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DICTATORS SPEAK OUT IN SUPPORT OF FREE EXPRESSION AND LITERATURE


‘Everyone is free to write whatever he likes, without any restrictions.’


LENIN


‘I raise my glass to you, writers, to the engineers of the soul.’


STALIN


‘We think that it is harmful to the growth of art and science if administrative measures are used to impose one particular school of thought and to ban another.’


MAO


‘Freedom is when you can choose your own ideas and think about them when you please, without being forced to think something else.’


KHOMEINI


‘Freedom of expression is the right of every natural person, even if a person chooses to behave irrationally, to express his or her insanity.’


GADDAFI




ALSO BY DANIEL KALDER


Lost Cosmonaut:


Travels to the Republics that Tourism Forgot


Strange Telescopes: An Epic Quest Across Russia in Search of Lost Cities, Demon Hunters and the Traffic Cop-Messiah
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To Leon and Annie Henderson


 




While nothing is easier to denounce than the evildoer, nothing is more difficult than to understand him.


—Fyodor Dostoyevsky


The writer is the engineer of the human soul.


—Josef Stalin


I am not a writer.


—Adolf Hitler


 




Introduction
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Tradition and the Individual Tyrant


This is a book about dictator literature—that is to say, it is a book about the canon of works written by or attributed to dictators. As such, it is a book about some of the worst books ever written, and so was excruciatingly painful to research.


This is why I did it.


Since the days of the Roman Empire, dictators* have written books, but in the twentieth century there was a Krakatoa-like eruption of despotic verbiage, which continues flowing to this day. Many dictators write theoretical works, others produce spiritual manifestos, while still others write poetry, memoirs or even the occasional romance novel. Indeed, the bestselling book of all time attributed to a man rather than a deity is the work of a dictator: Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-tung. However most of these books are entirely unread today, or are treated as jokes, despite the fact that their authors once enjoyed record-breaking print runs, (literally) captive audiences and the acclaim of intellectuals who should have known better. Since many of the authors were mass murderers of some note, the almost complete disappearance of their texts and subsequent lack of interest in them struck me as something of an oversight. Surely it was worth taking a closer look at these works; perhaps they would provide insight into the dictatorial soul. If not, they might still serve the historian as portals into worlds of suffering, offering glimpses of the ultraboredom of totalitarianism, a condition endured by hundreds of millions of people for generations.


Dictators usually live lives that are rich in experience. They wield the power of life and death over millions and frequently live like small gods—for as long as they can get away with it, anyway. Certainly, their lives are much more interesting than those of most authors. With all this power and unique knowledge, the dictator of even a small and geopolitically insignificant country should thus be in a position to write at least a moderately interesting book, even if by accident. And yet to a man, they almost always produce mind-numbing drivel. I wanted to know why.


I was struck by the fact that many dictators begin their careers as writers, which probably goes a long way towards explaining their megalomaniac conviction in the awesome significance of their own thoughts. I noticed also that the dictatorial canon was a real thing: the despots of the twentieth century were aware of what their rivals were saying and doing, and were often familiar with each other’s major texts. Dictator literature thus spawned a tradition of its own, a bit like the one T. S. Eliot describes in his seminal essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” only infinitely more tedious. A deep study of dictators’ works might enable me to map devastating wastelands of the spirit while also exploring the terrible things that happen when you put writers in charge.


Many people regard books and reading as innately positive, as if compilations of bound paper with ink on them in and of themselves represent a uniquely powerful “medicine for the soul.” However, a moment’s reflection reveals that this is not even slightly true: books and reading can also cause immense harm. To take just one example: had Stalin’s mother never sent him to the seminary then he never would have learned to read and never would have discovered the works of Marx or Lenin. Instead, he would have been a drunken cobbler like his father, or perhaps a small-time gangster in Tbilisi. He would still have spread misery, but on a much smaller scale—and the twentieth century might have been considerably less awful as a result. Likewise, the collision between increasing levels of literacy and the holy books of humanity has not led to mass outbreaks of people focusing on the peaceful bits to the exclusion of the dangerous bits. On the contrary, many people find the dangerous bits quite inspiring, and a lot of killing and repression has ensued as a result. Literacy is a blight as well as a blessing, and dictator books are particularly worth studying in this context as unlike holy books, which inspire good deeds as well as evil, their impact is almost entirely negative and so demonstrate, in pure form, just how bad books can be. Their legacy is much less mixed than that of religious works.


Finally, I did it because nobody else had done it. I saw the mountain. I climbed the mountain. By the time I was nearly halfway up, it was much too late to go back down.


What I did not anticipate was how much the world would change while I was writing this book. When I began writing short articles about dictator literature for the Guardian in 2009, many ossified regimes dating back to the Cold War were still standing, and I felt that I was describing a largely historical phenomenon. Then came the Arab Spring of 2011, and for a brief moment, politicians, journalists and think-tank pontificators were speaking and writing with breathtaking naïveté, as if a new era of freedom and democracy had dawned wherein dictatorships would increasingly be consigned to the dustbin of history. I didn’t believe this for a moment—authoritarian regimes are considerably more common than liberal democracies, after all—but I did think that this book, which was by that point in its early stages, might be dead in the water. It might be a while before the counter-reaction kicked in, making my theme timely again.


How wrong I was: the counter-reaction kicked in almost immediately. Authoritarian rule made a spectacular comeback in the Middle East, while deepening its grip in Turkey and Russia, and it was holding up pretty well in China, Iran, Saudi Arabia and any number of other countries besides. Vast swathes of humanity were becoming less free. By the time I reached the end of the book it was clear that something unnerving was happening in the liberal democracies of the West also, that we had entered an age of disintegration in which the complacencies of the post-Cold War order no longer applied. A generation with no memory of that half century of paranoia and fear had entered adulthood; anti-establishment politicians and ideologues were challenging the ruling classes with increasing confidence; hitherto fringe ideas were going mainstream; nationalism was making a comeback; radicals were bandying about the word socialism as if it were some exciting thing that had never been tried before; and some members of the elite, horrified by the revolt of the plebeian classes, were openly questioning democracy.


In short, it was all starting to look a bit like the moment when everything started to go terribly wrong for the twentieth century. That said, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the populists, ideologues and radicals of this era were much less well read than those of a century ago. They didn’t seem to realize that a lot of their arguments and ideas were not new, and appeared to be largely unaware of the details of all the wondrous social and political experiments that had already failed so badly.


Far from being dead in the water, I now started to see the themes of my book unfolding all around me. And as I write these words, that’s pretty much where we stand today.


This is the story of how it all went down the first time around.


 


* NB: I use the term dictator here and throughout the book in its widely understood sense of a leader not overly fond of free elections but very keen on having his own way.
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Lenin
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Vladimir Lenin, author and revolutionary mastermind who liked to have priests shot.


Lenin, the father of dictator literature, was born Vladimir Ilyich Ulianov* in 1870 in Simbirsk, a provincial outpost in the southern Volga region of the vast and ineffable Russian emptiness. This former fortress town had been established a century earlier as a bulwark against the heathen tribes on the fringes of the empire, but was now a sedate place, equipped with a church, schools, factories and a class of local nobles profiting from the labour of their tenant farmers.


Alexander Ulianov, the local inspector of schools, was one of these fortunate nobles. He was fortunate, too, in that his youngest son, Vladimir, was a pious, studious youth, loyal to the tsar; good at Greek, Latin and chess; and very fond of books, a particular favourite being Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The southern Volga region had a history of insurrection—a century earlier, a peasant named Yemelyan Pugachev had declared himself tsar and led an armed uprising against Catherine the Great—but nobody looking for a potential revolutionary leader who would transform the course of history would have glanced twice at the school inspector’s boy. He seemed set for a stable, respectable career in a stable, respectable profession—as a lawyer, say. Indeed, Lenin himself became officially “noble” at the tender age of fifteen, inheriting the status upon his father’s death in 1886. A year later, his elder brother, also named Alexander, attempted to blow up yet another Alexander, Tsar Alexander III and that possible future as a stalwart member of the provincial bourgeoisie disintegrated.


Lenin’s brother believed that by murdering the tsar, he could force backward, autocratic, tyrannical Russia closer to revolution, ushering in a new era of liberty and justice. Of course, there were a few problems with this strategy, the foremost being the lack of any empirical evidence that it could ever possibly work. After all, neither the French Revolution nor any of the other revolutions that occurred in Europe in the mid-nineteenth century had ushered in eras of glorious reform, let alone utopias. On the contrary, they had resulted in periods of terror and/or sustained counterrevolutionary repression. As for Russia, the previous tsar, Alexander II, had abolished serfdom in 1861 and subsequently pursued a course of moderate social and political reform for two decades. This was not enough for Russia’s most notorious terrorist organization, the People’s Will, which demanded more, and faster, while dedicating much energy to finding ways to kill him. Eventually they succeeded: the tsar was shredded by a bomb thrown by a member of the People’s Will on March 1, 1881, the very same day he signed a proclamation announcing the creation of two legislative commissions comprised of indirectly elected representatives.


Following Alexander II’s assassination, the people did not rise up, and the tsar’s successor, Alexander III, pursued a course of reaction and repression. Multiple arrests and executions later, the People’s Will had ceased to exist. Regardless, Alexander Ulianov believed that the best way to bring about revolution was to repeat the previous failed attempt and so joined a group that purported to be a continuation of the People’s Will. The apocalyptic-millenarian desire for radical, instant change overwhelmed reason, and unfortunately for Alexander Ulianov, it also overwhelmed any sense of subtlety, strategy, or general conspiratorial best practices. Doubtless it seemed an amusing idea at the time to blow up Alexander III on the sixth anniversary of blowing up Alexander II, even if one might also reasonably expect the Okhrana, the tsar’s secret police, to be on high alert that day. The assassination of Alexander III was thus pencilled in for March 13, 1887,* and Alexander Ulianov duly set to work on the bombs, but his grand dream of reducing the tsar to a smoking pile of bone, singed meat and gristle was to go unrealized as the Okhrana uncovered the plot, and Alexander Ulianov and his co-conspirators were arrested before a single bomb could be tossed.


The regime showed mercy towards most of the would-be terrorists, but not Ulianov, who claimed responsibility not only for the explosives but also exaggerated his role as a leader of the assassination attempt in order to save his comrades. During the trial, he even went so far as to declare that the laws of science and evolution made terrorism inevitable and that he was not afraid to die for the cause. The court obliged him: he was hanged.


And shortly afterwards, Lenin, the hitherto studious schoolboy, started to assemble a new self out of the forbidden works that lined his brother’s bookshelves.


RUSSIA HAD ITS own radical traditions, and Lenin read the works of indigenous revolutionaries before he discovered Marx. Here are some of the movements and thinkers that influenced him:


Populism: The belief, popular among Russia’s radical intellectuals in the 1860s, ’70s and ’80s, that the nation’s salvation depended on a revolutionary uprising by the peasantry. In 1873–1874, fuelled by a messianic (and condescending) impulse, thousands of members of the youthful intelligentsia became populists, and “went to the people” on a crusade to raise the consciousness of the noble savages while also instigating an uprising. Some populists also believed that national salvation could be hastened by eating black bread, dressing up as peasants, living among peasants and adopting the traditions of the peasant commune. In fact, the ancient modes of rural life were already disintegrating, and the peasants, disturbed by this bizarre behaviour of their social superiors, were often hostile towards the populists. Rather than rise up, they either responded with indifference or reported the young revolutionaries to the police. Disappointed, some populists turned to violence as a means of accelerating the revolution.


Sergei Nechaev: In 1869, Nechaev founded the People’s Retribution (or “Society of the Axe”), a revolutionary organization predicated on two main concepts: first, that the leader was absolutely correct about everything all the time, and second, that “day and night [the revolutionary] must have but one thought, one aim—merciless destruction.” Nechaev subsequently strangled and shot an insufficiently loyal member of his microscopic organization, believing that this would bind those who remained to him more closely. Instead, the People’s Retribution fell apart, and Nechaev, widely dismissed as a homicidal lunatic, died in prison. However, his Catechism of a Revolutionary (1869), which he co-authored with the anarchist theorist Mikhail Bakunin, survived as an inspirational text for radicals overawed by its romantic nihilism—“The Revolutionary is a doomed man. He has neither his own interests, nor affairs, nor attachments, nor property, nor even name. Everything in him is absorbed by a single, exclusive interest, by a total concept, a total passion-revolution”—and total dedication to the idea that any means were justified so long as they advanced the ends of revolution as expressed by the maxim:


Moral is everything which contributes to the triumph of the revolution. Immoral and criminal is everything that stands in its way.


Pyotr Tkachev: An intellectual influence on the People’s Will and sometime collaborator with Nechaev, Tkachev has been referred to as “the first Bolshevik” due to his enthusiasm for revolution as soon as possible, his insistence that Russia was better suited to revolution than western Europe, and his belief that, following the revolution, the country should be ruled by a minority dictatorship run by revolutionaries who would ruthlessly suppress dissent through violence—all of which would eventually happen under Lenin, of course.


He also advocated the “complete levelling of all people in their moral and intellectual capacities” in order to destroy competition and inequality of outcomes among people. Ever the charmer, following a stint in prison, Tkachev told his sister that everyone over the age of twenty-five should be killed, as they were incapable of self-sacrifice.


Nikolai Chernyshevsky: A journalist dedicated to preaching socialism, democracy, the rights of women and minorities and other radical (for the time) causes, Chernyshevsky wrote his political novel What Is to Be Done? in 1863, while imprisoned in Saint Petersburg’s Peter and Paul Fortress. Evidently underwhelmed by the story’s wooden characters and tedious didacticism, the imperial censors permitted its publication. According to historian Orlando Figes, this was “one of the biggest mistakes the Tsarist censor ever made: it converted more people to the cause of revolution than all the works of Marx and Engels put together.” So rapturous was the novel’s reception that at least one overexuberant critic compared Chernyshevsky to Jesus, while Marx himself studied Russian so that he could read the book and correspond with its author. Lenin was so impressed by What Is to Be Done? that he read it five times one summer and even carried a photograph of Chernyshevsky in his wallet. He was particularly inspired by the austere, monastic self-discipline of one character: the ultrarevolutionary Rakhmetov. This ascetic abandons all physical comforts and selfish pleasures and lives only for the cause. He lifts weights, eats raw meat and even sleeps on a bed of nails to distract himself from thoughts of an alluring widow. Lenin duly quit chess, music and the study of classical languages and took up weight lifting. He may have skipped the bed of nails part, but otherwise he agreed with Rakhmetov: revolution was all.


Thus, in a very Borgesian way—only without any of the irony, sophistication or playfulness—Chernyshevsky’s creation infiltrated the physical world and What Is to Be Done? became the “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” of nineteenth-century socialism, remaking living, breathing people in the image of its two-dimensional characters. Just as the imaginary planet invented by a secret society in Borges’ fantastical tale gradually supplants reality, so Lenin, infected by Chernyshevsky’s word virus, rebuilt himself in the image of a preposterous imaginary character, becoming a living avatar of revolution.


By the time Lenin started attending the law faculty of Kazan University in the autumn of 1887, he was already self-radicalized, having pieced together a new identity from the bad ideas he had found in a variety of not terribly good books, a jigsaw man assembled from pieces of mediocre yet dangerous texts. He would not last long as a student at Kazan. Expelled before the end of the year for participating in a protest, he was obliged to return to the comfort of his mother’s estate in Kokushkino, where he deepened his familiarity with radical literature. In 1889 he read Das Kapital for the first time. That same year, the family moved to another estate even farther south, where Lenin turned his attention to translating into Russian the supreme revolutionary text of his, and, for that matter, any age—Marx and Engels’s Communist Manifesto.


MANY OF THE twentieth century’s dictator-author-murderers declared themselves Marx’s intellectual disciples, and this is—understandably—a continued source of irritation for today’s Marxists and Marx sympathizers. They would rather their sage be remembered for his critique of capitalism, and not for the ninety-four million corpses produced by tyrants citing his texts as inspiration.*


It is true, of course, that there is no monolithic “Marxism” but rather rival “Marxisms,” in the same way that there are differing versions of Christianity, Islam, or Freudianism. And so rather than engage in a futile attempt at nailing down an official “Marxism,” it is perhaps more instructive to note that perhaps the most significant difference between the nineteenth-century prophet and his twentieth-century interpreters such as Lenin, Stalin or Mao is that, unlike them, he was a titanic loser.


Consider for example that when Karl Marx died in 1883, a mere eleven people attended his funeral. A few more might have shown up had he not alienated most of the international workers’ movement with his dictatorial yet inept style of leadership. He’d spent the thirty-three years preceding his death living in exile with his family in London, begging for money from his factory-owning patron Friedrich Engels, while failing, over the course of more than two decades, to complete his magnum opus Das Kapital. He never tried to get a regular job, even as his baby son died at his wife’s breast. He sprouted hideous boils all over his body, impregnated the maid,* wasted vast amounts of energy on quarrels with rival socialists, and repeatedly foretold the coming revolution with all the passion and indifference to disconfirmation of an evangelical preacher giddy over the prophecies contained in the book of Revelation.


It was not always thus, however. In mid-1848, when Marx and Engels had published The Communist Manifesto, history briefly looked as though it was going his way. Between that year and 1851 many of Europe’s monarchies were rocked by a series of uprisings and revolts. “A spectre is haunting Europe,” Marx wrote, “the spectre of revolution.” During this period, he indulged in wild power fantasies, dreaming of the terrible vengeance that would soon be inflicted upon the bourgeoisie—of which class he was a member, needless to say. “We are ruthless and ask no quarter from you,” he wrote, addressing the Prussian government in 1849. “When our turn comes we shall not disguise our terrorism.”


Engels prophesied the same year that a coming world war would “result in the disappearance from the face of the earth not only of reactionary classes and dynasties, but also of entire reactionary peoples.” This genocidal fantasy of the damned receiving their final punishment in an ultraviolent apocalypse was, Engels wrote, “a step forward.”


Marx, meanwhile, hoped he would be able to fulfil the exciting vision laid out in The Communist Manifesto, of cultivating wastelands and centralizing all communications in a government-run postal-telegraph system. Yes, he actually wrote about that, but it is very easy to forget the dull bits—and most people do—because there is also all that stirring stuff about the wresting of all capital from the bourgeoisie, the abolition of private property and of the bourgeois family, and the disappearance of differences between nations and peoples.


In fact, moments of bathos aside, The Communist Manifesto is quite mesmerizing: in its fevered treatment of assertion as fact, its furious demonization of the bourgeoisie, its awe at the transformative power of capitalism, its overwhelming conviction that change is coming, and for the nakedness of Marx and Engels’s will to power and their open endorsement of political violence, e.g.:


The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communistic revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Workers of the world unite!


The duo also echo the English mystic poet William Blake in their horror of the “dark Satanic mills,” proclaiming that “[m]asses of labourers crowded into the factory … are daily and hourly enslaved by the machine.” Perhaps most appealing of all, however, is their simplistic vision of history as a forward march through a series of crises to a state of permanent bliss on earth, where future generations will live together in harmony in a world beyond conflict and exploitation. Transparently a millenarian fantasy, Marx nevertheless insisted that his outline of history was “scientific,” and thus flattered his readers into thinking they were members of an elite that had somehow gained access to a modern yet still absolute truth, providing the answer to the riddle of human existence.


Alas for Marx, the revolutions subsided and repression set in across Europe. However, he had not set a date for the arrival of future bliss; he merely implied that it was imminent. Thus, The Communist Manifesto, like all successful apocalyptic prophecies, remained open to reinterpretation.


Das Kapital is less mesmerizing. It emerged from long sessions Marx spent in the British Library staring very hard at government reports on the conditions in British factories thirty years earlier. By doing so, he hoped to penetrate to the essence of capital for all times and nations. He thus synthesized multiple texts into a sprawling übertext that was “scientific”—even if he disdained to do anything so empirical as to speak with an actual worker; he preferred to interact with paper and ink. In Das Kapital, the end-time dream of The Communist Manifesto acquired a dense theoretical underpinning: “scientific laws” of history replace God as the cosmic force leading a chosen elect to inevitable eternal bliss—only, now it would happen on earth rather than in heaven.


The success of Marx’s ideas in Russia of all places suggested that there might be a problem with his theoretical framework. He argued in Das Kapital that the internal contradictions of capitalism would lead to a series of increasingly catastrophic crises, and that the conditions suffered by workers would deteriorate with each crisis, leading ineluctably to revolution, the demise of private property and the expropriation of the expropriators. This would happen, he argued, where capitalism was at its most advanced, in Britain or Germany, for instance—certainly not in backward, agrarian Russia.


And yet the very first foreign edition of Das Kapital (or rather, the part Marx finished in his lifetime) was published in Russia in 1872, five years after its initial German release, where it had been ignored by critics. Its translator, Nikolai Danielson, was a populist. Ironically, the tsarist censors permitted its publication because they agreed with Marx: Russia was in a primitive state of industrial development, there was no “capitalist exploitation” to speak of, and so the book’s philosophical message was not relevant there.


But as with What Is to Be Done? the censors had miscalculated. Das Kapital was a hit, selling three thousand copies in its first year, a respectable result given that only around 15 percent of the Russian population was literate. In advanced, industrialized and allegedly revolution-primed Germany by contrast, it took five years for the book to sell a third that number. But this was just the beginning: in the 1870s and ’80s, Marxism flourished in Russia, and Das Kapital became a source of fascination, inspiration and truth for many of Russia’s radicals. They had abandoned God, the tsar and the Church, but had not lost a taste for the metaphysics of apocalyptic judgement and redemption—just so long as they could be made palatable by a rationalist gloss.*


Soon Marx had acquired homegrown exegetes, such as Georgy Plekhanov, who in 1883 helped establish the first Russian Marxist revolutionary organization, the Emancipation of Labour. A lapsed populist, he argued that Russia’s salvation lay not in the peasants but in the working class, although the country was not yet ready for a proletarian revolution. Fortunately, Russia was undergoing a capitalistic transformation, which was creating the conditions for a two-stage transition to communism. In the first phase, tsarist autocracy would be overthrown and a bourgeois-democratic system would replace it. During this period, the numbers of the proletariat would multiply, and under the leadership of a social-democratic (i.e., Marxist) party, a second revolution would bring about the liberation of the working class.


Lenin liked the sound of that. Plekhanov entered his pantheon, alongside Chernyshevsky, Nechaev and Marx. Fired up on texts, he was ready to transform history.


THE YOUNG LENIN was the archetypal armchair radical. In fact, he sat in chairs a lot—as he read books about revolution, as he discussed books about revolution with other armchair radicals and as he wrote the articles that he hoped would establish his fame among those same armchair radicals. However, he seemed different. His comrades in these revolutionary talking shops recognized and respected his intelligence, conviction, theoretical prowess and leadership skills, referring to him as the Old Man, even though he was still in his twenties. Instead, they should have feared him: for, when given the opportunity to put his ideas into practice, he proved himself to be a merciless extremist.


For instance, in 1891, as famine ravaged the Volga region, liberals and radicals united in blaming the tsar for the food shortages and in believing they had a moral responsibility to do what they could to help the starving peasants. Not the twenty-one-year-old Lenin, however, who chided his sister for providing peasants with medical assistance. He had already sued the tenant farmers on the family property when they fell behind on their rent. Now, as they starved, he refused to lower their rates.


After all, according to Marx the suffering of the exploited classes was inevitable under capitalism, but it was also a cause for hope, as terrible crises indicated the imminent arrival of revolution. To ameliorate suffering would have meant delaying the moment of world transformation. Marx had scorned bourgeois morality as unscientific and another illusion through which the ruling class kept the workers in a state of mystification, but he also denounced capitalism using moral language. Perhaps Nechaev had put it best: moral is everything that contributes to the triumph of the revolution. And so while other radicals talked about theory but ultimately surrendered to empathy and the prompts of conscience, Lenin was willing to live by the ideas he espoused.


Thus, from his chair, he accelerated the arrival of the workers’ paradise. Four hundred thousand people died. Although he could hardly claim credit for the famine’s body count, he had done his bit. As Maxim Gorky (who would come to know Lenin well) later put it, “Lenin in general loved people but with abnegation, his love looked far ahead through the mists of hatred. He loved mankind not as it was but as he believed it would become.”


Eventually, of course, Lenin felt obliged to leave his chair. Revolution was supposed to be the inevitable climax of human history, but he suspected it might in fact be slightly evitable, or, at least, he began to doubt it could be successful unless the proletariat were given the correct training. After all, the bourgeoisie were cunning, and they had armies and police forces at their command—they could hardly be expected to give up their diabolical ways without a fight.


In 1895, Lenin, now based in Saint Petersburg, joined the grandly named League of Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working Class. His aim was to establish direct contact with members of the proletariat and instruct them in ideology. Just as his consciousness had been remodelled through encounters with revolutionary texts, so he would perform the same service for the workers of Saint Petersburg. In November of that year, he wrote a booklet explaining the legal limits of a factory owner’s authority and had three thousand copies printed. He supplied striking workers with cash. However, the secret police uncovered Lenin’s subversive activities and he was arrested in December. He spent a year in detention, reading and working on a thesis on the development of Russian capitalism. Then, in January 1897, he was exiled to Siberia.


Exile under the tsars was not the brutal enslavement/death trip it would become under Stalin, however—and certainly not for a man of Lenin’s social standing. His mother paid for his transport, and he was even allowed input into his place of exile. Lenin proposed two places: the city of Krasnoyarsk or the Minusinsk district of Yenisei province. He was granted his second choice, and he wound up living in Shushenskoe, a village of a thousand people in Minusinsk. I have visited the area: the landscape of taiga and snowcapped mountains is quite beautiful. The climate is dry, so even when the temperature drops to minus forty degrees Celsius, it is much more pleasant than Baltic Saint Petersburg at, say, minus twenty-five. In fact, so long as you don’t mind having your flesh devoured by dense, ravenous clouds of mosquitoes in the summer, or being very far away from the centre of things, Minusinsk is quite tolerable. The authorities granted Lenin’s fiancée, Nadezhda Krupskaya, permission to join him. The tsar also gave exiles a stipend, and Lenin was free to read and write, and to communicate with his family and comrades.


It is true that, stranded deep in Siberia, he missed the founding congress of the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party in Minsk in 1898. That said, he didn’t miss much: only nine socialists from around the empire showed up, and eight of them were arrested shortly afterwards. Lenin meanwhile made the most of his exile, and decided not to attempt escape but to treat it as a state-subsidized writer’s sabbatical. And so in between (unsuccessful) attempts at impregnating his revolutionary bride, he worked on The Development of Capitalism in Russia, which he hoped would be received as an earth-shaking work of Marxist analysis.


Friends and family sent him books, and he ploughed through over a hundred of them, including the works of Western economists, which he subjected to relentless critical analysis—Adam Smith was guilty of “fundamental error,” while “utter confusion” was the norm among most contemporary economists. Although the combination of a gentleman’s lifestyle and logorrhoea meant that Lenin had already written quite a lot—The Development of Capitalism in Russia does not appear in the fifth and most expansive edition of Lenin’s collected works until the third volume—it was, unquestionably, a substantial work. Certainly, it was very long. Over five hundred pages long, in fact: the first major book by the father of twentieth-century dictator literature.


In writing The Development of Capitalism in Russia, Lenin intended a) to establish his credentials as an unparalleled expert on the Russian economy and thus ascend to the peak of writerly fame and b) to crush the populist view that the development of capitalism could and should be stopped and an alternative, agrarian paradise established instead, in which Russians lived in peasant-style communes, free from the tsar while making lots of crafts. Lenin’s problem was that, according to the imperial census of 1897, Russia had more than 100 million peasants out of a total population of 128 million, and a mere 2 or 3 million proletarians, a third of whom were only ever employed seasonally, on railways. Heavily agrarian and lacking a working class, Russia was a long way from meeting the conditions Marx had said were necessary for revolution.


Or so it seemed. Unwilling to accept that the social change he desired should reside in the far future, and contemptuous of any peasant utopia, Lenin argued that Russian capitalism was not slowly and gradually emerging in piecemeal fashion, but was already in a highly developed state. The ancient and settled peasant way of life that the populists fantasized could represent a model for Russia was no more; instead, the majority of rural workers had become farm proletarians selling their labour, while there were also smaller groups of kulaks,* who were so ruthlessly effective that they had become the primary market for Russian industrialists with knock-on effects for the rest of the economy. “The Russia of the wooden plough and the flail, of the water-mill and the hand-loom,” wrote Lenin, “began rapidly to be transformed into the Russia of the iron plough and the threshing machine, of the steam-mill and the power-loom. An equally thorough transformation of technique is seen in every branch of the national economy where capitalist production predominates.”


In Lenin’s view, this transformation was “progressive,” as capitalism was less inhumane than feudalism, but it also had revolutionary implications. If Russia was already capitalist, then according to Marxist theory, the country was ripe for the first, bourgeois stage of revolution. Once political democracy and civic rights were established in this initial phase, the second, workers’ revolution and proletarian dictatorship, would soon follow. Yet Lenin resisted the impulse to deliver a full-throated demand for revolution. His tone instead was confident, but dry and scholarly. Consider for instance this brief excerpt where he explains how wealthy peasants (“kulaks”) are accelerating the development of capitalism:


The predominance of natural economy, which accounts for the scarcity and dearness of money in the countryside, results in the assumption of an importance by all these “kulaks” out of all proportion to the size of their capital. The dependence of the peasants on the money owners inevitably acquires the form of bondage. Just as one cannot conceive of developed capitalism without large-scale merchant’s capital in the form of commodities or money so the pre-capitalist village is inconceivable without small traders and buyers-up, who are the “masters” of the small local markets. Capitalism draws these markets together, combines them into a big national market, and then into a world market, destroys the primitive forms of bondage and personal dependence, develops in depth and in breadth the contradictions which in a rudimentary form are also to be observed among the community peasantry—and thus paves the way for their resolution.


But there was a strategy behind Lenin’s aggressively tedious prose. The tsarist censors had form when it came to underestimating the impact of very long, boring works on economics; they had allowed the publication of Das Kapital, after all. They found such texts as difficult to get through as most of us and could not imagine that anybody else would be so motivated to do so, or would get fired up by a subtext buried in hundreds of pages of statistics—if they even noticed it was there. By adopting a similarly jargon-laden scholarly approach as Marx, Lenin would get his own interminable “respectable” work of theory into print legally. He avoided rhetorical assaults on tsarism, sticking instead to expositions of theoretical analysis from which the appropriate conclusions could be drawn. He also wrote the book under a pseudonym, “Vladimir Illin,” so that the state censor would not realize its author was a political exile. The ruse worked; Lenin successfully placed his magnum opus with a publishing house in Saint Petersburg in the hope that it would reach a much wider readership than it would have via the printing presses of the revolutionary underground.


The Development of Capitalism in Russia went on sale in March 1899, on the eve of the century Lenin would have such an influence over. Decades after his death, his editors at the Institute of Marxism–Leninism would claim that the book was a huge success and that the initial print run of 2,400 sold out very quickly, but in fact it was a flop.* Although in the USSR it was treated as an object of reverence, the few reviews it did receive at the time of its publication were largely negative. Even Robert Tucker’s Lenin Anthology, a standard compilation since 1975, does not contain an excerpt. Life, after all, is short, and who wants to listen to a bourgeois radical talk himself into believing that Russian agriculture circa 1899 had already ushered in a new era of rapid industrialization? In this instance, the tsar’s censors judged the text correctly: The Development of Capitalism in Russia was boring, irrelevant and quite harmless.


However, the book does contain the seeds of several key aspects not only of Lenin’s rhetorical style but also of the genre of dictator literature that was to emerge over the course of the twentieth century.


First, there is the aggressively dry, theoretical prose, engineered to awe the reader into submission before the mighty intellect on display. Whether or not a mighty intellect really is on display is of secondary importance, and would become less important as dictator literature developed.


The Development of Capitalism in Russia also demonstrates Lenin’s willingness to distort reality to suit his own theoretical, political and psychological needs. His mental powers are undeniable but that was the problem: highly intelligent people are wrong all the time, and are especially good at being wrong because they have the cognitive ability to construct elaborate counterfactual arguments that appear to be backed up by judiciously selected and cleverly interpreted evidence. Lenin wanted revolution to occur in his lifetime, and via the ruthless marshalling of statistics and Marxist analysis he duly theorized reality into submission.


Of course it’s not unusual for people to select facts and rationalize away discrepancies to support the things they want to be true; most of us do it all the time. But most of us do not dream of seizing power in the largest country on earth. There was something profoundly autocratic in Lenin’s assumption that he had the power to overwrite the world, to author the conditions demanded by his theory into existence.


Lenin was—if you will forgive the use of a word borrowed from the arid intellectual wastelands of critical theory—profoundly logocentric.* Fundamentally, he agreed with the author of the Gospel of John: “In the beginning was the Word.” His dictatorial heirs, once in power, would follow this faith to its logical conclusion, seeking to reconstruct the world no longer via argument but rather by acts of speech and written composition to utter alternate realities, wholly at odds with material conditions, into being.


IN 1900, LENIN left Siberia. Despite the failure of The Development of Capitalism in Russia, he was gradually making a name for himself as a writer; the constant flow of articles from his pen had earned him a short write-up in a prestigious encyclopaedia to which many eminent Russian authors contributed entries. But he had a problem: he was banned from living in Moscow, Saint Petersburg or indeed any town with a large student or proletarian population. Preferring to live abroad over spending his days slowly decomposing in the provinces under the watchful eye of the Okhrana, he requested and received permission to leave Russia.


He travelled to Switzerland, where he swiftly found himself some new chairs to sit in, located next to some other chairs occupied by prominent Russian Marxist exiles—including his one-time idol Plekhanov, whom Lenin would soon seek to supplant as the pre-eminent Russian interpreter of Karl Marx. And of course, he wrote.


Indeed, now that Lenin was abroad, his only means of interacting with Russia was by writing about it and at it. To him, this was action, like lobbing bombs at autocrats or robbing banks to fund the cause—only more important. Having been personally remade by an encounter with a fictional character in Chernyshevsky’s novel, he had eminent justification for believing in the power of the written word. It was time to outline the strategy and tactics for bringing about revolution.


Lenin’s next step was to publish an underground revolutionary newspaper. In Russia, Marxism was starting to lose some of its glamour as other political movements coalesced in opposition to the tsar. The Socialist Revolutionary Party, which had its roots in populist notions of a future based on an idealized vision of peasant life, was founded in 1901. Meanwhile, over in Germany, the Marxist “revisionist” Eduard Bernstein denied that capitalism was about to collapse or that a proletarian revolution would sweep away the forces of repression. Gradual reform, rather than a total overthrow of the existing order, was the way forward.


Lenin’s faith was under siege: true Marxism—that is, his vision of Marxism—was faithful to Marx’s call for violent revolution and the suppression of the bourgeoisie. Something had to be done to prevent the weakening of the idea, the decline of the theory.


In 1900, Lenin had co-founded Iskra (or “The Spark”) with Plekhanov and several other exiles, although he soon fell out with Plekhanov, who did not want to cede authority to the rising star of Russian Marxism. Edited in Munich and printed (initially) in Leipzig, the plan was to smuggle the paper into Russia, fomenting discord and spreading the “correct” version of dialectical materialist enlightenment from afar. This mighty organ of revolutionary propaganda had only a three-figure print run, appeared sporadically, and addressed the already converted, but it was a start—and Lenin now began to think seriously about the content, practice and function of an underground newspaper. These meditations inspired him to write one of the most influential texts of the twentieth century, which he named after the book that had done more than any other to convert him to the cause of socialism: What Is to Be Done? (with the added subtitle Burning Questions of Our Movement).


At first, it can be difficult to understand what all the fuss was about. Picking up the book more than a century after its publication, the overwhelming impression is of joining a tedious and obscure argument in medias res. And that is because you are: Lenin is addressing a tiny group of radicals living underground in Russia or in exile abroad who are all reading the same books and journals, squabbling ferociously over whose vision of Marxism is legitimate. However, the style of the squabble immediately makes explicit the fervour of Lenin’s belief: he may be addressing what is effectively a tiny group of cultists, but like all rabid millenarians he is convinced that the fate of the world is at stake.


Indeed, for all that he was a sedentary intellectual, the text crackles with his righteous hatreds, his joy in combat, his passion for revolution. It is alive, and his personality lives on inside it. Since What Is to Be Done? was published outside Russia it did not have to pass the censor, so Lenin was free to vituperate at will, although, strikingly, he reserves most of his barbs not for the tsar or capitalism, but for other Marxists. His style is awesomely belligerent, a vision of the text as warfare, but it also contains radical juxtapositions of theoretical language with sustained, repetitive, and violent abuse. He is extremely intolerant: his ideological foes, we discover, are wrong about everything, ranging from the question of “Freedom of Criticism” (Lenin is no liberal democrat) to the notion that the workers might be able to organize the revolution spontaneously (an utterly stupid idea). They are all wrong, and not just a little bit wrong or slightly wrong, but “absolutely wrong,” guilty of “fundamental error,” having “totally failed” to understand some critical point. Some are dismissed from on high with lofty rhetorical flourishes; others are denounced as charging towards a “marsh.”


And when Lenin runs out of space for his insults in the main body of the text, he resorts to long footnotes, heaped high with opprobrium. Ah, yes, those footnotes: here, Lenin is particularly self-revealing. They leave no doubt as to what an Internet comment thread hijacked by the Father of the World Proletariat would look like, were Lenin to awake from his chemical slumber and retrieve his brain from the lab where it is stored in cross sections. Intolerant, sarcastic, correct about everything, and hellbent on having the last word, Lenin was a master troll, king of the flame war. Here is an example of him at play in one of his many footnotes, from section V, part C:


In his Review of Questions of Theory, Nadezhdin, by the way, made almost no contribution whatever to the discussion of questions of theory, apart, perhaps, from the following passage, a most peculiar one from the “eve-of-the-revolution point of view”: “Bernsteinism, on the whole, is losing its acuteness for us at the present moment, as is the question whether Mr. Adamovich will prove that Mr. Struve has already earned a lacing, or, on the contrary, whether Mr. Struve will refute Mr. Adamovich and will refuse to resign—it really makes no difference, because the hour of revolution has struck.” One can hardly imagine a more glaring illustration of Nadezhdin’s infinite disregard for theory. We have proclaimed “the eve of the revolution,” therefore “it really makes no difference” whether or not the orthodox will succeed in finally driving the Critics from their positions! Our wiseacre fails to see that it is precisely during the revolution that we shall stand in need of the results of our theoretical battles with the Critics in order to be able resolutely to combat their practical positions!


Revolution is a zero-sum game; reality must submit to a radical overhaul; there is no room for honest disagreement. How can there be? Lenin’s goal is to transform the social order, not ameliorate it.


However, Lenin does not just rely on abuse to annihilate his rivals. He is a ruthlessly logical thinker, who advances systematically (section 1, then A, B, C, D, etc.), identifying weak spots and demolishing opposing arguments, although he is not above simply invoking the authority of the prophets Marx and Engels, either. Genghis Khan-like, he seeks to crush his enemies entirely, by any rhetorical means necessary, laying waste to ideological villages, setting fields of theory ablaze.


But What Is to Be Done? is more than a full-frontal assault on bad ideas; it also contains a plan of action for the revolutionary movement. Here Lenin reveals the extent of his faith in the power of the written word. The term newspaper is misleading as a description of what Lenin has in mind. Rather, he envisions a mighty theoretical-ideological propaganda transmission machine, using writing as a tool of ideological dissemination and control, to be managed from afar by an elite cadre of professional revolutionaries. In the absence of the barely (or not yet) invented tools of radio, cinema and television, he would do what he could with ink, paper and a printing press.


Take the working class, for instance: it is largely uneducated, its members are mostly ignorant of Marxism, and they are easily seduced by promises of greater material comfort in this world. Utterly frank in his elitism, Lenin denies that the proletariat could evolve into a truly revolutionary force by itself. After all, the workers had no involvement in the development of the “theoretical doctrine of Social Democracy,” which Lenin says emerged “as a natural and inevitable outcome of the development of thought among the revolutionary socialist intelligentsia.” Proletarian members of the party and potential leaders in particular must thus submit to the guidance of ideologically pure radical intellectuals.


But what if the leaders are far away? They will convey their will and commands via a “newspaper.” In fact, the “editorial board” is actually the ideological core of the party, which Lenin envisions as an underground central cell, issuing instructions, raising the party members’ ideological consciousness, and generally steering the path of the revolution via splotches of ink on paper. A self-selecting elite, organized and ruthlessly disciplined, this core group of professional revolutionaries will make all the decisions for the party, and communicate them through the “newspaper,” to be executed by the external membership. Discipline, order, and obedience to the party line are essential. Outsiders may join the elite, says Lenin, but only if invited by the secret chiefs.


Pyotr Tkachev had also argued for the necessity of a secretive, radical ideological vanguard to steer the revolution. Lenin agreed and, clearly mindful of the fate of his brother, Alexander, stressed the importance of operating deep underground, of mastering the art of conspiracy: “The more secret such an organization is, the stronger and more widespread will be the confidence of the party,” he writes. Acting in darkness, its decisions were to be accepted unquestioningly by the rank and file. Indeed, Lenin ascribes awesome powers to newsprint.


The organisation, which will form round this newspaper, the organisation of its collaborators (in the broad sense of the word, i.e., all those working for it), will be ready for everything, from upholding the honour, the prestige and the continuity of the Party in periods of acute revolutionary “depression” to preparing for, appointing the time for, and carrying out the nation-wide armed uprising.


Marx had been vague about the revolution. The proletariat would have some agency in the suppression of the bourgeoisie but his apocalyptic scenario was largely passive: history would transform the world, bringing happiness to the chosen people. Lenin’s apocalypse was active: from his chair, he wanted to write the proletariat into the position from which they would seize power and enact the narrative of world transformation.


What Is to Be Done? was published in 1902 and was an immediate sensation in Russia’s Marxist underground, enraging Lenin’s opponents and firing up readers inspired by his (flattering) conviction that the revolution could and should be hastened by a core group of true believers, a conviction that was expressed with such intensity, such certainty. In fact, so great was the book’s success that it established its author’s revolutionary identity: “Lenin” was the name on the cover, and Lenin he would remain. The seventeen-year-old boy rebuilt by texts was now a man renamed by a book. Through What Is to Be Done?, he had finally succeeded in writing himself the role of Major Figure in Russian Marxism.


He had also changed the course of history. Far, far away, in the mountainous Caucasus region, a young revolutionary named Iosif Dzhugashvili (who would subsequently rename himself Stalin) read it and was inspired. In Lenin, who wrote so passionately of the need for central control and secret plots, Stalin saw the ideal leader for Russian Marxism. And far, far away, in Siberia, Lev Bronstein (who would subsequently rename himself Leon Trotsky) was likewise inspired. Unlike Stalin, however, he would later temper his enthusiasm. Summarizing the book two years after its publication, and after meeting its author, he wrote, “If anyone rebels against me, it is very bad. If I rebel, then it’s good. Such is the brief and joyous moral of a long and boring book, abounding with quotations, ‘international’ parallels, artificial diagrams and all the other means of mental anaesthesia.”


Trotsky also observed, quite accurately, that Lenin’s vision of a self-selecting ruling cabal of revolutionaries would lead “to the Party organisation ‘substituting’ itself for the Party, the Central Committee substituting itself for the Party organization, and finally the dictator substituting himself for the Central Committee.” Thus, in 1904, Trotsky laid out the path from Lenin’s pamphlet to the realities of the Stalinist regime—although that did not prevent him from teaming up with Lenin in 1917.


In 1903, Lenin attended the Second Congress of the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party, which was held in London to avoid the attentions of the tsar’s secret police. However, as he had amply demonstrated in What Is to Be Done?, Lenin took less pleasure in attacking capitalism than he did in feuding with fellow Marxists, and he soon engineered a schism within the party.


The core of the dispute was a fight over membership criteria for the Social-Democrats. Lenin insisted upon a Studio 54-style door policy of the utmost strictness, in line with the conspiratorial elitism he advocated in What Is to Be Done? His opponents agreed with the need for tight controls—only, not quite so tight. The party split into two factions, with Lenin victorious as the leader of the Bolshevik (“majoritarian”) wing, while his opponents, displaying a stunning lack of PR skills, were labelled the Menshevik (“minoritarian”) wing, thus enabling their nemesis to define them forever afterward as a tribe of political pygmies. Lenin next extended the domain of struggle via textual warfare, with 1904’s One Step Forward, Two Steps Back, in which, after spending months poring over the minutes of the meetings in London, he delivered a point-by-point assault upon the Menshevik position, all in his ruthless, scorched-earth style (“political spinelessness,” “ludicrous,” “fetishist worship of casuistry,” etc.). The Menshevik leaders (who, after all, were members of the same party and so thought they were united against a common foe) were outraged. They did not yet know who they were dealing with.


IN 1894, NIKOLAI II had inherited the imperial throne from his father, Tsar Alexander III. A man of mediocre intelligence and great stubbornness, Tsar Nikolai was more interested in domestic life than affairs of state, although he took his role very seriously—as the divinely appointed “father” of the Russian people, he believed it was his sacred duty to resist change and preserve the autocracy.


Events, however, were conspiring against him.


In 1904, for instance, Japan launched a surprise attack on a Russian naval base in China, after Nikolai rejected a Japanese proposal for dividing Korea and Manchuria into mutual spheres of influence. Nikolai was shocked that the Japanese did not have the good manners to declare war first, but he and his advisers soon realized that this presented them with an opportunity for a quick, victorious conflict that would boost patriotic feeling and unite the people behind him. That was the plan, anyway. Instead, a humiliating defeat ensued when, in May 1905, the Japanese navy sank or captured much of the Russian Baltic fleet at the Battle of Tsushima, and Russia was forced to sue for peace.


Meanwhile, Nikolai faced mounting domestic unrest from an exhausted, hungry, impoverished populace. There were protests, there was terrorism; there were strikes and riots. On January 22, 1905, thousands of workers together with their wives and children marched peacefully towards the Winter Palace, the tsar’s grandiose residence in Saint Petersburg, to present a petition for reform. But the tsar was away, enjoying some relaxing games of dominoes at his opulent country estate south of the capital.


The guards at the palace gates charged the protesters on horseback. Then they shot at them, killing forty and injuring hundreds, while thousands fled for their lives. Afterwards, an enraged mob sixty thousand strong rampaged throughout the city, smashing, burning and looting. The authorities shot more people; by the end of “Bloody Sunday,” the body count had risen to two hundred, with a further eight hundred wounded, and the tsar, in the eyes of many, was a cold-blooded butcher.


Strikes, protests, uprisings, riots and mutinies now spread across the empire—to Poland, Finland, the Baltics and Georgia. Ultranationalist, anti-Semitic “Black Hundred” groups loyal to the tsar retaliated with pogroms and ultraviolence, but the revolutionary situation continued to escalate. In October, a general strike broke out, and revolutionary governments known as “soviets” formed in Saint Petersburg, Moscow and elsewhere.


After ten months of this, even the not terribly bright Nikolai II realized that Russia was teetering on the edge of an abyss. Advisers pressured him to issue the “October Manifesto,” which promised Russia her first elected parliament and civil liberties such as freedom of speech and freedom of the press. These proposals were aimed at liberals rather than revolutionaries, but promising to step away from absolutism to a form of constitutional monarchy was enough to avert catastrophe. With the tsar’s more moderate critics thus mollified, the opposition split and, fragmented, lost its momentum.


And where was Lenin in this flux? Nowhere near it, in fact: he was in Switzerland, as he did not want to risk arrest by returning to Russia. What was he doing? Why, sitting in a chair and writing, of course—attempting to steer the revolution from afar, via prose.


In June and July, he wrote Two Tactics of Social-Democracy in the Democratic Revolution, another attack on the Mensheviks, who were willing to accept a bourgeois government of the type proposed by liberal reformers. Lenin opposed this with his usual vehemence, arguing instead that Bolsheviks should seize control of the popular insurrection and, under the guidance of the Marxist revolutionary elite, establish a “democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry.” In October, when the tsar issued his manifesto, Lenin argued for further destabilizing Russia through megaviolence. In Tasks of Revolutionary Army Contingents, he urged revolutionaries to arm themselves “as best they can,” with actual and makeshift weapons, including “rifles, revolvers, bombs, knives, knuckledusters, sticks, rags soaked in kerosene for starting fires, ropes or rope ladders, shovels for building barricades, pyroxylin cartridges, barbed wire, nails [against cavalry], etc., etc.”


Is that the best use of “etc.” in the history of humanity? It might be. There is something extraordinarily casual about it, a disinterested detachment from the reality of physical violence, possible because Lenin had never participated in it himself. But he is not finished: he also talks about liberating prisoners, seizing funds, killing members of the regime, and maximizing anti-government chaos in order to exacerbate the crisis. And although Lenin leaves it to his troops to fill in the precise details, our armchair terrorist is not entirely without imagination himself. Specifically, he suggests that pouring acid on policemen is a good idea. And then, at the end he declares:


Revolutionary army groups must at once find out who organises the Black Hundreds and where and how they are organised, and then, without confining themselves to propaganda (which is useful, but inadequate) they must act with armed force, beat up and kill the members of the Black-Hundred gangs, blow up their headquarters, etc., etc.


Actually, that “etc.,” so glib in its casual endorsement of killing, is the best one in the history of humanity.


Lenin returned to Russia in November 1905, once a political amnesty was in place and called for an armed uprising. Even amid the chaos, he showed remarkable focus and attention to detail, particularly when it came to texts. For instance, he saw that it was necessary to immediately define in writing the correct Marxist response to Russia’s incipient press freedoms—what should literature written with the party imprimatur look like? In The Party Organization and Party Literature, published on November 13, 1905, he combined his usual tedious denunciations of ideological opponents with a demand for a unified, politically targeted approach: “Down with non-partisan writers! Down with literary supermen!” he declares. “Literature must become part of the common cause of the proletariat, a ‘cog and a screw’ of one single great Social-Democratic mechanism set in motion by the entire politically-conscious vanguard of the entire working class.”


Initially, Lenin first appears to endorse freedom of the pen (“Everyone is free to write whatever he likes, without any restrictions”), but he adds the significant caveats that party literature is subordinate to party control and that anybody who writes against the party will be ejected. Then he dismisses freedom as essentially meaningless in a bourgeois society predicated upon exploitation of the masses: “The freedom of the bourgeois writer, artist or actress is simply masked (or hypocritically masked) dependence on the money-bag, on corruption, on prostitution.” True freedom will exist only under socialism, and only the books of that new world will enrich “the last word in the revolutionary thought of mankind with the experience and living work of the socialist proletariat.” In the meantime, every newspaper, journal and publishing house that calls itself “Social-Democratic” must integrate itself into party organizations. It is not difficult to see where this leads, of course—and it led there.


Meanwhile, Lenin continued to delight in conspiracy, even siding with the Mensheviks against his own Bolshevik faction when, following the failure of the uprising, he argued that the Russian Social-Democratic Party should put up candidates for election to the new parliament, the Duma. But the moment for the transformation of Russia had not yet come. By March 1906, Nikolai II was already reneging on his promises, and arguing that the deliberations of the Duma did not apply to him. In April he issued the “Fundamental Laws of the Russian Empire,” decreeing that only he could appoint ministers, and that only he could dismiss them. Also, he could dissolve the Duma at will and hold new elections if he felt like it—and it had not even yet met. His prime minister Pyotr Stolypin cracked down on Russia’s radicals and terrorists, among whom the Bolsheviks were (during this period) only ever bit players.


Lenin’s “etc.” notwithstanding, far more extreme revolutionary groups were responsible for most of the violence. These fanatics exulted under a selection of names as suited to black metal bands formed by Scandinavian adolescents as to political organizations, such as “Terror,” “Death for Death,” “Black Cloud” and “Black Ravens.” These groups assassinated governors, policemen, soldiers and civil servants and blew up statues and burned churches to the ground, until newspapers stopped reporting on the atrocities out of numbness. Russia was no stranger to political violence, but whereas the nineteenth-century terror in which Lenin’s brother had attempted to participate led to around one hundred deaths over a twenty-five-year period, between 1905 and 1907 alone, terrorists killed or wounded nine thousand people, nearly five thousand of whom were civilians, according to the historian Anna Geifman.


The state responded with its own violence—between 1906 and 1907, Stolypin executed more than a thousand radicals. And as it often does, violence solved the problem. Or at the very least, it took the edge off the situation. The moment of crisis passed, some limited reforms were granted, and Nikolai retained his grip on power. At the end of 1907, Lenin, fearing arrest, fled the country, returning to his chair, to his life as an author, forced to write the script for the characters in his revolutionary drama in Stockholm, in Berlin, in Geneva. But was the revolution all inside his head, or was it actually a thing that might occur in the physical world?


IN FACT, FOR many years, faith in a world-transforming cataclysmic uprising led by the Bolsheviks did indeed look a lot like a form of psychosis, as Lenin was beset by crises from within and without the party.


Lenin’s insistence that the Social Democrats should participate in elections to the new parliament had led to a schism within the Bolsheviks as a rival theoretician, Alexander Bogdanov, led a faction demanding armed resistance instead. By 1908, Lenin’s authority was dwindling, and only Materialism and Empiriocriticism—a hastily composed work of epistemology more remarkable for the savagery of its attacks on Bogdanov’s theoretical output than any particular philosophical insights—prevented disaster. Lenin’s rhetorical violence won the day, and Bogdanov was duly ejected from the Bolshevik Central Committee.


However, although he was back in control, Lenin still faced serious problems. The tsarist regime had reasserted itself, Mensheviks outnumbered Bolsheviks, and the situation looked so hopeless that in 1909 a new faction emerged from amid the Social Democrats—“Liquidationists” who argued that the party should abolish itself. Lenin responded with yet another paper-and-ink drubbing in his angry pamphlet The Liquidation of Liquidationists (1909). But the Liquidationists were right about one thing: the party was not thriving.


To put things in perspective, consider that in 1907 the Social-Democratic Party had a membership of around 150,000. The Skopts, a millenarian sect who believed that salvation would come once they had managed to castrate 144,000 people, had around 100,000 members during the same period. Even at its peak, then, Marxism was not that much more popular than crushing men’s testicles between hot plates, a method of castration practised by the sect. By 1910, it was much less popular, as membership of the Russian Social-Democrats had dropped to 10,000: it took a combination of both its squabbling factions to equal a tenth of the Skopts’ total.


Still, Lenin’s faith was undimmed, and just as the Skopts continued destroying genitals in the hope that they might thus realize their millenarian dream, so he kept on writing in pursuit of his own, possessed by an indestructible, absolute faith in the coming revolution. Hundreds of thousands of words flowed from his fingertips, as he wrote against rivals, as he wrote against the tsar, against imperialists, against liberals, abruptly changing his tactics whenever the historical situation demanded it, as he sought to inscribe his dream upon history.


This required immense self-belief. In 1924, Karl Radek, a participant in the 1905 revolution and later leader of the Comintern,* said that Lenin was “the first man who believed in what he wrote, not as something that would happen in a hundred years, but as a concrete thing.” This was why he was able to “overcome all wavering and carry the Party into the struggle for power.” Strident, staccato, charged with a throbbing, pulsating, angry energy, Lenin’s prose carries along the reader willing to submit to it—like fate, like destiny. Read Lenin, and he attempts to possess you. And if that’s what he can do as a paper-and-ink phantom, imagine what it was like when he was still alive, if you actually shared in his hatreds and believed in the prophecies, and surrendered as the text-Lenin reached up from the page to hand you the crack pipe of revolution for another hit of the good shit.


STUCK IN EXILE, but still leader of his dwindling Marxist sect, Lenin did not keep calm, but he carried on. In the first half of 1914, he wrote The Right of Nations to Self-Determination in which he advocated the breaking up of the great empires. Here he proclaimed:


Complete equality of rights for all nations; the right of nations to self-determination; the unity of the workers of all nations—such is the national programme that Marxism, the experience of the whole world, and the experience of Russia, teach the workers.


Stirring stuff—for a middle-aged scribbler who hadn’t changed his core political beliefs since he was seventeen. However, history was about to catch up with Lenin. On June 28, 1914, Gavrilo Princip shot the Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand, setting in motion the chain of events leading to the First World War. Lenin was caught unawares, but he knew what to do: write, of course. In Socialism and War (1915), he argued that soldiers from different nations should stop killing each other and instead revolt against their leaders; and this when the majority of socialists in Europe and Russia were succumbing to the vice of patriotism. Lenin replied to his critics with Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism (written 1916, published 1917), in which he “proved” that to support a side in the war was to support capitalism, and a betrayal of Marxist principles.


Yet in spite of the carnage, and even as the old European order teetered on the brink of collapse, Lenin tentatively revised his apocalyptic timetable. In a lecture delivered in Zurich in January 1917, he expressed certainty that the war would lead to “popular uprisings under the leadership of the proletariat against the power of finance capital, against the big banks, against the capitalists,” and that these upheavals could not end except with “the expropriation of the bourgeoisie, with the victory of socialism.” Nevertheless, he ended with an uncharacteristic expression of doubt. Now forty-six years old, Lenin was no longer certain that this defining moment of violent upheaval was quite as imminent as he had maintained over two and a half decades of revolutionary activity; indeed, it might happen after he was dead and gone. “We of the older generation may not live to see the decisive battles of this coming revolution,” he told his audience. It would be the happy lot of socialist youth to witness the transformation of the world.


But a month later, the decisive battles began. A month after that, the tsar abdicated. A month after that, Lenin caught the train to Russia. And what did he do on the journey? He wrote, of course, hammering out his April Theses, in which he advocated a swift move to a revolutionary dictatorship, even though the transitional phase of bourgeois democracy, allegedly essential according to theory, had only just commenced. Having suffered his brief moment of doubt, Lenin was intent on accelerating Russia’s destiny.


Lenin had not lived in Russia since 1907, but he was convinced that he understood the revolutionary situation better than everybody else. He had barely disembarked from his cabin at Petrograd’s* Finland Station when he lambasted his fellow Bolsheviks for being far too cautious. Stalin, just released from a long period of Siberian exile and now a senior Bolshevik himself, thought Lenin’s talk was crazy; most of the party elite agreed. The Mensheviks declared the April Theses a recipe for carnage and bloodshed.


Lenin was not to be dissuaded. In a flood of articles (and the occasional speech), he denounced the Provisional Government as the worthless tool of imperialism. Marxists and proletarians, he said, must unite. High on apocalypse, Lenin succumbed to revolutionary graphomania, spewing forth no fewer than forty-eight articles for Pravda in May 1917. Unwilling to leave revolution to Marx’s historical forces, he insisted that the Bolsheviks had to fight to bring this new world into being. This was the moment of millennial fulfilment, when the wicked would be punished and the righteous rewarded, and the workers would inherit the earth.


Yet even in this fever pitch of excitement, Lenin remained a shrewd operator, an unusual mixture of fanatic and pragmatist. He realized that ideas that had seemed so compelling on the train from Zurich might actually incur the resistance of the peasantry, whose support the Bolsheviks needed. Thus he was willing to drop the policy of immediate land nationalization outlined in his April Theses, as he was aware it had little support from people who actually lived on the land. Apocalyptic dreamer Lenin listened to the advice of strategist Lenin.


Amid the chaos, he steered a firm course towards transformation. After all those years agitating for the revolution on paper, he now applied his ideas to actual events. He called for an immediate withdrawal from the war, which the Provisional Government was still fighting. He also spent time talking to workers, soldiers and sailors. But then things got out of hand, as the world proved to be less easy to manipulate than pen and ink.


Lenin was concerned that if the Bolsheviks staged a coup, they might peak too soon and the revolution would fail. The soldiers, sailors and workers loyal to the Bolsheviks, however, had heard Lenin’s slogan “All power to the Soviets” and had assumed he meant it. And so on July 4, 1917, twenty thousand sailors left their base in search of a leader for the revolution and amassed outside Bolshevik headquarters, expecting to be told that the time had come to storm the Tauride Palace, seat of the Provisional Government. Lenin stepped out onto the balcony and reassured the horde that the revolution was coming—only, not yet. Then he disappeared, leaving the mob wondering how and when. But Lenin was a writer, not an orator. He had nothing more to say.


The crowd stormed the palace anyway, but Lenin was correct: it was too soon. The putsch failed, and the next day, newspapers appeared on the streets denouncing Lenin as a German spy, while the Provisional Government issued a warrant for his arrest. Stalin shaved off Lenin’s goatee, and then the Father of the World Proletariat popped a wig on his head and fled across the border into Finland (in those days, a Russian territory, but not a very loyal one).


For most people, a disaster such as this, occurring as Lenin stood on the cusp of fulfilling the revolution, would have been a catastrophe or, at the very least, excellent cause to lie unmoving in a darkened room for a week or two. But Lenin, indomitable as ever, just did what he always did. He wrote.


He now resolved to do what Marx had failed to do: he would describe the post-revolutionary world—what it would look like, how it would function, how the people in it would live. He had been thinking about this since 1916, and had made a few preliminary sketches that summer. Marx had been a poor futurologist, offering little more than the grand pronouncements of the Communist Manifesto and, later, the phrase “the dictatorship of proletariat,” which he borrowed from his friend and fellow revolutionary Joseph Weydemeyer. Friedrich Engels, for his part, had added that the state would ultimately “wither away.” Lenin stepped in to fill the eschatological void. The result was The State and Revolution, a title he lifted from Tkachev, just as he had borrowed What Is to Be Done? from Chernyshevsky.


So what did he see coming in the future? Well, there would be violence: lots of it, in fact. Says Lenin: “[V]iolent revolution lies at the root of the entire theory of Marx and Engels.” This probably would have come as a surprise to both men. Although neither of them was immune to fantasies involving the destruction of the bourgeoisie or, in Engels’s case, of entire peoples, they never declared that violence was the core aspect of their thought. Marx’s revolution was largely passive, emerging as a “natural” result of historically determined crises. The sacralization of the smiting fist was Lenin’s idea, and having embraced it, he was characteristically frank in his admission that, during the transitional phase from capitalism to communism, there would be a need for “severe discipline,” that is, violent suppression of the class enemy, and that the entire apparatus of the bourgeois state would have to be “smashed.” The third-century Christian theologian Tertullian promised his readers that, once in paradise, they would enjoy watching the torments of the damned; so too Lenin offered his readers the satisfaction of knowing that they would soon experience the exquisite delight of watching the objects of their hatred receive just punishment in the world to come.


What would replace the smashed state? Well, not a state, says Lenin. This is because, per Engels, state is not some neutral term describing a means for organizing society but rather the medium through which “the most powerful, economically dominant class,” the bourgeoisie, “becomes the politically dominant class,” thus acquiring “new means of holding down and exploiting the oppressed class.” Because the proletariat would be in charge after the revolution, and exploitation would (of course) have vanished from the face of the earth, then the state, which is merely an engine of oppression, would cease to exist. Whatever organizational structures remained, they would not be a “state.” Clear?


The problem, of course, was that it was difficult to imagine what a postrevolutionary world would look like, as nobody had ever lived in one—or, at least, not for very long. Lenin thus leaned very heavily on Marx and Engels’s interpretation of the Paris Commune of 1871, in which for a couple of months “the people” took over the running of the city from the bosses, and only intervention by the forces of reaction prevented a new, fairer world free from exploitation from emerging. After all, a two-month-long failed experiment in radical egalitarian living is clearly the best indicator of how men and women will all live together in the future, overriding all empirical evidence of how they have lived prior to that moment. This, in fact, is the most interesting part of The State and Revolution, as Lenin, so good at practical tactics and the art of the attack, so cynical in his manoeuvrings, suddenly switches to optimist mode and attempts to delineate the positive qualities of the future world of happy proletarians. “There is no utopianism in Marx, in the sense that he made up or invented a new society,” says Lenin, which is true insofar as he left out the details. Meanwhile, by referring to Paris, Lenin is able to claim that his stargazing is in fact based on evidence, and in doing so he lapses into complete absurdity.


What does it mean to say that the state will “wither away”? It is all remarkably simple:


A beginning can and must be made at once, overnight, to replace the specific “bossing” of state officials by the simple functions of “foremen and accountants,” functions which are already fully within the ability of the average town dweller and can well be performed for “workmen’s wages.”


Yes: in the future, pretty much anyone will be able to perform the tasks necessary for the organization of society. The will to power, the desire to dominate others and to amass wealth will vanish. Lenin continues:


Accounting and control—that is mainly what is needed for the “smooth working,” for the proper functioning, of the first phase of communist society. All citizens are transformed into hired employees of the state, which consists of the armed workers. All citizens become employees and workers of a single countrywide state “syndicate.”


So long as everybody knows a bit of basic arithmetic and can read, the Bolsheviks will have this running-the-world thing sorted out in no time:


All that is required is that they should work equally, do their proper share of work, and get equal pay; the accounting and control necessary for this have been simplified by capitalism to the utmost and reduced to the extraordinarily simple operations—which any literate person can perform—of supervising and recording, knowledge of the four rules of arithmetic, and issuing appropriate receipts.


Here we see a major drawback of putting a professional revolutionary/writer in charge of a country. Lenin had never had a proper job: funded initially by his parents, and then by his writings and the party, he had no idea what it was actually like outside the insular world of radical politics. Later, he would come to see the need for administrators, but at this moment he is so intoxicated by the dream that he prophesies everybody will do the right thing, because … well, because they’ll get used to it:


In striving for socialism, however, we are convinced that it will develop into communism and, therefore, that the need for violence against people in general, for the subordination of one man to another, and of one section of the population to another, will vanish altogether since people will become accustomed to observing the elementary conditions of social life without violence and without subordination.


He declares, “Under socialism all will govern in turn and soon become accustomed to no-one governing.” All his cynicism, violence, and ferocious critical reasoning melt away to reveal the mushiest utopianism. But who shall clean toilets? That question goes unasked.


The State and Revolution is an important book. It exposes, in stark relief, the power of a millenarian fantasy to scramble the critical faculties of a brilliant, acutely analytical mind. Lenin, a genius of revolution, who read the chaos of his times better than anyone and who successfully changed the course of history, was inspired to do so by hokum—and he used his mighty intellect to persuade himself and others of that hokum. Decades after the collapse of the USSR, The State and Revolution still serves as a cautionary tale regarding the capacity of highly intelligent people to deceive themselves about the most fundamental things.


Lenin had done this in a sophisticated way early in his career, with the statistical assault on reality in The Development of Capitalism in Russia. Now he cast aside the facts and figures in favour of wild extrapolations based on an experiment in living that had lasted for three months in a French city in 1871. Faith does not so much override reason as enslave it and then exploit it to erect fantastical pyramids constructed out of sheer desire.


After reading The State and Revolution it’s impossible to be surprised that the USSR turned out so badly. Marx’s laws of history were imaginary, and Lenin’s post-revolutionary vision was an absurdity, but Lenin had invested decades of his life chasing this utopia. He believed in it with all his considerable will. What was he going to do, abandon it? Hardly. In The State and Revolution, he points out that Marx granted him the latitude of the transitional period during which the “dictatorship of the proletariat” would suppress resistance through just and necessary force. Before the revolution had even begun, Lenin established an excellent means for indefinitely postponing the recognition of his dream’s failure, and if people had to die to preserve that state of perpetual denial, then that was okay, too. Marx had foretold that it would happen—for the future happiness of all mankind, of course.


And so you can read the classified documents Lenin wrote after the revolution, but that waited seventy years for declassification, and find him still writing about the imminence of social revolution in western Europe into the 1920s; or arguing for the formation of an army to invade Poland to help this revolution along; or talking about the need to exterminate Cossacks, to burn Baku to the ground, to shoot priests and launch the Red Terror—yes, you can read all the material that was suppressed by the Soviet regime for decades and draw the conclusion that Lenin really was a nasty bit of work. But The State and Revolution, by its sheer ludicrous emptiness, made it clear in advance that the violence Lenin and his successors did ultimately wreak upon their subjects in the Soviet Union was always going to happen.
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