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Introduction: The Revolutionary Mind

Many young people today are infatuated with revolution, but for those who fled Communist dictatorships, revolution is a serious matter. People who have experienced the chaos and terror that comes with political upheaval often ask such things as: “Why aren’t young people better informed?”; “What’s happening in our schools that students are learning this?”; or “Why aren’t our youth being taught about the nature of these oppressive regimes?”

Revolutionary Monsters provides a warning to those beguiled by the siren call of revolution. The lessons of the tragic revolutions in the twentieth century are all too apparent in the failures of the former Soviet Union, China, Cuba, Zimbabwe, and Iran. A myriad of books can be found on each of these failures. Exceptionally diligent scholars have detailed them. Memoirs by those who suffered under these regimes offer heartbreaking, terrifying accounts of human suffering and the deaths of millions. Revolutionary Monsters also provides a grim account of these failed revolutions. The book asks an apparently simple question: What motivated leaders such as Lenin, Mao, Castro, Mugabe, and Khomeini—revolutionaries who transformed their societies—to create such monstrous, brutal, and oppressive regimes? Each of these men in his own way called for creating the “New Man.” They were convinced that a new age in history—one of equality and social perfection—was about to begin with the overthrow of the existing government.

Revolutionary Monsters recounts the tragedy of dictatorship in our age of alleged “enlightenment.” The book is short, with the intention of being read by those who know little about the human tragedy of history. The assumption behind Revolutionary Monsters is that facts can replace vacuous rhetoric about “liberation,” “equality,” and “freedom.” These words should impart a deeper meaning to those cautious ones who realize the imperfections of the world and human nature, even while understanding that progress, albeit often uneven, should be sought. To speak, though, of “imperfections of the world and human nature” hardly captures the tragedy of revolution (and war) in the twentieth century. Revolutionary Monsters presents the dialectic of revolution as liberation transformed into oppression, freedom into tyranny, and idealism into tragedy. Individual men and women, not nameless social forces, drive history. With little knowledge of history, the young are easily persuaded by the romance of revolution and the acceptance of destruction as a path to human perfection.

The modern revolutionary mind is enraptured by millennialist visions of a perfected society. Those who succumb the most to revolutionary logic take on a terrorist mentality. These revolutionary monsters assume the roles of prophets acting in a corrupt world that cannot be reformed or bettered gradually; heaven on earth arrives only through destruction of the existing world order. The modern revolutionary believes with fanatical conviction that the old order needs to be destroyed. Violence is necessary to fulfill the prophecy. Terror is an instrument for achieving and maintaining power. This apocalyptic vision, in which the new world order springs out of the old, relegates individuals to treatment as abstract entities that either stand on the side of revolution or on the side of reaction.

In the twentieth century, millions of people have died at the hands of revolutionary monsters who came into power calling for the liberation of people from their oppressors. Mass murder within these revolutionary regimes was not a coincidence. Terror is instrumental to the modern revolutionary—mass murder follows without apology. Terror is employed to maintain power within the regime and is used against the revolutionary’s internal and external enemies. The Islamic Republic of Iran, for example, executed tens of thousands of alleged enemies of the state and today maintains order through a regime of mass arrests, torture, and imprisonment. Support of international terrorism against the American infidels or Zionist Israel has followed without qualm.

Today, the word revolution connotes upheaval, but its origins begin in modern usage as an astronomical term, employed by the Polish scientist Copernicus, who in the early sixteenth century used the word in its Latin sense to describe a recurring, cyclical movement of planets. The word meant planets’ revolving back to a preestablished point. In this sense, revolution meant restoration. When the word began as a political term, it too meant restoration. The Glorious Revolution of 1689, which brought William and Mary to the throne in England, was seen as a “restoration” of ancient liberties. The American Revolution, less than a century later, demanded the restoration of liberties and the universal rights of Englishmen. It was the French Revolution that introduced to the modern world a revolutionary vision in which the old order is destroyed to create a new world, a new millennium for humankind. The modern concept of revolution denoting the destruction of the old order through violence and terror found articulation in the French Revolution.

The French Revolution came in the age of democratic revolutions that followed the American Revolution. Revolutionaries found, however, that the American model was not easily replicated. Those French officers who had fought in the American Revolution had been warned, “You will carry our sentiments with you, but if you try to plant them in a country that has been corrupt for centuries, you will encounter obstacles more formidable than ours. Our liberty has been won with blood; yours will have to be shed in torrents before liberty can take root in the old world.”1

The French Revolution began when King Louis XVI of France convened the Estates General in May 1789 for the first time since 1614. The Estates General represented the clergy, the nobility, and the commoners. In June, the Estates General transformed itself into a National Assembly, which undertook to abolish slavery, placed the Catholic Church under state control, and extended the right to vote. The French Revolution began as a claim to restore the ancient powers of the Estate, but under the threat of counterrevolution, social unrest, and war with Austria, Britain, and Prussia, a Reign of Terror began in 1793 with the establishment of the Committee of Public Safety, headed by Maximilien Robespierre and his Jacobin faction. Under Robespierre, a wave of violence was unleashed to root out alleged counterrevolutionaries.

Robespierre personified the modern revolutionary mind. Upon his rise to power, a new calendar was declared, churches were ordered closed, and Christianity was replaced by the deist Cult of the Supreme Being. At least sixteen thousand people were executed during the Reign of Terror by revolutionary tribunals in trials in which procedural guarantees for the accused were removed. Robespierre personally ordered nine hundred arrests. The Terror ended when opponents, fearing for their own lives, arrested and publicly executed Robespierre and ninety other Jacobins. The Revolution had devoured its own children.

The French Revolution set the contours for modern revolutions by seeking to eradicate social classes in the name of equality. This demand for social equality contrasted with the American revolutionaries, who sought political, not social, equality. The American revolutionaries believed that social equality was impossible given human nature. The American Revolution was a political revolution to ensure liberty and rights through constitutional representative government. The Founding Fathers distrusted direct democracy and the passions of the demos (“the people”), easily aroused by demagogues. Voices of artisans (with few exceptions), women, and blacks were excluded at the Philadelphia Convention in 1787. The new Constitution benefitted white males but set forth ideals of liberty for what followed: the continued expansion of suffrage, the abolition of black slavery (after a bloody Civil War), and the importance of the rule of law in which all, rich and poor, are to be judged equally.

Without doubt, the American Revolution unleashed a spirit of egalitarianism across the new nation, as political and social elites were challenged. Republican simplicity was demanded in speech, dress, and manner. In Boston, gentlemen and ladies were mocked by the lower orders for signs of elitism such as wearing powdered wigs and silk stockings. In upstate New York, land rentiers seized property, and in Western Pennsylvania backwoods farmers rebelled when the federal government imposed a whiskey tax. Yet, these manifestations of social equality were limited. The Founders, while committed to republican values, distrusted the passions of the people. Above all else, they feared power, the domination of some over others. They understood that majorities could become tyrannies. They believed, however, that power is a natural aspect of government. Power within government could only be made legitimate through a compact of mutual consent. If left unconstrained, government power, they believed, would degenerate into tyranny, oligarchy, or mob rule. The new federal government was to serve as a referee adjudicating various sectional, economic, and social interests of the nation. The coercive powers of government were to remain relatively weak, although necessary to national trade, territorial expansion, immigration, relations with Native Americans, and diplomatic relations with other countries.

This fear of power as a threat to liberty and a sense of human limitations—so aptly expressed by Alexander Hamilton, who declared, “Man, after all, is but Man”—precluded social revolution. All Americans understood that social inequality existed within their own society and were repulsed by deep social inequality in Europe. Yet, as William Penn, the founder of the Pennsylvania colony, observed, America was “the best poor man’s country.” Later critics accused the Founders of the American Republic for not addressing social questions concerning black slavery or the treatment of Native Americans and women. The American Founders sought political order on the assumption that political stability, the rule of law, and a representative, constitutional order allowed for the opportunity for social advancement, at least for the citizens of the new republic. It is worth noting that successful revolutions in the late twentieth century, seen in the Polish and Baltic state revolutions, were political revolutions, not social revolutions.

The French Revolution embodied the modern revolutionary concept and practice that social justice could be implemented through the expression of the “general will” of the masses—articulated through enlightened revolutionary leadership. French revolutionaries spoke of the will of the people—expressed through people’s communes and “societies” such as the Jacobin clubs. Later, the Bolsheviks spoke of the power of the Soviets. Modern revolutionary states have proclaimed themselves “People’s Republics,” no matter how dictatorial the regime. The “general will” became an abstract concept that implied unanimity of opinion and excluded difference. A divided will—the will of the people as it actually exists—was logically inconceivable.

But how was the “general will” to be determined? The answer proved, in reality, to be whatever the revolutionary elite decided to call the “general will.” Dissenters opposed to the “will of the people” became enemies of the state. The very concept of the “general will,” as well as the practice of revolutionary terror, presupposes a hostility to individual opinion or individual rights. Lenin, Mao, Castro, and Mugabe claimed to speak on behalf of the interests of the people as a whole. Khomeini and the Iranian revolutionary clergy avoided the problem of consent by denying popular sovereignty altogether. Only God was sovereign, and the Supreme Leader of Iran spoke for Allah. The resulting secular and religious revolutionary regimes found an ingenuous way to place the will of the people in a single voice: the dictator.

The French Revolution set another model for social revolution in the modern era: liberation for those who suffered social inequality. Compassion, not reason, drove the call for revolution. The consequence was the glorification of the masses, the poor and the oppressed. Modern social revolutionaries speak as liberators for the oppressed and the downtrodden. Vengeance against the oppressors is called for in the revolution. As a result, revolution becomes an act of vengeance. As one French revolutionary declared, “Vengeance is the only source of liberty.”2 Because misery knew no bounds in the old regime, vengeance in the revolution need not be restrained. A delirious rage characterizes the modern revolution as the anger of the mob is unleashed. Revolutionary terror is justified in the pursuit of liberation. The delusion of achieving complete social equality embraces the shedding of blood.

Revolutions are by nature upheavals, but there are many examples of revolutions occurring with minimal bloodshed. As historian Richard Pipes observes, there were no mass killings in the Glorious Revolution in England in 1689 or the American Revolution of 1776—and indeed, the overthrow of the Russian czar in February 1917 occurred without terrible bloodshed. What followed in the Bolshevik Revolution and subsequent modern revolutions was the shedding of blood on a massive scale, however.

A revolutionary mentality that willingly accepts the execution, torture, starvation, and imprisonment of tens of thousands of people is unfathomable to most average people. Evil is difficult to understand. Richard Pipes observes that it takes a certain kind of personality to “massacre vanquished enemies… and prisoners of war, the kind of personality that would boast, as did a triumphant Lenin in 1920, ‘We did not hesitate to shoot thousands of people, and we shall not hesitate to do that [again], and we shall save the country.’ ”3

Lenin, Mao, Castro, Mugabe, and Khomeini were zealots in their secular (or, in Khomeini’s case, religious) faiths. They shared a faith that society could be remade with a will to power that benefits them personally. In this way, they conflated ideology and personal power so that the two became inseparable. The destiny of history weighed on their shoulders; they believed that without them all would be lost. The magnitude of this arrogance is measured in their crimes against humanity. These revolutionaries created a reality within their own minds and a demand for power set in terms of their own morality. The world was divided in their eyes between the enlightened and the unenlightened, true believers and infidels, revolutionaries and reactionaries, the state and the enemies of the state. Theirs was a world of light and darkness, black and white, salvation and damnation.

These revolutionaries proclaimed themselves as instruments of history. Their obsession with the “necessity of history” and the fulfilment of prophecy casts over their minds a magical, poisonous spell that no antidote exists to remedy. As they brought the blade of history to murder thousands, they remained confident of their self-anointed roles as the saviors of mankind. The hubris of proclaiming oneself a savior astounds the average person, but it defines the revolutionary mind. The grandiosity of their dreams of liberation and the grim reality of the nightmares that followed in pursuit of their delusions provide a lesson for us in the tragedy of history. These revolutionaries rallied the masses in the name of freedom, only to become worse than the rulers they replaced. Revolutionary regimes became washed in the blood of the very people they had called to freedom.

Yet, as they betrayed the revolution, these monsters created cults of personality to ensure that their grip on power was maintained. And surprisingly many are still willing to see in the tyrant only benevolence, wisdom, and compassion. The tyrant emerges as a kind of folk hero, as myths are created through propaganda, subtle and crude. No number of arrests or executions, no degree of political repression, no extent of economic deprivation persuades the masses that their revolution has been betrayed. Of course, it’s best in an oppressive regime not to even think such thoughts or voice criticism of the revolutionary regime and its supreme leader. Admission that the revolution has been betrayed or that a better world does not await is understandable; less excusable are those outside the country who apologize or deny mass executions, massive starvation, and continued oppression within the revolutionary regimes. Lenin, Mao, Castro, Mugabe, and Khomeini found ready apologists and deniers of their crimes in the Western media, foreign governments, and international bodies—until reality could no longer be denied.

Revolutionary Monsters captures the psyche of modern social revolutionaries willing to unleash devastation, suffering, and death in pursuit of constructing the New Man, the New Society, and a New World unchained from the past. What do these twentieth-century revolutionary minds share in common other than a belief in the necessity of revolution? When do these revolutionary minds turn from liberation to tyranny? Are tyrants produced in the revolutionary process, or were these monsters simply awaiting a revolution so they could emerge?

Revolutionary Monsters presents a collective biography of five modern-day revolutionaries who came into power calling for the liberation of the people only to end up killing millions in the name of revolution: Lenin (Russia), Mao (China), Castro (Cuba), Mugabe (Zimbabwe), and Khomeini (Iran). This book explores basic questions about the kind of person who joins a movement to liberate “the people,” only to become a tyrant worse than the regime replaced by the revolution—the kind of personality that allows a revolution to be personified and projected into a cult to be worshiped. To do so, the book dissects the shared common mentality of modern-day social revolutionaries that allowed them to envision themselves as prophets of a new age. These leaders shared messianic views that a new world could be created either through socialism, pan-Africanism, or religion. Ironically, all were students of history yet sought to throw off the restraints of history.

These revolutionaries shared a deep faith in the perfectibility of men. In their claim of historical necessity, they denied the lessons of history—mankind’s fallen nature. Their hubris lay in their claim that without them in power, the New Society and the creation of the Perfect Man would not be achieved. Their claim reveals a kind of pathological narcissism, a pattern of fantasized and behavioral grandiosity, an intense need for admiration, and a demonstrable lack of empathy for those they made suffer in order to achieve that “Perfect Man.” They were narcissists attracted to messianic beliefs that allowed for tyranny, dictatorship, and cultism. They shared a ruthless bloodlust in their pursuit of power. They accepted the necessity of violence and terrorism. Altruistic ideals and the necessity of revolution provided them a rationale for violence.

Lenin, Mao, Castro, Mugabe, and Khomeini offer supreme examples of narcissists holding messianic beliefs. Others might have been included—Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, Kim Il-sung, François Duvalier, Ho Chi Minh, or Hugo Chávez—in this book. Lenin, Mao, Castro, Mugabe, and Khomeini were chosen as subjects because they best represent the monstrous manifestation of the revolutionary mind across continents. Revolutionary Monsters offers not an encyclopedic account of tyranny in our age but a selective didactic warning: perfection in a finite world is impossible. To seek perfection is to find only tragedy.

The lust for power presents a consistent theme in history. The revolutionary mind sees power, and ultimately absolute power, as necessary for the creation of the perfect world. An arrogance develops (or is revealed) in the revolutionary leader who posits that he embodies the revolution. Without him the revolutionary regime will fail. The leader becomes the personification of the revolution itself. As a result, a cult of personality emerges early in the revolutionary process. The cult of personality promotes the leader’s humble origins as a “man of the people” and the embodiment of the aspirations of the people. The leader cares not for his own wants, lives a simple, even austere, life, and lives only to serve his people. Power is held only as if by divine right of the revolutionary. This divine right of the revolutionary ruler is derived from the logic of history.

Not every self-proclaimed messiah becomes a dictator. But given the right social and political conditions, a narcissist adhering to a messianic ideology can bring untold suffering to humanity. This is an immutable lesson of history. These monsters wore the masks of liberators, hiding the malevolence of hubris that comes when men attempt to create heaven on earth. Their regimes lead us to recall words found in the Book of Revelation: “And he cried out in a mighty voice: ‘Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great! She has become a lair for demons and a haunt for every unclean spirit, every unclean bird, and every detestable beast.’ ”4






CHAPTER 1 Lenin: Monster as Dictator


As bands played the revolutionary “Internationale,” tens of thousands of people lined the streets of Moscow to watch Vladimir Lenin’s coffin carried to rest in the Red Square on an extremely cold morning, 35 degrees below zero Fahrenheit, on January 27, 1924. The leader of the Communist Revolution was dead. Later, in a morbid feat of mortuary science, Lenin’s body was embalmed and placed on permanent display in a new mausoleum in the Red Square. It became a place of pilgrimage for the Communist faithful, and statues, mementos, and souvenirs of Lenin were on display. Lenin’s body remains on display, even after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. But the lines waiting to see Lenin’s preserved body are shorter today.

Lenin’s legacy to his country was one-party rule, a police state, a failed economy, and Joseph Stalin. Lenin saw in Stalin a protégé and heir apparent. Lenin turned on Stalin only after a series of strokes forced Lenin into retirement and he realized his former protégé no longer cared about his opinions. The final straw came when Stalin was rude to Lenin’s wife Nadezhda Krupskaya. In 1923, Lenin dictated his final testament, urging party leaders to remove Stalin as general secretary of the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party. Following Lenin’s death, Stalin carefully suppressed publication of Lenin’s last words by limiting their availability to a tight circle of party officials. In 1925, an American journalist named Max Eastman got hold of the document and published it in the West, but few in Russia even knew of it. By this time Stalin had consolidated his authority, suppressing dissenting voices just as Lenin had.

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin came to power in Russia in October 1917. His intent was the elimination of all political opponents: socialists, liberals, and reactionaries. His method was terrorism. His goal was a dictatorship. When opponents complained against the use of violence and repression, Lenin replied, “Surely you don’t think we’ll come out as winners if we don’t use the harshest revolutionary terror?”1

Shortly after coming into power, Lenin’s Bolshevik government issued a decree dissolving the courts; a year later, another decree invalidated existing laws. Freed from legal shackles, the Red Terror campaign began in 1918. Within two months, there were at least 6,185 summary executions. (By comparison, between 1825 and 1917, Russian courts had issued 6,321 death sentences.) Lenin utterly rejected the idea that the Communists should eliminate capital punishment, declaring, “Nonsense, how can you make a revolution without executions? Do you expect to dispose of your enemies by disarming yourself?” He added that a resolution to abolish the death penalty would be a sign of “impermissible weakness, pacifist illusion, and so on.”2

In December 1917, he established a secret police force, the Cheka, which became an instrument of terror to arrest, imprison, torture, and execute opponents of the Bolshevik dictatorship. The Cheka occupied the Lubyanka building in Moscow, making “Lubyanka” a byword for torture and terrorism. The Cheka was reported to have scalped people, cut off their limbs with hacksaws, impaled people on stakes, rolled them in spike-laden barrels, and burned victims alive in furnaces. One method of torture, called “the glove,” involved putting a victim’s hand in boiling water and peeling off the skin to form a glove. Lenin always supported, regularly employed, and never doubted using terrorism to advance his totalitarian aims.

Terror as an Instrument of Power

Terror was woven deeply into the fabric of the Communist regime. Lenin dismissed critics who said he was imprisoning and executing the innocent along with the guilty. “I judge soberly and categorically,” he said. “What is better—to put in prison a few dozen or a few hundred inciters, guilty or not, conscious or not, or lose thousands of Red Army soldiers and workers?”3 As Lenin’s commissar of justice, Isaac Steinberg, observed, terror was essential to the regime for “the purpose of mass intimidation, mass compulsion, mass extermination.”4

After a failed assassination attempt against Lenin in September 1918, the regime intensified its persecution of ordinary Russian citizens. Anyone suspected of being an “enemy of the people” became a target of leather-coated Cheka officers. Lenin directed his Cheka police to arrest dissidents and send them to Siberian work camps, the beginning of the notorious gulag prison system. Lenin called for mass execution of kulaks (wealthier peasants). He directed the Red Army to hang them and to leave them hanging as a warning to other peasants who would not submit utterly to the new regime.

That new regime was personified by Lenin, and a cult of personality was built around him. Hundreds of thousands of pamphlets were distributed throughout the country describing Lenin as the “apostle of world communism” and “the invincible messenger of peace, crowned with the thorns of slander.”5 One pamphlet written by the high party leader Grigory Zinoviev declared, “Such a leader is born once in [five hundred] years in the life of mankind.”6 Photographs of Lenin were circulated everywhere, including as replacements for religious icons and portraits of the czar in peasant huts. He became the Workers’ Christ. This cult of personality around Lenin distorted in varying ways how historians have portrayed Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin.

While historians differ in their interpretations of the full contours of Leninism, they all agree that Lenin erected a Communist police state.7 That is a simple historical fact. Marxism provided Lenin with pseudoscientific laws of progress that rationalized his total power and the necessity of perpetuating the Communist Party’s total power. Leon Trotsky and Joseph Stalin shared Lenin’s faith in terror as an instrument to maintain the “dictatorship of the proletariat” in Russia. The views that Stalin’s use of terror “betrayed” the revolution and that Trotsky was somehow a different kind of Communist miss the nature of the Bolshevik Revolution itself.

It was Trotsky, not Lenin or Stalin, who said, “Repression in the interest of achieving economic goals is a necessary weapon of the socialist dictatorship,” and it was he who called for the conscription of workers into an industrial army.8 As a revolutionary leader in Russia, Trotsky showed no compunction in executing socialist opposition. He smashed a revolt by sailors in Kronstadt who dared call for the reestablishment of political parties, the end of press censorship, and the reinstitution of a representative assembly. As head of the Red Army, Trotsky conducted a campaign of terror against uncooperative peasants, burning entire villages and executing village leaders. The severity of his actions shocked even fellow Communists, but Lenin defended him. Once Trotsky declared himself a Bolshevik in 1918, he never wavered from advocating for a totalitarian state, which justified Communist terrorism. At the Thirteenth Party Congress in May 1924, shortly after Lenin’s death, Trotsky declared, “Comrades, none of us wants to be or can be right standing against the party. In the last analysis the party is always right, because the party is the sole historical instrument that the working class possesses for the solution to its fundamental tasks.”9 He admitted that the party could make “occasional mistakes,” but party loyalty was an ironclad conviction of the Communist.

Trotsky, ever arrogant, later accused Stalin of betraying the revolution through bureaucratic careerism. But Stalin, of course, was more than a grey, mediocre bureaucrat; he was a Marxist-Leninist revolutionary committed to preserving Bolshevik power. His support within the Communist Party came from “his tenacious dedication to the revolutionary cause and to the state’s powers,” as one of his biographers observed.10

Stalin was a committed, devout, and ruthless Communist both before the October Revolution and afterwards. As a revolutionary political organizer, working in the oil-producing city of Baku, Stalin willingly involved himself in criminal work for the party, including kidnapping, robberies, running protection rackets, and ordering assassinations. As one of Stalin’s fellow revolutionaries recalled, Stalin showed “great zeal in organizing the assassination of princes, priests, and the bourgeois.”11 Stalin was the robber-in-chief of the Bolsheviks, and Lenin was attracted to Stalin’s ruthlessness and loyalty to the party.

Stalin achieved, at monstrous cost, the collectivization of agriculture. Yet the war on peasants began under Lenin. When relatively wealthy peasants—and wealthy in this case meant owning over eight acres—resisted turning over their grain to Bolsheviks, Lenin called for war: “Merciless war against the kulaks! Death to them.”12 With his usual vitriol, he called them bloodsuckers, leeches, and vampires.

The language the Communist Lenin used against the kulaks is similar to the language that the National Socialist Adolf Hitler used against the Jews. That is not a coincidence. Lenin, Stalin, and Hitler were all committed to party loyalty and obedience, the elimination of dissenting factions, and an ultimate, global clash of ideologies. During the Second World War, Stalin aligned himself first against the National Socialists, then with them, then against them again, after Nazi Germany’s invasion of Soviet Russia. But even when he was allied with Great Britain and the United States, he believed in an inevitable, ultimate clash between Western capitalist democracy and the Communist world. Partly in preparation for this international showdown, Stalin instigated an anti-Jewish purge of the Communist Party, known as the “Jewish Doctors Plot.”13 Begun in 1951, it ceased shortly after Stalin died in March 1953, but had it proceeded, it could have paralleled the National Socialist policy of deporting Jews to labor camps. Terror, for Stalin, as for Lenin, as for Trotsky, was a way to maintain total party control; and the party had to be in control, because it was the engine of progress.

Perfecting Humanity

Lenin and his fellow Marxists represent one offshoot of the Enlightenment, with the idea that science and scientific planning made possible the perfection of society and humanity. In the English-speaking world, this hubris was tempered by the Anglo-American tradition of limited government, unalienable rights, and the rule of law, all held together by a fundamentally Christian view that humans are naturally imperfectible.

Communists, on the contrary, thought that man’s perfectibility had essentially no limits. Trotsky wrote, “Man will become incomparably stronger, wiser, subtler. His body will become more harmonious, his movement more rhythmic, his voice more melodious.… The average human type will rise to the heights of Aristotle, Goethe, Marx.”14 Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin were certain that they were instruments in bringing about this new world order, and to achieve it they put no limit on the terror, repression, executions, and forced starvations that were required to eliminate class enemies and opponents of Communist progress.

Marxism, though couched in terms of economics, was advanced, in many cases, by leaders who had little practical knowledge of economics. Marx’s patron, Friedrich Engels, was a successful businessman, but Marx himself was a ne’er-do-well journalist who lived off his mother-in-law and Engels. Neither Lenin, nor Trotsky, nor Stalin—until they came to power—had ever worked for a living. Lenin supported himself with party funds and his mother’s handouts. Trotsky, too, received handouts from his family. Stalin’s income derived from party funds and criminal enterprise, including extortion and robbery.

Lenin and Trotsky believed that the Russian Revolution would ignite a working-class upheaval across Europe. Stalin, a former seminary student, took the more realistic view that world revolution was not imminent. It had to be consolidated in Russia and then promoted through subversion. But all three were agreed that there should be no restraints on the party’s power to advance its cause of human perfectibility. The individual and individual rights were meaningless; what mattered was the party and its totalitarian authority.

The Young Lenin

At Stalin’s direction, later Russian hagiographers portrayed Lenin as coming from a peasant family. In reality, he was born in 1870 to a comfortable, well-off family in the provincial town of Simbirsk in southeast Russia along the Volga River. Simbirsk was a small city of unpaved streets and modest homes, with a few pretentious winter residences of provincial gentry. Lenin’s childhood home on Moska Street was a substantial house in the smart area of a town of thirty thousand inhabitants. (He was born Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov and only as a revolutionary took the alias and pseudonym “Lenin,” probably derived from the River Lena in Siberia.) His father, Ilya Ulyanov, was a school inspector who rose to the rank of state councilor, which allowed him to wear a uniform and to declare himself minor nobility. Lenin’s mother came from a wealthy family (her father had been a physician), and the Ulyanovs spent their summers at her family estate (which included a farm worked by peasants) at Kokushkino, a province located a couple hundred miles away from Simbirsk. Lenin’s father was a deeply religious Russian Orthodox Christian. His mother was an indifferent Protestant with possible Jewish ancestry. But they were united in considering themselves enlightened, reform-minded liberals.

Lenin displayed intellectual brilliance even as a young boy. He revealed a certain cruel streak as well. He was a prodigious reader. He was especially influenced by his reading of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which reinforced his family’s liberal values. He stood at the top of his class in all subjects. Although described by classmates as cool, distant, self-centered, arrogant, given to bragging, and without many close friends, he could be convivial and charming when he chose to be. It is an irony of history that the headmaster of his high school was Fedor Kerensky, the father of the man he would later oust from power.

Two shocking events seem to have had a profound impact on Lenin. The first was the death of his father in 1886 at the age of fifty-four. His father had suffered a stroke and, before he died, had renounced his faith and may have gone slightly mad. In 1887, his older brother Alexander was executed for plotting to assassinate the czar.

Until this time, Lenin had shown little interest in politics. The brothers had not been particularly close. Alexander, in fact, was repulsed by his younger brother’s arrogance and sarcasm. But Lenin had looked up to Alexander as a brilliant student in mathematics and science, and he competed with him for academic recognition. He also followed Alexander’s political path.

Alexander had been a student at St. Petersburg University, taking a degree in zoology. At school, he was introduced to the writings of Karl Marx, which were popular among liberal-minded Russian students. Alexander took the next step when he joined a student terrorist cell. He was arrested in March 1887, after police intercepted a letter revealing his involvement in a plot to kill the czar. At his trial, Alexander refused to ask for clemency. He declared in a prepared statement, “Terror is the only form of defense, the only road individuals can take when their discontent becomes extreme.”15 He was sentenced to death. His mother, who attended the trial, pleaded with officials to spare her son’s life, but to no avail.

The family remained relatively well-off, but they were now social pariahs, a slight that young Lenin felt deeply and that turned him against both bourgeois society and what he regarded as unreliable, hypocritical liberals. He later wrote, “From the age of [seventeen], I began to despise the liberals.… [N]ot a single liberal ‘canaille’ in Simbirsk came forward with the slightest word of sympathy for my mother after my brother’s execution. In order not to run into her, they would cross to the other side of the street.”16 From this day on, his mantra was, “The bourgeois… they will always be traitors and cowards.”17

The family left Simbirsk, moved to its estate in Kokushkino, and lived in a mansion. At the estate, Lenin enjoyed the life of a country squire and immersed himself in his brother’s political library. In 1887, thanks to the influence of headmaster Fedor Kerensky and his mother’s promise that he would behave himself, Lenin gained admission to the Imperial Kazan University. In his first term, however, he was expelled for participating in a student demonstration. His mother pleaded for Lenin to be readmitted, but her request was denied, as was Lenin’s request to study abroad.

His mother finally convinced the authorities to allow Lenin to study law at St. Petersburg University as an external student. He crammed the four-year course into four months, obtaining high marks. He found a low-paying job as an assistant barrister with a liberal-minded lawyer in Samara; he still required financial support from his mother. In the summer of 1893, Lenin and his family moved to St. Petersburg, where Lenin deepened his connections with Russian revolutionaries and helped organize the Union of Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working Class, a study group that intended to teach revolutionary ideas to the workers.

Joining the study group was Yuliy Zederbaum, later known by his underground name Julius Martov. Martov, like Lenin, was an alienated intellectual obsessed with the French Revolution. Martov’s heroes were Robespierre and Saint-Just, leaders of the French Terror in the 1790s. He admired Louis Auguste Blanqui, who believed that a dictatorship led by a small band of conspirators operating in the name of the working class was the only way to achieve a socialist revolution. Later he recalled that he held in his youth “this primitive Blanquist conception of revolution as the triumph of abstract principles of popular power valid for all times, resting firmly on the support of the ‘poor,’ not embarrassed by the means.”18 Martov and Lenin became best friends, until Martov broke with Lenin in 1903 over Lenin’s concept of a highly centralized party. While in St. Petersburg, Lenin meet Nedezhda (Nadya) Krupskaya, a young activist and daughter of an army officer from the minor nobility. They were later married while Lenin was in exile. She became his lifelong comrade, private secretary, and caretaker, so devoted to him that she even tolerated his taking a mistress.

On December 9, 1895, the police turned up at Lenin’s apartment and arrested him for subversive activities. He was eventually sentenced to three years of Siberian exile, which only enhanced his credentials among his fellow revolutionaries. His three-year exile ended in late January 1900 on the condition that he not live in any major Russian city or university town. In late July 1900, Lenin left Russia for Western Europe.

Ideological Origins of Leninism

Leninism arose during a time of terrorism. In the twenty-five years before Nicholas II’s abdication from the throne in 1917, an estimated twenty thousand Russian officials—high-ranking military officers, ministers, provincial governors, and senior civil servants—were assassinated by terrorists. Although Lenin claimed to be an orthodox Marxist, he was more of a generic revolutionary who employed Marxism to justify terrorism. As literary critic Edmund Wilson pointed out, Lenin was an ideological opportunist. Wilson observed, “The theoretical side of Lenin is, in a sense, not serious; it is the instinct for dealing with the reality of the definite political situation which attains in him the point of genius. He sees and he adopts his tactic with no regard for theoretical positions of others or for his own theoretical positions of the past; then he supports it with Marxist texts.”19

Lenin drew heavily on Russian revolutionary writers, in particular from famed anarchist Mikhail Bakunin; Bakunin’s one-time protégé Sergey Nechayev; Pëtr Tkachëv, an early Russian Marxist theorist who proposed mass terror against priests, the police, and landlords; and Nikolai Chernyshevsky, whose 1863 novel What Is to Be Done? Tales about New People was written while he was in prison for disseminating radical ideas. As literature, it has little merit, but as a revolutionary tract it proved immensely popular and influential. Lenin pored over Chernyshevsky’s novel and became such an admirer that he kept the writer’s photo in his wallet and took Chernyshevsky’s title, What Is to Be Done?, for a pamphlet he published in 1902 calling for the creation of a Marxist political party that would be the vanguard of a workers’ revolution. Lenin later recalled, “It was only Chernyshevsky who had an overwhelming influence on me.… Chernyshevsky’s great service was not only that he showed that every right-thinking and really decent person must be a revolutionary, but something more important: what kind of revolutionary, what his principles ought to be, how he should aim for his goal, what means and methods he should employ to realize it.”20

Chernyshevsky’s hero in What Is to Be Done? is Rakhmetov, a militant, ascetic revolutionary, who rejects traditional family, marriage, and established religion and calls for a “new people” of scientifically informed revolutionary intellectuals who understand that the old order must be violently overthrown, that “good” and “evil” are relative terms to be weighed on a utilitarian scale of how they advance the cause of revolution, and that by these means the new people can direct society toward a cooperative utopian future. For a generation of Russian university students, What Is to Be Done? offered them an anointed place in history. Lenin recalled, “After my brother’s execution, knowing that Chernyshevsky’s novel was one of his favorite books, I really undertook to read it.… It’s a thing that supplies energy for a whole lifetime.”21 Lenin drew from Chernyshevsky’s character of Rakhmetov a role model for how to change the future.

So did the real-life terrorist and murderer Sergey Nechayev. Nechayev was a young teacher when he began reading revolutionary tracts and associating with student radicals. He soon wrote a tract of his own, Catechism of a Revolutionist, published in 1869. The tract declares that the first duty of a revolutionary is to accept that he is a doomed, consecrated person with “no emotions, no attachments, no property, no name. Everything in him is wholly absorbed in the single thought and single passion for revolution.” The revolutionary knows from the “very depths of his being,” in his thought and deeds, that he has broken ties with “the civilized world with all its laws, moralities, and customs, and with all its generally accepted conventions.” The revolutionary “despises and hates the existing social morality in all its manifestations.” The revolutionary should have no friendships or attachments, except only to those who have proved themselves, through action, dedicated to the revolution. The purpose of the revolution is a social transformation that destroys the “entire State to the roots and exterminates all the state traditions, institutions, and classes.” What follows is to be decided by future generations. He concludes, “Our task is terrible, total, universal, and merciless.”22

Nechayev arrived in Moscow in 1869, claiming to represent a well-organized, secret revolutionary organization called the Worldwide Revolutionary Union. It did not actually exist, but with that imaginary authority, he was able to form a small terrorist cell. When one of its members, a young worker, questioned the existence of a larger organization, Nechayev accused him of being a police spy. The terrorists lured the young worker to a park where they beat, strangled, and shot him. Nechayev was finally arrested for the murder and sentenced to prison, where he died in 1882. Lenin admired Nechayev’s single-minded dedication to the destruction of the old order.

Lenin’s thought was simple: though a workers’ revolution was inevitable, the revolution needed to be accelerated, imposed, and maintained by a ruthless Marxist political party. That party needed a vicious, conspiratorial leader (a man like him) who saw beyond the people’s obvious class enemies—the church, the monarchy, capitalists, and reactionaries—to their real enemies: the liberals and trade union leaders who claimed to sympathize with the revolution but who were weak and could not be trusted.

Creating a Vanguard Party

From the summer of 1900 and for the next seventeen years, Lenin and his wife lived in Western Europe (in Switzerland, Germany, and England). In Switzerland, Lenin met with Russia’s leading Marxist theoretician, Georgy Plekhanov, and with his help became a leader of the underground Russian Social Democratic Labor Party, editing the party’s newspaper, Iskra (The Spark), and penning many articles under the pseudonym that would become his name, Lenin. Iskra was smuggled into Russia and distributed by underground agents.

In 1902, Lenin published What Is to Be Done?, which, in its call for the creation of a centralized vanguard party of hardened revolutionaries, was a direct attack on social democrats in Europe and Russia who thought progress could be achieved through trade unions and liberal or socialist mass political parties that looked to reform capitalism. Lenin declared that capitalism could not be reformed. Capitalism was by nature evil. There could be no compromise, no “middle ground,” between reaction and revolution, and true revolutionaries could not accept “this worship of spontaneity” that left revolution in the hands of the workers themselves.23 No, he insisted: “The history of all countries shows that the working class, exclusively by its own effort, is able to develop only trade union consciousness,” but not true revolutionary class consciousness. “Class consciousness,” he asserted, “can be brought to the working class only from without.”24

For Lenin, the vanguard party had to work “as theoreticians, as propagandists, as agitators, and as organizers” to rally the masses to revolution.25 Members of the vanguard party had to be professional revolutionaries, trained in the “art of combating the political police.” That meant the party itself had to be conspiratorial in structure.26 These professional revolutionaries would require “a stable organization of leaders.” It had to be a “powerful and strictly secret organization, which” would concentrate “in its hands all the threads of secret activities, an organization which of necessity” would be “centralized.” A strong revolutionary organization would avoid “making thoughtless attacks” and understand when and how to strike against the capitalists and reactionaries.27

Leninism put the party first and foremost. Its members deserved privileged status. They were the revolutionary elite. They were the architects of a program for the salvation of mankind. They deserved absolute obedience. It was the party that, with its tools of organization and mass terror, could make the “Russian proletariat the vanguard of the international revolutionary proletariat.”28 Marx had thought of Russia as a precapitalist society that was too backward for a socialist revolution. Lenin, however, proclaimed that the vanguard revolutionary party could make Russia the engine of Communist revolution.

Bolsheviks Emerge

In 1902, the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party and its affiliated party organizations had about 3,500 members. Most members were under the age of 24.29 Not all of them agreed with Lenin’s call for a centralized vanguard party. Some believed that a mass party along the lines of the German Social Democratic Party was more likely to advance the cause of socialist progress. Lenin’s old comrade, Julius Martov, took umbrage at Lenin’s call for a smaller, more disciplined party. Martov asserted, “In our eyes, the labor party is not limited to an organization of professional revolutionaries. It consists of them plus the entire combination of active, leading elements of the proletariat.”30 He declared that Lenin was proposing a dictatorship of one party. Lenin replied, “Yes, there is no other way.”31 In a party vote, Martov’s formulation for inclusive party membership won, 28 votes for; 22 against.

This was a major setback for Lenin, but he countered by campaigning for his allies to take control of the Central Committee. The election for Central Committee members was the next day, and Lenin’s faction won. He then turned to securing a majority on the editorial board of Iskra. He proposed reducing the editorial board from six members to three: Martov, Plekhanov, and him. Plekhanov disagreed with Lenin that Russia was ready for revolution, but he admired Lenin’s devotion to revolution and supported him.32 When Lenin’s motion came to the floor, Martov’s faction left the convention in protest, leaving the field to Lenin and his allies. Lenin’s faction proclaimed themselves the majority party, the Bolsheviks, while Martov’s faction became the minority, the Mensheviks. Though Plekhanov had supported Lenin, he later found himself outnumbered on the editorial board of Iskra. Plekhanov realized too late that he had taken into his arms a young Cassius—a man driven by power who did not care that Plekhanov thought of him as a theoretically immature revolutionary.

Following the conference, Martov’s Mensheviks denounced Lenin as “un-Marxist.”33 Rosa Luxemburg, one of the most influential Marxists in Germany, joined the anti-Leninist critique.34 Lenin, who loved polemical exchanges, called the Mensheviks and their allies “traitors” and “cunts.”35

Revolutions: 1905 and 1917

In late January 1905, a Russian Orthodox priest, Father Georgy Gapon, led a peaceful march of petitioners to the square in front of the czar’s Winter Palace in St. Petersburg. The city had been effectively shut down by mass labor strikes, and the petitioners were coming to the czar with a list of grievances. Troops guarding the palace ordered the marchers to halt. When they did not, the troops opened fire, killing more than a hundred and leaving another hundred wounded. A Russian general strike was called. A workers’ committee, the Soviet, was formed, and Leon Trotsky, a fiery orator, emerged as a leading figure. Across the country revolution spread: workers erected barricades, and there was fighting in the streets. But by the end of 1905, the czar’s troops had finally crushed the revolution. In October, as a concession, Czar Nicholas II granted the establishment of a congress, a Duma. The first Duma convened in May 1906. The Duma’s powers were limited, but the body gave force to demands for universal, direct, and equal suffrage, and widespread land reform.

At the start of the 1905 Revolution, the Bolsheviks numbered an estimated ten thousand paid members. Criminal enterprises and donations from wealthy supporters kept them well-funded, but the Bolsheviks had little influence within the working class and nearly none among the peasantry. Lenin concluded that the 1905 Revolution had failed because the vanguard party did not take charge. He saw the creation of the Duma as a weak palliative to quiet the workers.

Lenin repudiated the idea of peaceful progress through democratic means. He denounced the Mensheviks’ postrevolutionary strategy of building legal trade unions, conducting educational programs and clubs for workers, and supporting reformist legislation in the Duma. He saw the Mensheviks and their social democratic allies in Germany—with their focus on constitutional reform, universal suffrage, welfare provisions, and better working conditions—as betrayers of Marxism. Still, social democratic parties were growing at a staggering pace across Europe. The Bolsheviks, in contrast, while loud and violent, were a tiny and powerless faction. History appeared to have passed Lenin by.

Then came a world war. When Germany declared war on Russia in August 1914, Lenin was living in Austrian-controlled Poland. Threatened with arrest as a Russian agent, he fled to Berne, Switzerland. There he convened a conference of Bolsheviks to declare their opposition to the imperialist war and to denounce socialist leaders who supported their countries’ war efforts as betrayers of the working class.

While Lenin preached revolution, Russia’s armies were suffering horrible losses, and civil discontent was rising. In March 1917, in the wake of general strikes, with the police unable to control mass demonstrations and protests, and with mutinies in the ranks of the army and the navy, Czar Nicholas II abdicated. With the fall of the Romanov dynasty, which had ruled Russia since 1613, the entire country teetered on the verge of collapse.

Petrograd, as St. Petersburg had been renamed in 1914, became the epicenter of the revolutionary struggle between the Petrograd Soviet and the legislative Duma. The Duma formed the official provisional government, but the Petrograd Soviet declared that the Duma’s authority depended entirely on the Soviet’s consent.

Lenin was desperate to return to Russia and take charge of the revolution. He knew there could be no lasting alliance of the socialist parties in Russia, especially as the provisional government insisted on carrying on the war. The Bolsheviks had to seize power now, and to do so, Lenin made common cause with the German high command. German officials understood that Lenin had a “lust for power,” but in March 1917, they helped smuggle Lenin and his entourage into Russia via Finland, with the understanding that Lenin would remove Russia from the war, allowing German troops to be redirected to the Western Front.36 Little did the Germans realize they were unleashing a monster.

Forty-seven years of age, not in the prime of health, Lenin returned to Russia intent on overthrowing the provisional government led by the liberal Prince Georgy Lvov, who served as prime minister, and the socialist Alexander Kerensky, who served as minister of justice and was soon to become minister of war. Kerensky was a brilliant orator, with allies among the more moderate members of the Petrograd Soviet, and when Lenin arrived in Petrograd, Kerensky offered to meet with him, hoping to rid Lenin of “the lens of his own fantasies” and convince him to work with the Duma.37 Lenin declined the meeting. He correctly saw Kerensky as a hero of the moment, but of a moment that would pass.

Unlike Kerensky, Lenin was not a charismatic speaker, but he was bold and direct and active. He told his followers, “The crisis has matured. The whole future of the Russian Revolution is at stake. The honor of the Bolshevik Party is in question. The whole future of the international worker[s’] revolution for socialism is at stake.”38 He accused the provisional government of being under the control of robber barons and imperialists and castigated Mensheviks and socialists for cooperating with it. He called his opponents “blockheads,” “bastards,” “dirty scum,” “prostitutes,” and “silly old maids.” He spoke at mass meetings; he wrote in party publications; he politicked within the Bolshevik Central Committee. His fierce denunciations of his opponents suggested that he was a strong man, willing to wield government power in the interests of the people, unlike the establishment-liberal Prince Lvov and the vain, foundering, liberal-socialist Kerensky.

In the spring of 1917, Lenin issued his April Theses, which demanded that the provisional government withdraw from the European war, nationalize the banks and industry, expropriate all agricultural lands, and abolish the police and the army. He also called for the provisional government to be overthrown and replaced by a “commune state” in which workers would control the factories and peasants the land.

With the war going badly and the Bolsheviks leading violent mass riots against the government, Kerensky, who replaced Prince Lvov as prime minister in July 1917, cracked down on the Bolsheviks, ordered an investigation into their German connections, and issued orders for Lenin’s arrest, prompting Lenin to flee to Finland. But Kerensky’s reassertion of the provisional government’s authority was undercut by an attempted military coup by General Lavr Kornilov in September 1917. The Petrograd Soviet responded to rumors of the impending coup by organizing the Committee for the Struggle Against Counterrevolution. Leon Trotsky was placed in charge of organizing the defense of the city. Arms and munitions were distributed to Bolshevik militia forces. Bolshevik agitators infiltrated the ranks of Kornilov’s men, leading to mass desertions, and the coup failed. Kerensky had Kornilov arrested, declared himself commander in chief, and formed a 5-member directory to oversee the provisional government. By this time more than a million and a quarter troops had deserted the army. All discipline in the army had vanished, and Lenin knew that his revolutionary moment had come. He wrote, “The government is wobbling. We must smash it! It would be death to wait.” The coup came on October 25, 1917 (in the Julian calendar, still in use then in Russia), through an armed insurrection in Petrograd. Subverted by the Bolsheviks, revolutionary sailors and military troops refused to defend the provisional government. Red Guards under the direction of Trotsky seized government buildings and then the Winter Palace. Effectively, the October Revolution was a coup d’état, with the Bolsheviks seizing power. Kerensky fled to Finland and eventually found his way to the United States, where he became a fellow at the Hoover Institute at Stanford University.
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