The Contribution of Lenin 1917-24
	Lenin’s role in bringing about the October Revolution

	· Lenin’s leadership role in persuading the Bolsheviks to act in October 1917.  Trotsky sums up Lenin’s contribution:  “If neither Lenin nor I had been present in Petersburg, there would have been no October Revolution: the leadership of the Bolshevik Party would have prevented it from occurring – of this I have not the slightest doubt”.

Lenin’s arrival in Petrograd in April 1917 transformed the Bolshevik attitude to the Provisional Government.  Pravda had given the Provisional Government a cautious welcome and Stalin and others had announced that they were prepared to work with it.  Lenin’s April Thesis, calling for the overthrow of Prime Minister Lvov and his ministers, were received badly at first but Lenin was able to defeat the opposition of Zinoviev and Kamenev to persuade the party that they should prepare for revolution.

· Lenin’s role as a theorist – his adaptation of Marxism to fit Russian circumstances (became known as Marxism-Leninism).  Marx forecast proletarian revolutions in industrialised societies.  Russia was a peasant country with a tiny proletariat.  Lenin’s insistence that a party of professional revolutionaries could seize power, ‘telescope’ together the bourgeois and proletarian revolutions, and establish a Communist regime in backward Russia was what made the October Revolution possible.  Without Marxism-Leninism there would have been no Bolshevism.



	Lenin’s role in establishing Bolshevik authority immediately after October 1917
	· Relationship with other socialist parties.  After the October Revolution Lenin insisted that the Bolsheviks rule as a one-party state.  He forced this through against the opposition of leading Bolsheviks who wanted a socialist coalition (an alliance with S.R.s and Mensheviks in a Constituent Assembly).  Lenin closed down the Constituent Assembly.  By 1923 all other political parties had been banned.


	Lenin’s willingness to adapt Bolshevik theories to meet political / military / economic realities 1918-24
The nationalities issue
	· The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk 1918.  Lenin pushed through the signing of the Treaty of Brest Litovsk despite opposition from Bolsheviks who believed that the treaty was a humiliation for Russia.  As a result of this treaty Russia lost the Ukraine, Finland, the Baltic provinces, parts of Poland and Georgia and had to pay compensation to Germany. Lenin recognised that the Bolsheviks needed peace to survive.  He also believed that Germany would eventually be defeated and the treaty would become null and void.

· Trotsky and the Red Army.  He supported Trotsky (the Commissar for War) in creating a traditional hierarchical Red Army using 50,000 ex-Tsarist officers, against serious opposition in the party from leading Bolsheviks such as Stalin.  Trotsky would not have got this through without Lenin and if he had not, then the Bolsheviks might well have lost the civil war.

· Economic Policy. Lenin brought in the policy of War Communism in 1918 in order to win the civil war (War Communism involved the nationalisation of all industry and the requisitioning of food from the peasants).  War Communism was instrumental in helping the Bolsheviks win the civil war.  However, by 1921, he recognised that the policy of War Communism was not suitable for a post-civil war situation – it was causing increasing resistance and disillusionment, and in 1921 he persuaded a very reluctant party to accept the compromises of  the New Economic Policy (NEP) which reintroduced some elements of capitalism but also helped to stabilise the economy.

· Lenin was prepared to use force to keep some national groups in line e.g. in Azerbajan, Armenia and Georgia.  However, he was also prepared to guarantee freedoms to Muslims in order to win their support.  It was a policy of compromise.  The new Soviet Constitution in 1923, formally setting up the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), was a recognition that a federal system of government was needed to hold together a land of great ethnic diversity.  


	Lenin’s willingness to use terror as an instrument of policy

	· Lenin believed that the Bolsheviks had to survive whatever the cost.  He had a strong streak of ruthlessness and cruelty e.g. he was prepared to use the Cheka to subdue opposition (e.g. the ‘Red Terror’ during the civil war period) and was particularly contemptuous of the peasantry e.g. during the civil war period he ordered the execution of kulaks who resisted the requisitioning of grain and encouraged class warfare in the villages. At least a quarter of a million people died at the hands of the Cheka in the period 1918-20.  Lenin believed that this ruthlessness was necessary to survival.  Another example of ruthlessness was the decision to execute the Tsar and his family in 1918 – their continued existence during the civil was seen to present too much of a threat as they provided a focus for anti-Bolshevik groups.


	Summary

	Lenin had many qualities that proved invaluable in pushing through the October Revolution in 1917 and ruling Russia in the post-revolutionary period.  

He had great organisational abilities and leadership skills, together with a strong personality to force through decisions in the Politburo and Central Committee.  He was tough, hard and calculating.

He was a good orator – he was able to express his ideas simply and could make his audience understand complicated political concepts.  He was good in argument, bringing people around to his views.

Lenin was above all a pragmatist.  The survival of Bolshevism was the key - to that idea all other ideas were sacrificed.  He was prepared to accept the humiliation of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, the military necessity of using bourgeois officers in the Red Army and the temporary abandonment of Bolshevik economic theory.  He was prepared to adjust ideology to meet immediate necessity and had no hesitation about using terror to suppress opposition.



	Historians are divided about Lenin
	The negative view

· Lenin was a ruthless dictator.  The state he created was more tyrannical than the Tsarist state.  His secret police killed more than 250,000 people between 1917-1924.

· He was wholly unprincipled in the methods he used to achieve his ends.

· Lenin’s rule paved the way for that of Stalin.  Stalin’s brutal totalitarianism was a logical development of the system established by Lenin.

The (more) positive view
· The desperate struggle for survival after 1917 explain the harshness of Lenin’s actions.

· Lenin was a skilled opportunist.  His political realism was evident with NEP.

· It is unfair to blame Lenin for Stalin’s crimes.




