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Lenin’s 1901 pamphlet What is to be
Done? is still controversial. The book is
used to provide illustration, by conservatives
and liberals alike, for the argument that
Lenin was an ‘elitist’. He supposedly wanted
a dictatorship of intellectuals over the work-
ing class and that his conception of a pro-
fessional revolutionary party ‘elite’ laid the
basis for Stalinism. Thinkers like Chomsky
present Lenin as wanting to create this new
elite - ‘the Leninist intelligentsia have a dif-
ferent agenda. They fit Marx’s description
of the ’conspirators’ who ‘pre-empt the de-
veloping revolutionary process’ and distort
it to their ends of domination’.1

Lenin the elitist?
The standard story of What is to be Done?
is that it demonstrates Lenin’s condescend-
ing attitude to working class people and puts
forward a method of organisation that is
modelled on the secretive and conspirato-
rial methods of Russian ‘Narodnik’ terror-
ists. This Russian revolutionary tradition
arose from the middle class intellectuals who
saw the peasants as the agents of change.

Although some of the Narodnik thinkers had
read Marx they hoped that Russia could skip
capitalism and develop socialism based on
the peasant village commune.

Lenin is supposed to have adopted their
conspiratorial methods and grafted them
onto Marxism creating a Russian ‘hybrid’.2
There certainly was some continuity of per-
sonnel between the Narodnik movement and
Russian Marxism. For example, Plekhanov,
known as ‘the father of Russian Marxism’,
began as a member of a Narodnik group
called ‘Black Repartition’. The reason some
Narodniks moved over to a focus on the
working class as the agent of change was,
not only that capitalism had continued to
develop and strengthen its hold in Russia,
but also, that the terrorist methods just
hadn’t worked. In Lenin’s early writings
he conducted an argument with the terror-
ists. He wanted to show ‘the reactionary,
middle class character of the way in which
the direct producers’ interests have been and
are being represented by the Russian Naro-
dniks.’3 His book The Development of Cap-
italism in Russia was an argument that the
desire to ‘skip capitalism’ and save the vil-
lage commune was nothing but a ‘utopian’
dream. Capitalism was developing in Russia
and the process of class differentiation had
proceeded to a much greater extent than the
Narodniks were willing to admit.

It is important to remember that the ne-
cessity for conspiratorial methods amongst
Narodniks and Marxists didn’t arise from
any theoretical argument about forms of or-
ganisation but from the stark reality of the
Tsarist police state. Sloppy organisation got
people arrested, exiled and killed by the po-
lice. ‘Conspiracy’ or the ability to avoid ar-
rest was vital. Lenin wasn’t unusual in want-
ing activists to avoid capture. The Tsarist
state ‘very soon adapted itself to the new
conditions of the struggle and managed to
deploy well its perfectly equipped detach-

1http://www.chomsky.info/articles/1986----.htm
2See Robert Service Lenin Harvard Press 2000
3https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1894/narodniks/ch01.htm
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ments of agent provocateurs, spies, and gen-
darmes. Raids became so frequent, affected
such a vast number of people, and cleared
out the local study circles so thoroughly that
the masses of the workers lost literally all
their leaders.’4

Socialism from Without
Certain passages in Lenin’s book have been a
godsend to those who want to paint Lenin as
wanting to impose an intellectual led ‘elite’
organisation on the working class. Lenin
makes the argument that:

We have said that there could not
have been Social Democratic5
consciousness among the work-
ers. It would have to be brought
to them from without. The
history of all countries shows
that the working class, exclu-
sively by its own effort, is able
to develop only trade union con-
sciousness, i.e., the conviction
that it is necessary to combine
in unions, fight the employers,
and strive to compel the govern-
ment to pass necessary labour
legislation, etc. The theory of
socialism, however, grew out of
the philosophic, historical, and
economic theories elaborated by
educated representatives of the
propertied classes, by intellec-
tuals. By their social status
the founders of modern scien-
tific socialism, Marx and En-
gels, themselves belonged to the
capitalist intelligentsia. In the
very same way, in Russia, the
theoretical doctrine of Marxism
arose altogether independently
of the spontaneous growth of
the working-class movement; it
arose as a natural and inevitable
outcome of the development of

thought among the revolution-
ary socialist intelligentsia. In
the period under discussion, the
middle nineties, this doctrine not
only represented the completely
formulated programme of the
Emancipation of Labour group,
but had already won over to its
side the majority of the revolu-
tionary youth in Russia. Hence,
we had the spontaneous awaken-
ing of the working masses, their
awakening to conscious life and
conscious struggle, and a rev-
olutionary youth, armed with
Marxist theory and straining to-
wards the workers.6

Class political consciousness can
be brought to the workers only
from without, that is, only from
outside the economic struggle,
from outside the sphere of rela-
tions between workers and em-
ployers.7

We are told in most interpretations of
Lenin that he is claiming that the work-
ing class makes no contribution to the de-
velopment of Marxist theory, that Marxism
is something to be ‘imposed’ on the working
class. Engels made a similar argument to
Lenin’s when he described the evolution of
the working class movement in Britain; he
stated that:

[T]he working class movement
is divided into two sections,
the Chartists and the Social-
ists. The Chartists are the more
backward, the less developed,
but they are genuine proletari-
ans. . . The Socialists proceeding
originally from the capitalists,
are for this reason unable to
amalgamate completely with the
working class. The merger of So-
cialism with Chartism... will be
the next step. 8

4https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1901/witbd/index.htm
5It is important to note that ‘Social Democrat’ meant ‘Marxist’ in Lenin’s time - whereas today to be a

‘Social Democrat’ would mean adherence to reformist politics.
6ibid
7ibid
8Quoted in Lars Lih’s Lenin Rediscovered. What is to be Done? In Context. Haymarket 2008.

47

https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1901/witbd/index.htm


This argument that socialist activists
needed to merge with the working class
movement was common in the Marxist
movement. That the socialist activists men-
tioned proceeded from the capitalist intel-
lectuals was for Engels not a suggestion of a
preferred situation, nor a profession of a lack
of faith in the working class, but a descrip-
tion of events. Lenin was also writing in a
very particular context and his description of
the rise of Marxist ideas in the Russian rev-
olutionary intelligentsia was a description of
the recent history of that movement. He un-
derstood the necessity of a ‘merger’ between
the revolutionary activists, some of whom
were working class in origin, and the broader
working class movement. There was a huge
strike wave of workers growing throughout
the late 1890’s. In 1895 there were 350 strike
actions and by 1901, when Lenin was writ-
ing, there were 911 involving 176,000 work-
ers. In the spring of 1901 mass protests by
students saw workers spontaneously join the
students on the streets. Lenin wrote the fol-
lowing words in the wake of a mass demon-
stration by workers in the town of Kharkov:

May Day in Kharkov showed
what a great political demon-
stration a working-class festival
can become and what we lack to
make these celebrations a really
great all-Russian manifestation
of the class-conscious working
class. What made the May Day
celebrations in Kharkov an event
of outstanding importance? The
large-scale participation of the
workers in the strike, the huge
mass meetings in the streets, the
unfurling of red flags, the pre-
sentation of demands put forth
in proclamations and the revo-
lutionary character of these de-
mands: the eight-hour day and
political liberty. The legend that
the Russian workers have not yet
matured for the political strug-
gle, that their principal concern
should be the purely economic
struggle... that legend has been

totally refuted by the Kharkov
May Day celebrations.9

Lenin was praising the ability of the
workers, the revolutionary character of their
demands, and using it to take on his rivals
who thought that the ‘workers have not yet
matured for the political struggle’. Lenin’s
argument here hinges on the revolutionary
potential of the workers. Lenin continues:

The Kharkov comrades say be-
cause the ‘general staff’ of the
class-conscious socialist workers
did not distribute its forces
evenly, and, further, because the
workers’ plan ‘was known to
the authorities,’ who, of course,
took all steps to split the work-
ers. The conclusion to be drawn
is obvious: we lack organisa-
tion. The masses of the work-
ers were roused and ready to
follow the socialist leaders; but
the ‘general staff’ failed to organ-
ise a strong nucleus able to dis-
tribute properly all the available
forces of class-conscious workers.
...It must combine within itself
the socialist knowledge and rev-
olutionary experience acquired
from many decades of activity by
the Russian revolutionary intel-
ligentsia with the knowledge of
working-class life and conditions
and the ability to agitate among
the masses and lead them which
is characteristic of the advanced
workers. (Emphasis mine)10

Notice that Lenin argues that the rev-
olutionary intellectuals had to learn about
the conditions of working class life from the
advanced workers, while the working class
needed to absorb the socialist knowledge
and experience of the revolutionary intelli-
gentsia. A revolutionary party could com-
bine both. Lenin’s argument that socialism
needed to be brought to the working class
was a practical argument based on the neces-
sity of merging the two trends- the socialists
and the advanced workers. The lack of this

9https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1900/nov/maydays.htm
10ibid
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‘general staff’ was acting as a bottleneck pre-
venting the movement from reaching its full
potential. They didn’t lack active workers-
they lacked people with political knowledge
and experience to lead this mass struggle.

Not a single class in history has
achieved a position of dominance
if it did not push forward its own
political leaders, and its own ad-
vanced representatives who were
capable of organising the move-
ment and guiding it. The Rus-
sian working class has already
shown that it is capable of push-
ing forward such people: the
overflowing struggle of the last
five or six years has shown what
a mass of revolutionary forces
are hidden in the working class11

For Lenin no class could win without
leaders from within its own ranks and the
Russian workers were forging such leaders in
the course of the strike wave but, Lenin con-
tinues, the amateur methods of the activists
were falling behind the needs of the move-
ment. Lenin was certain that a ‘worker intel-
ligentsia already exists, and we must make
every effort to ensure that their ranks are
continually broadened, that their high in-
tellectual needs are fully met, that out of
their ranks come the leaders of the Russian
Social Democratic Workers Party.’ We can
contrast Lenin’s urgent appeal to the theo-
ries of another trend in the Russian move-
ment -the ‘Economists’. Economism was
a right wing trend in the Russian socialist
movement which argued that workers should
focus on the strikes alone and who played
down conscious organisation, they argued
that the strike movement alone would au-
tomatically lead to the growth of socialism.

Just as human beings will repro-
duce in the old-fashioned way de-
spite all the discoveries of natu-
ral science, so the birth of a new
social order will come about, in

the future too, mainly as a re-
sult of elemental outbursts, de-
spite all the discoveries of social
science and the increase in the
number of conscious fighters12

There were a number of trends Lenin
was attacking in this booklet. There was
the ‘Credo’ - a document that argued for
the outright reformism of Eduard Bernstein.
Bernstein, a leading member of the German
SPD, infamously declared that the ‘move-
ment is everything, the final goal noth-
ing’. There were also a number of other
trends that Lenin regarded as sympathetic
to Economism. The Economist and re-
formist trends, by arguing that the workers
should focus on strikes alone, led to the rule
of the intelligentsia over the working class
because, firstly, workers were not trained to
replace the intellectuals and, secondly, be-
cause ‘politics’ was then left to the liberals.
The actual positions of the two sides in this
debate are usually reversed in standard ac-
counts of What is to be Done?

The actuality of revolution
Every aspect of Lenin’s thought was alive
to the prospect of working class revolution.
The question Lenin asked himself was what
kind of organisation was necessary to lead
such a revolt and win? As the Marxist
philosopher Lukács says:

Lenin re-established the purity of
Marxist theory on this issue. But
it was also precisely here that
he conceived it more clearly and
more concretely. Not that he
in any way tried to improve on
Marx. He merely incorporated
into the theory the further devel-
opment of the historical process
since Marx’s death. This means
that the actuality of the work-
ing class revolution is no longer
only a world historical horizon
arching above the self-liberating
working class, but that revolution
is already on its agenda.13

11https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1901/witbd/index.htm
12ibid
13https://www.marxists.org/archive/lukacs/works/1924/lenin/
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For Lenin revolution wasn’t some far dis-
tant future ‘horizon’ - a final goal -that for
the reformists never came. Neither was it a
terrorist or ultra-left focus on the ability to
spark revolution at any given moment. The
revolution required the maximum concentra-
tion of working class organisation combined
with a strategic and tactical awareness ca-
pable of making it through the complicated
maze of the class struggle. The working class
party had to be a revolutionary party with
a truly revolutionary theory driving it. The
building of a revolutionary party meant tak-
ing on those who wanted to import non-
revolutionary ideas into Marxism. Under
the banner of ‘freedom of criticism’ there
were those in the movement who wanted to
jettison the revolutionary core of Marxism.
The problem for a party split into revolu-
tionary and reformist wings was that at key
turning points in the revolution it would pull
in two opposing directions leading to confu-
sion, demoralisation and defeat.

In fact, it is no secret for anyone
that two trends have taken form
in present-day international So-
cial Democracy. The conflict
between these trends now flares
up in a bright flame and now
dies down and smoulders un-
der the ashes of imposing ‘truce
resolutions’. The essence of
the ‘new’ trend, which adopts
a ‘critical’ attitude towards ‘ob-
solete dogmatic’ Marxism, has
been clearly enough presented by
Bernstein and demonstrated by
Millerand.14

Millerand was a French socialist who
joined a capitalist Government which in-
cluded General Gaffilet. Gaffilet had shot
down workers after the defeat of the Paris
Commune. The political theories of Bern-
stein and the political practice of Millerand
betrayed the interests of the working class.
These reformist trends were calling for ‘free-
dom of criticism’ as a means by which they
could overturn the revolutionary aspects of
Marxism. Lenin was furious. In Russia they

had a situation where Marxist ideas were
only beginning to take hold, therefore, re-
formism would have been fatal for the move-
ment.

We are marching in a com-
pact group along a precipitous
and difficult path, firmly holding
each other by the hand. We are
surrounded on all sides by ene-
mies, and we have to advance al-
most constantly under their fire.
We have combined, by a freely
adopted decision, for the pur-
pose of fighting the enemy, and
not of retreating into the neigh-
bouring marsh, the inhabitants
of which, from the very outset,
have reproached us with having
separated ourselves into an ex-
clusive group and with having
chosen the path of struggle in-
stead of the path of conciliation.
And now some among us be-
gin to cry out: Let us go into
the marsh! And when we be-
gin to shame them, they retort:
What backward people you are!
Are you not ashamed to deny
us the liberty to invite you to
take a better road! Oh, yes, gen-
tlemen! You are free not only
to invite us, but to go your-
selves wherever you will, even
into the marsh. In fact, we think
that the marsh is your proper
place, and we are prepared to
render you every assistance to
get there. Only let go of our
hands, don’t clutch at us and
don’t besmirch the grand word
freedom, for we too are ‘free’ to
go where we please, free to fight
not only against the marsh, but
also against those who are turn-
ing towards the marsh!15

Organisation matters
Lenin understood that politics was the most
vital foundation of a revolutionary party.

14https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1901/witbd/index.htm
15ibid
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There needed to be a politically aware and
motivated core of leaders from the working
class and radical intelligentsia who could in-
spire other workers to take the revolutionary
path. Lenin also understood the connection
between Economist politics and disorganisa-
tion:

Can a connection be established
between primitiveness as grow-
ing pains that affect the whole
movement, and Economism?...
Lack of practical training, of
ability to carry on organisational
work is certainly common to
us all... it became clear that
primitiveness is connected with
Economism and that we shall
never rid ourselves of this nar-
rowness of our organisational ac-
tivity until we rid ourselves of
Economism generally16

Here Lenin was making the point that
it was the politics of ‘spontaneity’, which
by divorcing organisation and politics, was
blocking the overcoming of ‘primitiveness’.
The Economists were raising the ‘ama-
teur’ approach of the party to the level of
a theory- Economism justified disorganisa-
tion. The reformist intellectuals were uncon-
sciously sabotaging the working class. The
building of the revolutionary party and the
actual training of new revolutionary worker
leaders was neglected and consigned to a
magical future moment - a ‘horizon’ that
never came. Here we glimpse Lenin’s argu-
ments with the Mensheviks in later years.
The Mensheviks were the reformist trend in
the Russian socialist movement. In 1903 at
the Second Party Conference the Russian so-
cialists broke into Bolsheviks (meaning ‘ma-
jority’) and the Mensheviks (meaning ‘mi-
nority’).

The standard account, taken mostly
from Menshevik writers, is that Lenin split
the conference in order to make a power
grab. In fact there were a couple of key ar-
guments. The first was on what made you
a party member? For Lenin a party mem-
ber had to be an activist who was work-
ing under the direction of a party body- for

the Mensheviks this definition was too re-
strictive as it rejected intellectuals who were
just paper members. ‘The more widespread
the title of Party member, the better,’ said
leading Menshevik Martov. During a rev-
olution which party would hold together?
Lenin’s party of revolutionaries, organised
and committed to revolutionary politics or
a loose party of intellectuals- who were wor-
ried about throwing sympathetic intellectu-
als ‘overboard’? The intellectuals were un-
comfortable with Lenin’s demand for ‘spe-
cialisation’ and a ‘division of labour’ in the
party. This division of tasks was vital if the
party was to grow and expand beyond the
amateur circles. The Menshevik intellectu-
als complained that Lenin wanted to bring
in ‘barracks discipline’ and that he wanted
to make them into ‘cogs in a machine’ but
Lenin replied that being a cog in a great
revolutionary party pursuing world histori-
cal goals was something a worker would be
proud of. Lenin’s internal focus, on build-
ing the structures of a revolutionary party,
division of labour, a paper network and a
serious approach to money, was intimately
connected to his external focus, that is, on
the actuality of revolution.

Can you ‘plan’ a revolution?
One of the key arguments the Economists
made was that Lenin overstated the role of
‘tactics-as-plan’ and ‘organisation-as-plan’
whereas, they argued, tactics derived from
‘social conditions’ or ‘objective circum-
stances’. Instead of ‘tactics-as-plan’ they ar-
gued for ‘tactics-as-process’ instead of fight-
ing to establish a revolutionary organisation
they proposed ‘organisation-as-process’. Of
course Lenin understood that revolutions oc-
cur because of the conflict between our grow-
ing forces of production and the constraints
of the old relations of production and state
but he also understood, as Marx did, that:

History does nothing, it ‘pos-
sesses no immense wealth’, it
‘wages no battles’. It is man,
real, living man who does all
that, who possesses and fights;

16ibid
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‘history’ is not, as it were, a per-
son apart, using man as a means
to achieve its own aims; history
is nothing but the activity of man
pursuing his aims.17

We make our own history but not in cir-
cumstances we choose. Lenin wrote against
their fatalism:

‘Tactics-as-plan contradicts the
essence of Marxism!’ But this is
a slander of Marxism; it means
turning Marxism into the car-
icature held up by the Narod-
niks in their struggle against us.
It means belittling the initiative
and energy of class-conscious
fighters, whereas Marxism, on
the contrary, gives a gigantic im-
petus to the initiative and en-
ergy of the Marxist, opens up
for him the widest perspectives,
and (if one may so express it)
places at his disposal the mighty
force of many millions of work-
ers ‘spontaneously’ rising for the
struggle. The entire history of
international Social-Democracy
teems with plans advanced now
by one, now by another po-
litical leader, some confirming
the far-sightedness and the cor-
rect political and organisational
views of their authors and others
revealing their short-sightedness
and their political errors.18

Lenin’s argument was that when the up-
rising came the party needed build towards
it and also to be as prepared as possible to
direct the working class movement to a suc-
cessful conclusion.

...picture to yourselves a popular
uprising. Probably everyone will
now agree that we must think
of this and prepare for it. But
how? Surely the Central Com-
mittee cannot appoint agents to

all localities for the purpose of
preparing the uprising. Even if
we had a Central Committee,
it could achieve absolutely noth-
ing by such appointments un-
der present-day Russian condi-
tions. But a network of agents
that would form in the course
of establishing and distributing
the common newspaper would
not have to ‘sit about and wait’
for the call for an uprising, but
could carry on the regular ac-
tivity that would guarantee the
highest probability of success in
the event of an uprising. Such
activity would strengthen our
contacts with the broadest strata
of the working masses and with
all social strata that are discon-
tented with the autocracy, which
is of such importance for an up-
rising. Precisely such activity
would serve to cultivate the abil-
ity to estimate correctly the gen-
eral political situation and, con-
sequently, the ability to select
the proper moment for an up-
rising. . . for without such con-
tacts it will be impossible col-
lectively to discuss’ the plan for
the uprising and to take the nec-
essary preparatory measures on
the eve.19

The movement is not enough

Political consciousness was com-
pletely overwhelmed by spon-
taneity —the spontaneity of
those workers who were carried
away by the arguments that a
kopek added to a ruble was
worth more than any socialism
or politics, and that they must
‘fight, knowing that they are
fighting, not for the sake of some
future generation, but for them-
selves and their children.’20

17https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/holy-family/ch06_2.htm
18https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1901/witbd/index.htm
19ibid
20ibid
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The Economists tried to paint Lenin as
an intellectual with no interest in the ‘real’
working class. For them the working class
were only capable of expressing themselves
in strikes and had no interest in ‘politics’.
Lenin wanted to make clear that if the ‘em-
bryo’ of class consciousness that arose in
struggle wasn’t organised the result would
be subordination of the movement to the
ideas of the ruling class.

the worship of the spontaneity
of the working class movement,
all belittling of the role of ‘the
conscious element’, of the role of
Social Democracy, means, quite
independently of whether he who
belittles that role desires it or
not, a strengthening of the influ-
ence of capitalist ideology upon
the workers.21

This is the same idea Marx expressed
when he said that:

The ideas of the ruling class are
in every epoch the ruling ideas,
i.e. the class which is the rul-
ing material force of society, is
at the same time its ruling in-
tellectual force. The class which
has the means of material pro-
duction at its disposal, has con-
trol at the same time over the
means of mental production, so
that thereby, generally speak-
ing, the ideas of those who lack
the means of mental produc-
tion are subject to it. The rul-
ing ideas are nothing more than
the ideal expression of the dom-
inant material relationships, the
dominant material relationships
grasped as ideas.22

This is why Marx said a mass revolution
was vital, not only to overthrow the old sys-
tem, but also because it is only in a process
of revolution that we begin to throw off the
‘muck of ages’.

Both for the production on a
mass scale of this communist
consciousness, and for the suc-
cess of the cause itself, the al-
teration of men on a mass scale
is, necessary, an alteration which
can only take place in a practi-
cal movement, a revolution; this
revolution is necessary, there-
fore, not only because the rul-
ing class cannot be overthrown
in any other way, but also be-
cause the class overthrowing it
can only in a revolution succeed
in ridding itself of all the muck of
ages and become fitted to found
society anew.23

Lenin added to this that ‘Without revo-
lutionary theory there can be no revolution-
ary movement.’24 Revolutions break out all
the time because people are sick to death of
an aspect of the system and feel they have
no other way out. People usually start fight-
ing with one set of ideas and become more
radicalised as the movement progresses. But
there can be no socialist revolution without
revolutionary theory. The process of throw-
ing off the ‘muck of ages’ is not automatic.
People have widely varying levels of con-
sciousness and confidence and a party is nec-
essary to raise both. Revolution creates the
potential - ‘fertilises the soil’ - but socialist
ideas have to be present in the movement,
and embodied in a mass organisation, in or-
der to grow.

There is no middle course (for
mankind has not created a
‘third’ ideology, and, moreover,
in a society torn by class antag-
onisms there can never be a non-
class or an above-class ideology).
Hence, to belittle the socialist
ideology in any way, to turn
aside from it in the slightest de-
gree means to strengthen bour-
geois ideology. There is much
talk of spontaneity. But the

21ibid
22https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/german-ideology/ch01b.htm
23ibid
24https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1901/witbd/index.htm
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spontaneous development of the
working-class movement leads
to its subordination to capi-
talist ideology, for the sponta-
neous working-class movement
is trade-unionism, and trade
unionism means the ideologi-
cal enslavement of the work-
ers by the capitalists. Hence,
our task, the task of Marxism,
is to combat spontaneity, to di-
vert the working-class movement
from this spontaneous, trade-
unionist striving to come under
the wing of the capitalists, and
to bring it under the wing of rev-
olutionary Marxism.25

Lenin argues that to belittle the task of
winning people to socialism is to leave them
subordinate to ruling class ideas. There is a
problem with this quote; He uses the term
‘divert’ the working class from a ‘natural’
course that leads to ‘trade unionist’ poli-
tics. This formulation, like the ‘from with-
out’ formulation, is wrong. There is no ‘nat-
ural’ course of development. If Lenin means
that without the intervention of a socialist
organisation the movement will end up ‘di-
verted’ by reformist forces if we don’t ‘di-
vert’ it the other way then he’s correct- but
the implication that Marxists have to ‘di-
vert’ the movement implies we are somehow
outside the movement. If by ‘natural’ he
meant that workers generally see capitalism
as a ‘natural’ unquestioned background for
action, as the union leaders insist, then ‘di-
verting’ workers from that path to a socialist
path is correct.

Lenin clarifies his comments by making
the point that ‘that striving (to end up un-
der the wing of the capitalists) indeed is
common to the English trade-unionists, who
are hostile to socialism.’ The English trade
unions, despite engaging in struggle, were
limiting worker’s class consciousness.

It is often said that the working
class spontaneously gravitates
towards socialism. This is per-
fectly true in the sense that so-

cialist theory reveals the causes
of the misery of the working
class more profoundly and more
correctly than any other theory,
and for that reason the workers
are able to assimilate it so eas-
ily, provided, however, this the-
ory does not itself yield to spon-
taneity, provided it subordinates
spontaneity to itself. The work-
ing class spontaneously gravi-
tates towards socialism; never-
theless, most widespread (and
continuously and diversely re-
vived) capitalist ideology spon-
taneously imposes itself upon
the working class to a still
greater degree.26

Lukács pointed out that the idea that
through action alone the working class
would develop a correct class conscious-
ness was the counterpart of the fatal-
istic reformist idea that the economy
was ‘inevitably’ evolving towards socialism.
Lenin’s strength was that he understood
that advances in class consciousness would
be lost if they were not given an organisa-
tional form.

The objective basis of the lead-
ing role of the working class is
its position within the capitalist
process of production. However
it would be a mechanistic appli-
cation of Marxism, and there-
fore a totally unhistorical illu-
sion, to conclude that a correct
proletarian class-consciousness -
adequate to the working class’s
leading role - can gradually de-
velop on its own, without both
frictions and setbacks, as though
the working class could gradu-
ally evolve ideologically into the
revolutionary vocation appropri-
ate to its class. The impos-
sibility of the economic evolu-
tion of capitalism into socialism
was clearly proved by the Bern-
stein debates. Nevertheless, its
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ideological counterpart lived on
un-contradicted in the minds of
many honest European revolu-
tionaries and was, moreover, not
even recognized as either a prob-
lem or a danger.27

Organisations of Workers and
Organisation of Revolutionaries

(O)n questions both of or-
ganisation and of politics the
Economists are forever laps-
ing from Marxism into trade-
unionism. The political struggle
of Social Democracy is far more
extensive and complex than the
economic struggle of the work-
ers against the employers and
the government. Similarly (in-
deed for that reason), the or-
ganisation of the revolutionary
Social Democratic Party must
inevitably be of a kind differ-
ent from the organisation of the
workers designed for this strug-
gle. The workers’ organisation
must in the first place be a trade
union organisation; secondly, it
must be as broad as possible;
and thirdly, it must be as pub-
lic as conditions will allow (here,
and further on, of course, I refer
only to absolutist Russia). On
the other hand, the organisation
of the revolutionaries must con-
sist first and foremost of people
who make revolutionary activity
their profession (for which rea-
son I speak of the organisation
of revolutionaries, meaning rev-
olutionary Social Democrats).28

The standard argument goes something
like this- other Marxists wanted a broad
party, of the whole class, whereas Lenin
wanted a small conspiratorial organisation of
‘professional’ revolutionaries. A party of the
whole working class, like the Labour Party,

would end up reflecting the capitalist ideas
the majority of the working class hold in a
non-revolutionary situation. Such a party
would be dominated by conservatives, torn
by factionalism and end up pulling itself
apart in the course of any social upheaval.
Lenin understood that they would never
challenge the Tsar with such a party. In-
stead the party would restrict itself to those
workers and intellectuals who were revolu-
tionaries. A party where ‘all distinctions
as between workers and intellectuals, not to
speak of distinctions of trade and profession,
in both categories, must be effaced.’29

This revolutionary party would be a mi-
nority of the working class until a revolution
presented the opportunity to win over the
majority of workers. This minority needed
to be a significant minority before the revo-
lution to benefit from the explosion of work-
ing class self-activity that would come with
revolution. This revolutionary activist net-
work would act to direct all other working
class movements and strikes rendering them
more cohesive and winning more and more
workers over to socialism. There wasn’t an
opposition between revolutionary leadership
and class empowerment- it was a question of
taking the lead to empower.

If we begin with the solid foun-
dation of a strong organisation
of revolutionaries, we can ensure
the stability of the movement as
a whole and carry out the aims
both of Marxism and of trade
unions proper. If, however, we
begin with a broad workers’ or-
ganisation, which is supposedly
most ‘accessible’ to the masses
(but which is actually most ac-
cessible to the gendarmes and
makes revolutionaries most ac-
cessible to the police), we shall
achieve neither the one aim nor
the other.30

Lenin summarized his views as follows:
27https://www.marxists.org/archive/lukacs/works/1924/lenin/
28https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1901/witbd/iv.htm
29ibid
30ibid
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I assert: (1) that no revolution-
ary movement can endure with-
out a stable organisation of lead-
ers maintaining continuity; (2)
that the broader the popular
mass drawn spontaneously into
the struggle, the more urgent the
need for such an organisation,
and the more solid this organi-
sation must be (for it is much
easier for all sorts of demagogues
to side-track the more backward
sections of the masses); (3) that
such an organisation must con-
sist chiefly of people profession-
ally engaged in revolutionary ac-
tivity; (4) that in an autocratic
state, the more we confine the
membership of such an organi-
sation to people who are profes-
sionally engaged in revolution-
ary activity and who have been
professionally trained in the art
of combating the political po-
lice, the more difficult will it be
to unearth the organisation; and
(5) the greater will be the num-
ber of people from the working
class and from the other social
classes who will be able to join
the movement and perform ac-
tive work in it.31

A revolutionary paper
The Russian Marxist Plekhanov described
‘propaganda’ as giving many ideas to small
groups of people. He contrasted this to ‘agi-
tation’ which was about giving one or a few
ideas to large groups of people. A social-
ist theoretical journal would be propaganda
whereas a speech on a protest was agita-
tion. ‘...[T]he propagandist operates chiefly
by means of the printed word; the agitator
by means of the spoken word. The pro-
pagandist requires qualities different from
those of the agitator.’

For Lenin the revolutionary paper was
a key means by which socialist ideas

were seeded throughout the working class.
Lenin’s paper at the time of writing What is
to be Done? was called Iskra, which meant
the ‘Spark’. There were those who claimed
Lenin’s call for a national paper was an ‘im-
position’ on the local committees and a dis-
traction from ‘practical’ work but Lenin un-
derstood that a revolutionary paper could
unite all the local committees, generalise the
best of their experiences and bring all the
committee into common revolutionary work.

Unless we train strong politi-
cal organisations in the locali-
ties, even an excellently organ-
ised all-Russia newspaper will be
of no avail. This is incontrovert-
ible. But the whole point is that
there is no other way of training
strong political organisations ex-
cept through the medium of an
all-Russia newspaper.32

The distribution of a paper to hundreds
of circles required committed agents and
revolutionary organisers travelling the coun-
try, delivering the paper, collecting reports,
forming a sense of unity, penetrating into the
working class areas and workplaces.

A newspaper is not only a col-
lective propagandist and a col-
lective agitator, it is also a col-
lective organiser. In this respect
it may be compared to the scaf-
folding erected round a building
under construction; it marks the
contours of the structure and fa-
cilitates communication between
the builders, permitting them to
distribute the work and to view
the common results achieved by
their organised labour.33

Even a town with a few individuals who
were separated from the main body of social-
ist activity would find themselves linked by
the paper. Far from the paper interfering
with the task of building the local groups-
it would give their work the significance of
being part of an all-Russian enterprise also
connected to the world socialist movement.

31https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1901/witbd/index.htm
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Organisational work would im-
mediately acquire much greater
scope, and the success of one lo-
cality would serve as a standing
encouragement to further perfec-
tion; it would arouse the desire
to utilise the experience gained
by comrades working in other
parts of the country. Local work
would become far richer and
more varied than it is at present.
Political and economic exposures
gathered from all over Russia
would provide mental food for
workers of all trades and all
stages of development.34

The continuity of work provided by the
paper was a means by which they could
to some extent overcome the constant ar-
rests and the loss of work that accompanied
such arrests. ‘Indeed, picture to yourselves a
very ordinary occurrence in Russia-the total
round-up of our comrades in one or several
localities.’35 Such round ups meant months
of disruption to work. But with Lenin’s plan
for a revolutionary newspaper a few ‘ener-
getic people’ could go out with copies and
re-establish contact with the circles. The pa-
per featured as part of Lenin’s vision from
the present necessity of overcoming Tsarist
police repression all the way up to the point
of an uprising:

On the other hand, picture
to yourselves a popular upris-
ing. Probably everyone will now
agree that we must think of
this and prepare for it. But
how? .....a network of agents
that would form in the course
of establishing and distributing
the common newspaper would
not have to ‘sit about and wait’
for the call for an uprising, but
could carry on the regular ac-
tivity that would guarantee the
highest probability of success in
the event of an uprising. Such
activity would strengthen our

contacts with the broadest strata
of the working masses and with
all social strata that are discon-
tented with the autocracy, which
is of such importance for an up-
rising. Precisely such activity
would serve to cultivate the abil-
ity to estimate correctly the gen-
eral political situation and, con-
sequently, the ability to select
the proper moment for an up-
rising. Precisely such activity
would train all local organisa-
tions to respond simultaneously
to the same political questions,
incidents, and events that ag-
itate the whole of Russia and
to react to such ‘incidents’ in
the most vigorous, uniform, and
expedient manner possible; for
an uprising is in essence the
most vigorous, most uniform,
and most expedient ‘answer’ of
the entire people to the gov-
ernment. Lastly, it is precisely
such activity that would train
all revolutionary organisations
throughout Russia to maintain
the most continuous, and at the
same time the most secret, con-
tacts with one another, thus cre-
ating real Party unity; for with-
out such contacts it will be im-
possible collectively to discuss’
the plan for the uprising and to
take the necessary preparatory
measures on the eve. 36

Fighting oppression
Working-class consciousness
cannot be genuine political con-
sciousness unless the workers
are trained to respond to all
cases of tyranny, oppression, vio-
lence, and abuse, no matter what
class is affected - unless they are
trained, moreover, to respond
from a Marxist point of view

34ibid
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and no other. The consciousness
of the working masses cannot be
genuine class-consciousness, un-
less the workers learn, from con-
crete, and above all from topical,
political facts and events to ob-
serve every other social class in
all the manifestations of its in-
tellectual, ethical, and political
life; unless they learn to apply
in practice the materialist anal-
ysis and the materialist estimate
of all aspects of the life and ac-
tivity of all classes, strata, and
groups of the population.37

The working class had to mobilise and
respond to all cases of ‘tyranny, oppression,
violence and abuse, no matter what class
is affected.’ For Lenin a worker was not
a Marxist unless they objected to violence
against all women, pogroms and racism
against all minorities and stood against all
oppression. The revolutionary party had to
be able to say to all those oppressed by the
Tsarist state; ‘We are fighting against all
oppression- join the working class in a revo-
lution that will remove the causes of your
oppression- the working class is the van-
guard battalion in the coalition of all the
exploited and oppressed’. The working class
needed unity within its own ranks and also
to act as a vanguard in the wider battle for
democracy and against the Tsar.

Lenin was also making another argu-
ment. He had faith that workers could run
society and so there was the necessity of
workers understanding ‘all the manifesta-
tions of its intellectual, ethical, and political
life; unless they learn to apply in practice
the materialist analysis.’ The fight against
oppression mattered, not only in order to de-
stroy oppression, but also, because the work-
ing class would understand the relation of
every class in society and its own special role
as the class that can achieve real human free-
dom.

Those who concentrate the at-
tention, observation, and con-
sciousness of the working class

exclusively, or even mainly, upon
itself alone are not Marxists; for
the self-knowledge of the work-
ing class is indissolubly bound
up, not solely with a fully clear
theoretical understanding — or
rather, not so much with the
theoretical, as with the practi-
cal, understanding — of the re-
lationships between all the var-
ious classes of modern society,
acquired through the experience
of political life. For this reason
the conception of the economic
struggle as the most widely ap-
plicable means of drawing the
masses into the political move-
ment, which our Economists
preach, is so extremely harmful
and reactionary in its practical
significance.38

Those who focused the working class on
its own navel were ignoring the political
tasks of the working class in a future Russian
Revolution. The Economists, by suggest-
ing that the strike movement alone would
‘automatically’ produce socialist ideas, were
downplaying the fight that must take place
within the working class against reactionary
ideas.

In order to become a Marxist,
the worker must have a clear pic-
ture in his mind of the economic
nature and the social and polit-
ical features of the landlord and
the priest, the high state offi-
cial and the peasant, the student
and the vagabond; he must know
their strong and weak points; he
must grasp the meaning of all
the catchwords and sophisms by
which each class and each stra-
tum camouflages its selfish striv-
ings and its real ‘inner workings’;
he must understand what inter-
ests are reflected by certain insti-
tutions and certain laws and how
they are reflected. But this ‘clear
picture’ cannot be obtained from
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any book. It can be obtained
only from living examples and
from exposures that follow close
upon what is going on about us
at a given moment; upon what
is being discussed, in whispers
perhaps, by each one in his own
way; upon what finds expres-
sion in such and such events,
in such and such statistics, in
such and such court sentences,
etc., etc. These comprehensive
political exposures are an essen-
tial and fundamental condition
for training the masses in revo-
lutionary activity.’
The Social Democrats’s ideal
should not be the trade union
secretary, but the tribune of the
people, who is able to react to ev-
ery manifestation of tyranny and
oppression, no matter where it
appears, no matter what stra-
tum or class of the people it af-
fects; who is able to generalise
all these manifestations and pro-
duce a single picture of police
violence and capitalist exploita-
tion; who is able to take ad-
vantage of every event, however
small, in order to set forth before
all his socialist convictions and
his democratic demands, in or-
der to clarify for all and everyone
the world-historic significance of
the struggle for the emancipa-
tion of the working class.39

What is to be Done?
In 1907 Lenin wrote that:

What Is To Be Done? is a crit-
icism of the Right wing, which
was no longer a literary trend
but existed within the Marx-
ist organisation. . . .The central
Party bodies, however, were sup-
pressed by the police and could
not be re-established. There

was, in fact, no united party:
unity was still only an idea, a di-
rective. The infatuation with the
strike movement and economic
struggles gave rise to a peculiar
form of Marxist opportunism,
known as ‘Economism’.’40

Lenin was reminding new readers of the
pamphlet in 1907 of the context of those
older debates. He then said that those who
ignored this context and criticised the book-
let were mistaken as it had served a purpose
at a time of disorganisation.

The basic mistake made by those
who now criticise What Is To Be
Done? is to treat the pamphlet
apart from its connection with
the concrete historical situation
of a definite, and now long past,
period in the development of our
Party... Today these statements
look ridiculous, as if their au-
thors want to dismiss a whole pe-
riod in the development of our
Party, to dismiss gains which, in
their time, had to be fought for.
To maintain today that Iskra ex-
aggerated (in 1901 and 1902) the
idea of an organisation of pro-
fessional revolutionaries, is like
reproaching the Japanese, af-
ter the Russo-Japanese War, for
having exaggerated the strength
of Russia’s armed forces, for hav-
ing prior to the war exaggerated
the need to prepare for fighting
these forces. To win victory the
Japanese had to marshal all their
forces against the probable max-
imum of Russian forces. Un-
fortunately, many of those who
judge our Party are outsiders,
who do not know the subject,
who do not realise that today the
idea of an organisation of profes-
sional revolutionaries has already
scored a complete victory. That
victory would have been impos-
sible if this idea had not been
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pushed to the forefront at the
time, if we had not ‘exaggerated’
so as to drive it home to peo-
ple who were trying to prevent
it from being realised.41

Giving people a vision
Revolutionaries were attracted to Lenin’s
What is to be Done? because it argued
that their actions mattered, that they could
change the world if only they could get
themselves organised. It was the duty of rev-
olutionary activists and the advanced work-
ers to lead other workers and the oppressed
in an assault on the Tsarist state that would
act as a signal for a world-wide working class
revolution. Instead of alienation and isola-
tion you could join in a project to reshape
the world. It was this vision that inspired
an entire generation to become Bolsheviks.
Lenin was capable of dreaming of a better
world.

‘There are rifts and rifts,’ wrote
Pisarev of the rift between
dreams and reality. ‘My dream
may run ahead of the natural
march of events or may fly off
at a tangent in a direction in
which no natural march of events
will ever proceed. In the first
case my dream will not cause
any harm; it may even support
and augment the energy of the
working men.... There is noth-

ing in such dreams that would
distort or paralyse labour-power.
On the contrary, if man were
completely deprived of the abil-
ity to dream in this way, if he
could not from time to time run
ahead and mentally conceive, in
an entire and completed picture,
the product to which his hands
are only just beginning to lend
shape, then I cannot at all imag-
ine what stimulus there would be
to induce man to undertake and
complete extensive and strenu-
ous work in the sphere of art, sci-
ence, and practical endeavour....
The rift between dreams and re-
ality causes no harm if only the
person dreaming believes seri-
ously in his dream, if he atten-
tively observes life, compares his
observations with his castles in
the air, and if, generally speak-
ing, he works conscientiously for
the achievement of his fantasies.
If there is some connection be-
tween dreams and life then all is
well.’ Of this kind of dreaming
there is unfortunately too little
in our movement. And the peo-
ple most responsible for this are
those who boast of their sober
views, their ‘closeness’ to the
‘concrete’, the representatives of
legal criticism and of illegal ‘tail-
ism’.42
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