and widespread anger at the government.
‘Material want, growing more and more acute, finally takes the shape of a
general crisis — agricultural, industrial, and financial. Political disaffection,
becoming permanent, forms an atmosphere of social unrest which finds
expression in individual or combined violent action’.* After giving statistics
on the economic problems of the country, Miliukov rings through the
same gamut of protest that was featured in the pages of Iskra. Of course,
the university, the factory and the villages are prominent venues for protest,
since these are the ‘more or less customary and habitual spheres of
revolutionary agitation’, but, even in these milieus, the dimensions of protest
are unprecedented.® In the 1870s, the peasants themselves turned the
revolutionaries over to the police.

But at present the peasants do their best to conceal the propagandists from
the police, and, when directly requested to hand over seditious leaflets
distributed by socialists, they often answer with plain refusal. To watch
them more closely, thirty-five thousand special village policeman had to be
introduced by Mr. Plehve.*

National groups from Finland to the Caucasus are in revolt. And new and
more unexpected groups are joining the roster of protest, groups such as

¥ Miliukov 1962, p. 313.

# Miliukov 1962, p. 371.

% Miliukov 1962, p. 262. Plehve was the Minister of the Interior. Compare Iskra’s
comments on him in the next section.
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teachers in lower schools and the army. The number of political criminals is
rising rapidly (Miliukov gives statistics), and, indeed, ‘to be branded as a
political criminal by the police is a mark of distinction, gradually becoming
a quite necessary qualification for everybody who claims to advocate liberal
public opinion’.”

The two protest groups that are forcing the pace of transformation from
dissatisfaction to revolutionary upheaval are the students and the workers.
Miliukov traces the galvanising role of the militant worker movement, starting
with the strikes of 1896, when ‘Petersburg was roused by a startling movement
of workingmen, the like of which it had never before seen’.* Furthermore,
the conditions of Russian life ensure that no purely apolitical, tred-iunionist
movement is possible.

The very fact of a strike — independently of its causes, its character, or its
demands - constitutes a crime. . .. The strike from a professional [= trade]
contest becomes at once a political demonstration — even before the workmen
themselves have had time to realise it. Thus they generally begin with a
protest against the manufacturer, but invariably finish by protesting against
autocracy; and very often the manufacturer himself, in his inmost heart,

feels inclined to join them.”

In the beginning, perhaps, strikes became political before the workers realised
it, but no longer. ‘Political disturbances similar to those endemic in the Russian
universities have now become a permanent feature of factory life. ... They
are gradually becoming better organised, more simultaneous, and more
conscious of their political significance’. Miliukov appends to this remark a
list of worker demonstrations from September 1901 to May 1902 - that is, the
very months Lenin was churning out wiTBD. In September, Kishenev and
Petersburg; in November, Moscow and Kharkov; in December, Kharkov and
Ekaterinoslav; in February, Kiev, Moscow, Ekaterinoslav, Rostov-on-the-Don,
Odessa; in March, Petersburg; in April, Krasnoyarsk, Rostov-on-the-Don,
Baku; in May, Sormovo and Saratov. (I wonder why January was such a slow
month?) The worker demands are all the more dangerous for the government

7 Miliukov 1962, p. 376 (Miliukov himself had served time).
% Miliukov 1962, p. 350.
¥ Miliukov 1962, p. 354.



176 * Chapter Three

since ‘the workingmen in the larger factory’ are the ‘vanguard’ of the Russian
masses, so that ‘now the people in the village are trying to imitate their
example’.** Alongside the mass dissatisfaction, there is a large and growing
corps of dedicated activists who ensure that protests will never cease in spite
of the barbarous and violent repression.

All this ensured Iskra’s success. Miliukov treats Iskra as the organ of the
Plekhanov group and never mentions the younger members of the board —
mainly, no doubt, because even the pseudonyms of the younger members
were barely known at the time. The decades-long struggle of the Plekhanov

group was vindicated by the emergence of a radical worker movement in the
mid-1890s.

The fact was that the struggle of the workingmen against autocracy was of
itself coming to the front; and such a struggle offered the best chance of
success to a theory which had always taught that this was the only kind of
struggle which led directly to the advent of socialism, in strict accordance

with the teachings of scientific socialism."

Iskra’s first success was against ‘economists’ and ‘revisionists’ within Social-
Democratic ranks. Miliukov sides with Iskra on both counts, although, of
course, he gives a different analysis of the issues. The ‘economists’, he says,
were young Russian revolutionaries who had grown up in the Russia of the
1880s and imbibed more than they realised of its reactionary, passive apolitical
pessimism about social action. Thus they were delighted when events confirmed
the Marxist analysis — but drew the conclusion that they could allow events
to complete the job.

Social revolution was now safely expected to come as an unavoidable result
of an organic and spontaneous material evolution; and people in possession
of that ‘scientific’ prognosis looked down with contempt upon their
predecessors, who were short-sighted enough to rely upon a weak individual
effort. . .. The consequence was that, in spite of the influence of the elder
Marxists, the active and individual - the political — element in the revolution

was disregarded, and the chief attention was drawn to the passive and

* Miliukov 1962, pp. 367, 351.
4 Miliukov 1962, p. 352.
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spontaneous — the economic - side of the movement. Strikes of workingmen -
their struggle for better wages — were to become the main, if not the only,

object of the socialistic propaganda and agitation.*
The ‘passive’ outlook of the ‘economists’ soon dissipated:

The old Marxists were the first to dispel the charm. ... Not strikes on
professional [= trade] lines with demands for a shorter workday and better
wages, but direct political demands for the destruction of autocracy; not
local work, but party work on a large scale — such was now the watchword
of socialistic democratism. A new literary organ of the ‘orthodox’ Marxists
was founded (The Spark), and it carried the day against the inexperienced

‘economism’ of the younger generation.®

Attempts to import revisionist-style reformism from the West also failed
because they were out of tune with the Russian situation. In Germany, perhaps,
revisionism made sense to large currents in the Party, but not in Russia, where
the Party’s role was necessarily revolutionary. Revisionism had to be rejected
for the sake of sheer self-preservation. Thus, the success of the Iskra group
‘is easily explained by the fact that their tendency coincided with the ascending
line of the whole movement and was powerfully supported by the whole
trend of the increasing revolutionism of the Russian socialists’.#

Miliukov goes on to describe the rise of the Socialist Revolutionaries.
This new party treated Iskra-style Social Democrats as the latter had treated
the ‘economists’, namely, as conservatives out of touch with increasing
revolutionism in Russia. Miliukov himself felt that the Social Democrats were
too obsessed with preparatory organisation of the labour party of the future
and that in fact ‘all the revolutionary blows which have essentially determined
the change in the political situation during the last three or four years have
been struck by Social Revolutionaries’.* (Miliukov is refer