
 1

LENIN, THE REVOLUTIONARY

*All three pieces are from the first section of Lenin’s book 
Left-Wing Communism - An Infantile Disorder

In What Sense We Can Speak of the 
International Significance of the Russian 
Revolution 
by Vladimir Lenin

An Essential Condition of the Bolsheviks’ 
Success
by Vladimir Lenin

The Principal Stages in the History of 
Bolshevism
by Vladimir Lenin

pg 2

pg 4

pg 6

WEEK 1

Reading packet



 2

In the first months after the proletariat in 
Russia had won political power (October 25 
[November 7], 1917), it might have seemed that 
the enormous difference between backward 
Russia and the advanced countries of 
Western Europe would lead to the proletarian 
revolution in the latter countries bearing very 
little resemblance to ours. We now possess 
quite considerable international experience, 
which shows very definitely that certain 
fundamental features of our revolution have 
a significance that is not local, or peculiarly 
national, or Russian alone, but international. 
I am not speaking here of international 
significance in the broad sense of the term: 
not merely several but all the primary features 
of our revolution, and many of its secondary 
features, are of international significance in 
the meaning of its effect: on all countries. I 
am speaking of it in the narrowest sense of 
the word, taking international significance 
to mean the international validity or the 
historical inevitability of a repetition, on an 
international scale, of what has taken place in 
our country. It must be admitted that certain 
fundamental features of our revolution do 
possess that significance.

It would, of course, be grossly erroneous 
to exaggerate this truth and to extend it 
beyond certain fundamental features of our 
revolution. It would also be erroneous to lose 
sight of the fact that, soon after the victory 
of the proletarian revolution in at least one 
of the advanced countries, a sharp change 
will probably come about: Russia will cease 

to be the model and will once again become 
a backward country (in the “Soviet” and the 
socialist sense).

At the present moment in history, however, 
it is the Russian model that reveals to all 
countries something—and something highly 
significant—of their near and inevitable 
future. Advanced workers in all lands have 
long realised this; more often than not, they 
have grasped it with their revolutionary class 
instinct rather than realised it. Herein lies the 
international “significance” (in the narrow 
sense of the word) of Soviet power, and of the 
fundamentals of Bolshevik theory and tactics. 
The “revolutionary” leaders of the Second 
International, such as Kautsky in Germany 
and Otto Bauer and Friedrich Adler in Austria, 
have failed to understand this, which is why 
they have proved to be reactionaries and 
advocates of the worst kind of opportunism 
and social treachery. Incidentally, the 
anonymous pamphlet entitled The World 
Revolution (Weltrevolution), which appeared 
in Vienna in 1919 (Sozialistische Bücherei, 
Heft 11; Ignaz Brand), very clearly reveals their 
entire thinking and their entire range of ideas, 
or, rather, the full extent of their stupidity, 
pedantry, baseness and betrayal of working-
class interests—and that, moreover, under 
the guise of “defending” the idea of “world 
revolution”.

We shall, however, deal with this pamphlet 
in greater detail some other time. We shall 
here note only one more point: in bygone 
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days, when he was still a Marxist and not a 
renegade, Kautsky, dealing with the question 
as an historian, foresaw the possibility of a 
situation arising in which the revolutionary 
spirit of the Russian proletariat would provide 
a model to Western Europe. This was in 
1902, when Kautsky wrote an article for the 
revolutionary Iskra, [1] entitled “The Slavs 
and Revolution”. Here is what he wrote in the 
article:

“At the present time [in contrast with 
1848] it would seem that not only have the 
Slavs entered the ranks of the revolutionary 
nations, but that the centre of revolutionary 
thought and revolutionary action is shifting 
more and more to the Slavs. The revolutionary 
centre is shifting from the West to the East. 
In the first half of the nineteenth century it 
was located in France, at times in England. 
In 1848 Germany too joined the ranks of the 
revolutionary nations. . . . The new century 
has begun with events which suggest the idea 
that we are approaching a further shift of 
the revolutionary centre, namely, to Russia. 
. . . Russia, which has borrowed so much 
revolutionary initiative from the West, is now 
perhaps herself ready to serve the West as a 
source of revolutionary energy. The Russian 
revolutionary movement that is now flaring 
up will perhaps prove to be the most potent 
means of exorcising the spirit of flabby 
philistinism and coldly calculating politics that 
is beginning to spread in our midst, and it may 
cause the fighting spirit and the passionate 
devotion to our great ideals to flare up again. 
To Western Europe, Russia has long ceased 
to be a bulwark of reaction and absolutism. I 
think the reverse is true today. Western Europe 
is becoming Russia’s bulwark of reaction and 
absolutism. . . . The Russian revolutionaries 
might perhaps have coped with the tsar long 
ago had they not been compelled at the same 
time to fight his ally—European capital. Let 
us hope that this time they will succeed in 

coping with both enemies, and that the new 
‘Holy Alliance’ will collapse more rapidly than 
its predecessors did. However the present 
struggle in Russia may end, the blood and 
suffering of the martyrs whom, unfortunately, 
it will produce in too great numbers, will not 
have been in vain. They will nourish the shoots 
of social revolution throughout the civilised 
world and make them grow more luxuriantly 
and rapidly. In 1848 the Slavs were a killing 
frost which blighted the flowers of the people’s 
spring. Perhaps they are now destined to be 
the storm that will break the ice of reaction 
and irresistibly bring with it a new and happy 
spring for the nations” (Karl Kautsky, “The 
Slavs and Revolution”, Iskra, Russian Social-
Democratic revolutionary newspaper, No. 18, 
March 10, 1902).

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

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

I repeat: the experience of the victorious 
dictatorship of the proletariat in Russia 

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

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

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

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

The fact that, in 1917–20, Bolshevism 
was able, under unprecedentedly difficult 
conditions, to build up and successfully 
maintain the strictest centralisation and iron 
discipline was due simply to a number of 
historical peculiarities of Russia.

On the one hand, Bolshevism arose in 1903 
on a very firm foundation of Marxist theory. 
The correctness of this revolutionary theory, 
and of it alone, has been proved, not only by 
world experience throughout the nineteenth 
century, but especially by the experience 
of the seekings and vacillations, the errors 
and disappointments of revolutionary 
thought in Russia. For about half a century—
approximately from the forties to the nineties 
of the last century—progressive thought 
in Russia, oppressed by a most brutal and 
reactionary tsarism, sought eagerly for a 
correct revolutionary theory, and followed with 
the utmost diligence and thoroughness each 

and every “last word” in this sphere in Europe 
and America. Russia achieved Marxism—the 
only correct revolutionary theory—through the 
agony she experienced in the course of half a 
century of unparalleled torment and sacrifice, 
of unparalleled revolutionary heroism, 
incredible energy, devoted searching, study, 
practical trial, disappointment. verification, 
and comparison with European experience. 
Thanks to the political emigration caused by 
tsarism, revolutionary Russia, in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, acquired a 
wealth of international links and excellent 
information on the forms and theories of the 
world revolutionary movement, such as no 
other country possessed.

On the other hand, Bolshevism, which had 
arisen on this granite foundation of theory, 
went through fifteen years of practical history 
(1903–17) unequalled anywhere in the world 
in its wealth of experience. During those 
fifteen years, no other country knew anything 
even approximating to that revolutionary 
experience, that rapid and varied succession 
of different forms of the movement—legal and 
illegal, peaceful and stormy, underground and 
open, local circles and mass movements, and 
parliamentary and terrorist forms. In no other 
country has there been concentrated, in so 
brief a period, such a wealth of forms, shades, 
and methods of struggle of all classes of 
modern society, a struggle which, owing to the 
backwardness of the country and the severity 
of the tsarist yoke, matured with exceptional 
rapidity, and assimilated most eagerly and 
successfully the appropriate “last word” of 
American and European political experience.
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The years of preparation for revolution  
(1903–05)

 The approach of a great storm was sensed 
everywhere. All classes were in a state of 
ferment and preparation. Abroad, the press of 
the political exiles discussed the theoretical 
aspects of all the fundamental problems of 
the revolution. Representatives of the three 
main classes, of the three principal political 
trends—the liberal-bourgeois, the petty-
bourgeois-democratic (concealed behind 
“social-democratic” and “social-revolutionary” 
labels [2]), and the proletarian-revolutionary—
anticipated and prepared the impending 
open class struggle by waging a most bitter 
struggle on issues of programme and tactics. 
All the issues on which the masses waged an 
armed struggle in 1905–07 and 1917–20 can 
(and should) be studied, in their embryonic 
form, in the press of the period. Among these 
three main trends there were, of course, a host 
of intermediate, transitional or half-hearted 
forms. It would be more correct to say that 
those political and ideological trends which 
were genuinely of a class nature crystallised in 
the struggle of press organs, parties, factions 
and groups; the classes were forging the 
requisite political and ideological weapons for 
the impending battles.

The years of revolution (1905–07). All classes 
came out into the open. All programmatical 
and tactical views were tested by the action 
of the masses. In its extent and acuteness, the 
strike struggle had no parallel anywhere in the 

world. The economic strike developed into a 
political strike, and the latter into insurrection. 
The relations between the proletariat, as 
the leader, and the vacillating and unstable 
peasantry, as the led, were tested in practice. 
The Soviet form of organisation came into 
being in the spontaneous development 
of the struggle. The controversies of that 
period over the significance of the Soviets 
anticipated the great struggle of 1917–20. 
The alternation of parliamentary and non-
parliamentary forms of struggle, of the 
tactics of boycotting parliament and that 
of participating in parliament, of legal and 
illegal forms of struggle, and likewise their 
interrelations and connections—all this was 
marked by an extraordinary wealth of content. 
As for teaching the fundamentals of political 
science to masses and leaders, to classes and 
parties alike, each month of this period was 
equivalent to an entire year of “peaceful” and 
“constitutional” development. Without the 
“dress rehearsal” of 1905, the victory of the 
October Revolution in 1917 would have been 
impossible.

The years of reaction (1907–10). Tsarism 
was victorious. All the revolutionary and 
opposition parties were smashed. Depression, 
demoralisation, splits, discord, defection, 
and pornography took the place of politics. 
There was an ever greater drift towards 
philosophical idealism; mysticism became 
the garb of counter-revolutionary sentiments. 
At the same time, however, it was this great 
defeat that taught the revolutionary parties 
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and the revolutionary class a real and very 
useful lesson, a lesson in historical dialectics, 
a lesson in an understanding of the political 
struggle, and in the art and science of waging 
that struggle. It is at moments of need that 
one learns who one’s friends are. Defeated 
armies learn their lesson.

Victorious tsarism was compelled to speed 
up the destruction of the remnants of the pre-
bourgeois, patriarchal mode of life in Russia. 
The country’s development along bourgeois 
lines proceeded apace. Illusions that stood 
outside and above class distinctions, illusions 
concerning the possibility of avoiding 
capitalism, were scattered to the winds. The 
class struggle manifested itself in a quite new 
and more distinct way.

The revolutionary parties had to complete 
their education. They were learning how to 
attack. Now they had to realise that such 
knowledge must be supplemented with the 
knowledge of how to retreat in good order. 
They had to realise—and it is from bitter 
experience that the revolutionary class learns 
to realise this—that victory is impossible 
unless one has learned how to attack and 
retreat properly. Of all the defeated opposition 
and revolutionary parties, the Bolsheviks 
effected the most orderly retreat, with the 
least loss to their “army”, with its core best 
preserved, with the least significant splits (in 
point of depth and incurability), with the least 
demoralisation, and in the best condition 
to resume work on the broadest scale and 
in the most correct and energetic manner. 
The Bolsheviks achieved this only because 
they ruthlessly exposed and expelled the 
revolutionary phrase-mongers, those who 
did not wish to understand that one had to 
retreat, that one had to know how to retreat, 
and that one had absolutely to learn how 
to work legally in the most reactionary of 
parliaments, in the most reactionary of trade 

unions, co-operative and insurance societies 
and similar organisations.

The years of revival (1910–14). At first 
progress was incredibly slow, then, following 
the Lena events of 1912, it became somewhat 
more rapid. Overcoming unprecedented 
difficulties, the Bolsheviks thrust back the 
Mensheviks, whose role as bourgeois agents 
in the working-class movement was clearly 
realised by the entire bourgeoisie after 
1905, and whom the bourgeoisie therefore 
supported in a thousand ways against the 
Bolsheviks. But the Bolsheviks would never 
have succeeded in doing this had they not 
followed the correct tactics of combining 
illegal work with the utilisation of “legal 
opportunities”, which they made a point of 
doing. In the elections to the arch-reactionary 
Duma, the Bolsheviks won the full support of 
the worker curia.

The First Imperialist World War (1914–17). 
Legal parliamentarianism, with an extremely 
reactionary “parliament”, rendered most 
useful service to the Bolsheviks, the party of 
the revolutionary proletariat. The Bolshevik 
deputies were exiled to Siberia. [3] All shades 
of social-imperialism, social-chauvinism, 
social-patriotism, inconsistent and consistent 
internationalism, pacifism, and the 
revolutionary repudiation of pacifist illusions 
found full expression in the Russian émigré 
press. The learned fools and the old women of 
the Second International, who had arrogantly 
and contemptuously turned up their noses 
at the abundance of “factions” in the Russian 
socialist movement and at the bitter struggle 
they were waging among themselves, were 
unable—when the war deprived them of 
their vaunted “legality” in all the advanced 
countries— to organise anything even 
approximating such a free (illegal) interchange 
of views and such a free (illegal) evolution of 
correct views as the Russian revolutionaries 
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did in Switzerland and in a number of other 
countries. That was why both the avowed 
social-patriots and the “Kautskyites” of all 
countries proved to be the worst traitors to the 
proletariat. One of the principal reasons why 
Bolshevism was able to achieve victory in 1917–
20 was that, since the end of 1914, it has been 
ruthlessly exposing the baseness and vileness 
of social-chauvinism and “Kautskyism” (to 
which Longuetism [4,5] in France, the views 
of the Fabians [6] and the leaders of the 
Independent Labour Party [7] in Britain, of 
Turati in Italy, etc., correspond), the masses 
later becoming more and more convinced, 
from their own experience, of the correctness 
of the Bolshevik views.

The second revolution in Russia (February 
to October 1917). Tsarism’s senility and 
obsoleteness had (with the aid of the blows 
and hardships of a most agonising war) 
created an incredibly destructive force 
directed against it. Within a few days Russia 
was transformed into a democratic bourgeois 
republic, freer—in war conditions—than any 
other country in the world. The leaders of the 
opposition and revolutionary parties began 
to set up a government, just as is done in 
the most “strictly parliamentary” republics; 
the fact that a man had been a leader of an 
opposition party in parliament—even in a 
most reactionary parliament—facilitated his 
subsequent role in the revolution.

In a few weeks the Mensheviks and Socialist-
Revolutionaries thoroughly assimilated all 
the methods and manners, the arguments 
and sophistries of the European heroes of the 
Second International, of the ministerialists 
[8] and other opportunist riff-raff. Everything 
we now read about the Scheidemanns and 
Noskes, about Kautsky and Hilferding, Renner 
and Austerlitz, Otto Bauer and Fritz Adler, 
Turati and Longuet, about the Fabians and the 
leaders of the Independent Labour Party of 

Britain—all this seems to us (and indeed is) a 
dreary repetition, a reiteration, of an old and 
familiar refrain. We have already witnessed 
all this in the instance of the Mensheviks. As 
history would have it, the opportunists of a 
backward country became the forerunners 
of the opportunists in a number of advanced 
countries.

If the heroes of the Second International 
have all gone bankrupt and have disgraced 
themselves over the question of the 
significance and role of the Soviets and 
Soviet rule; if the leaders of the three very 
important parties which have now left the 
Second International (namely, the German 
Independent Social-Democratic Party, [9] 
the French Longuetists and the British 
Independent Labour Party) have disgraced 
themselves and become entangled in this 
question in a most “telling” fashion; if they 
have all shown themselves slaves to the 
prejudices of petty-bourgeois democracy 
(fully in the spirit of the petty-bourgeois 
of 1848 who called themselves “Social-
Democrats”)—then we can only say that 
we have already witnessed all this in the 
instance of the Mensheviks. As history 
would have it, the Soviets came into being 
in Russia in 1905; from February to October 
1917 they were turned to a false use by the 
Mensheviks, who went bankrupt because of 
their inability to understand the role and 
significance of the Soviets; today the idea of 
Soviet power has emerged throughout the 
world and is spreading among the proletariat 
of all countries with extraordinary speed. 
Like our Mensheviks, the old heroes of the 
Second International are everywhere going 
bankrupt, because they are incapable of 
understanding the role and significance of the 
Soviets. Experience has proved that, on certain 
very important questions of the proletarian 
revolution, all countries will inevitably have to 
do what Russia has done.
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Despite views that are today often to be met 
with in Europe and America, the Bolsheviks 
began their victorious struggle against the 
parliamentary and (in fact) bourgeois republic 
and against the Mensheviks in a very cautious 
manner, and the preparations they made for 
it were by no means simple. At the beginning 
of the period mentioned, we did not call 
for the overthrow of the government but 
explained that it was impossible to overthrow 
it without first changing the composition and 
the temper of the Soviets. We did not proclaim 
a boycott of the bourgeois parliament, the 
Constituent Assembly, but said—and following 
the April (1917) Conference of our Party began 
to state officially in the name of the Party—
that a bourgeois republic with a Constituent 
Assembly would be better than a bourgeois 
republic without a Constituent Assembly, but 
that a “workers’ and peasants’ ” republic, a 
Soviet republic, would be better than any 
bourgeois-democratic, parliamentary republic. 
Without such thorough, circumspect and long 
preparations, we could not have achieved 
victory in October 1917, or have consolidated 
that victory. 


