
Vladimir Lenin 

Lecture Notes 

Vahid Nick Pay 

One of the main questions for the Marxist ideologues was how revolution might be caused in a 

capitalist society? Lenin was the most prominent Marxist theoretician who treated the question 

of how a post-revolutionary polity should look like. Hence the question of revolution for 

Marxists has always been in the forefront of their political agenda.  

Lenin was among the main leaders of the Bolshevik revolution of 1917.  When Lenin started out 

his revolutionary journey he was a pretty orthodox Marxist. His mentor in his youth was the 

German Marxist called Karl Kautsky. He was a leading theoretician in the German social 

democratic party, which was also Marx’s party. So Marxism and obviously Kautsky put forward 

a highly materialistic understanding of the history. The history is evolved according to the level 

of economic and technological science, and the revolution would eventually arrive because of 

these structural changes in society. One could see development of such ideas in Lenin’s early 

works, such as one in 1899 on the development of capitalism in Russia. This is a very long book 

with lots of graphs and lots of statistical tables on the production of potato, meat and so on. He 

tries to demonstrate how in Russia peasant agricultural system is becoming more and more 

capitalized. The society is shown to be turning into a capitalist agrarian economy based on 

private ownerships. And the search for these economical basis is determining the legal and 

political superstructures of the Russian state. The Tsar state supports this emerging of capitalism 

in Russia. He then goes on to agree with the orthodox Marxist view of the time that Russia was 



not mature enough economically for a socialist revolution. 1871 is the emancipation of Serbs and 

the official end of feudalism in Russia which is very late compared to the western Europe. In 

1899 Russia is a predominantly agrarian with over 80% of the population being peasants. And a 

very small bourgeoisie class in cities, so it is after many decades of capitalist developments, 

Lenin and other Marxists argued, that Russia would be ready for revolution. When the economic 

conditions for a socialist revolution , and a form of mature proletariat is formed.  

The difference between Lenin and Kautsky was that Lenin was far more of an active 

revolutionary and he had to be. There was still a fair degree of repression against socialist in 

Germany in 1890s  but Kautsky and other social democrats had a fair degree of freedom to 

express their ideas and participate in election even if the electoral system was heavily geared 

against the socialist party. Of course it was much worse in Russia. Before 1895 no political 

parties were permitted. Revolutionary parties were seen as the terrorist parties, they were totally 

outlawed. The tsarist secret police had a crackdown on any dissent. All kind of publication and 

political activities were taking place underground. All this undoubtedly had an important impact 

on the development of Lenin’s political ideas. Lenin was exiled in Siberia for years in early 1900 

and then was exiled in Europe until 1917. He famously goes back by train to Finland while 

everyone was waiting for him in Marseillaise! So Lenin proved to have a particular interpretation 

of Marxism that is peculiar to the conditions of Russia. Lenin is effectively the first person to use 

Marxism as the doctrine to national liberation from a tyrannical regime i.e. the regime of Tsars. 

That is why the ideas of the French revolution were very important, to the point that they played 

the Marseillaise anthem at the train station upon his arrival in 1917. Hence this peculiarity of 



Russia proved to have a strong effect on the way in which Lenin thinks about the political 

organization.  

After the Siberia Lenin writes a book called “what is to be done” and there he sets out his idea of 

the vanguard party. Which is clandestine and made up of a committed group of revolutionaries 

who will lead the vanguard of the Russian proletarian and lead it into revolution.  This kind of 

underground committed revolutionary group is needed in Russian conditions where no social 

democratic party can openly organize and agitate. So there can be no mass movement of the 

workers in Russia, and indeed Lenin in what is to be done is pretty sceptical about the capacity 

of the ordinary Russian workers to be politicized in a revolutionary direction. At best the Russian 

laborers could develop what he calls a trade union conscience. They would only be organized to 

campaign for better wages and better working conditions and not to lead to revolution against the 

state. Thus we notice a very different view of revolution then what we find in orthodox Marxism 

being advocated by someone like Kautsky who in 1899, 1900 argued that the revolution is 

something that must be done by the whole working class, and also that the socialist party is only 

the representative of that working class and certainly not a vanguard. It is not a militant group of 

the underground revolutionaries. The one who will lead the revolution is the working class in its 

entirety and this class is represented by its party.  

Hence in Lenin we get a distinct view of what politics is and how the revolution can be brought 

about. He comes back to this in his famous pamphlet called “state and revolution” 1917. While 

in exile, Lenin’s view changes somewhat, in the sense that he begins to see that the tsarist regime 

in Russia has been tied up in an imperial capitalist system.  In his view Europe is not constituted 

by a number of isolated capitalists societies and states, but in fact is comprised of communities 



which are operating in an increasingly global system in which they come to conflict with one 

other. Russia in his view is a part of such a globalized system. He argues that imperial expansion 

is to be explained in terms of saturation of domestic markets and the need of the capitalists to 

find new markets. This is the true nature of imperialism and not just about a pure plundering of 

colonies. The capitalist powers, Britain, France, Germany, US and Russia itself are constantly 

looking for new markets for their capitalisms.  And this of course brings them into conflict. 

There is a clash between these different imperial capitalist societies which is eventually lead to 

what we saw as the First World War. He then begins to think about how the revolution in Russia 

is not just significant for Russia in casting off the yoke of the Tsarism, but also for the entire 

capitalist world. Hence in 1902 in What to be done he argues that a Russian revolution would be 

a necessary preliminary step for the creation of socialism in Russia. Getting rid of the Tsar would 

lead to a period of bourgeois society where capitalism will emerge and eventually the socialism 

will emerge from this. He begins to think that the transition towards the socialism in Russia can 

be quicker if we see Russia as a part of this capitalist imperial system. All capitalist world is 

described as a chain with Russian being the weakest link. If Russian capitalism breaks down the 

entire chain will fall apart. That is: if you bring about a revolution in Russia what will then 

follow is a strong possibility of a world revolution. Revolution in Russia will probe revolution in 

Germany, France, Britain, US etc. Marx said the revolution starts in most capitalist societies but 

Lenin discussed how it might start in the least developed countries to move to the most 

developed ones. Hence an idea of merging of world revolutions is put forward that will be 

inspired by the revolution in the backward countries like Russia.   

There were indeed two revolutions in Russia not one, first is the revolution of February 1917 

where the tsar is overthrown by the provisional government. Before this Lenin was still thinking 



that there might be some time before the Bolshevik party could lead a revolution in Russia. With 

the constitutional revolution in 1917 he was suddenly convinced that the opportunity is ripe for 

the Bolsheviks to seize power. This is when he goes back from Geneva to Saint Pietersburg. 

Upon his arrival he starts to encourage Bolsheviks to organize the revolution. His theoretical 

work that underpins this is “the state and revolution” form his most famous work. Here we 

encounter the idea of a dictatorship of the proletariat. The revolution is not taken for granted. It 

will occur and its main function will be to demolish the capitalist state which is an instrument of 

the class oppression. It then replaces this with something that would administer the 

transformation form socialism to a communist society in which the state completely disappears.  

The dictatorship of the proletariat is like a minimal state it is incarnated through the soviets of 

workers and soldiers i.e. the proletariat which is the large majority. Its principal duty is to guard 

against bourgeois counter revolution. Now this might sound familiar, one could see this with 

Marx and the civil war of France. Hence Lenin also endorsed the idea that in a dictatorship of the 

proletariat there is no separation of power, there is no distinction between the legislative and the 

executive power. It is not a form of parliamentary government. It is single unitary system of 

command where we have delegation from the bottom up this is what we might also call a 

“democratic centralism”. Thus workers in their factory councils, in their  little village councils or 

town councils delegate individuals to a higher council, the regional council and regional soviets 

then appoint delegates to the national soviet council etc. Hence there is a total democratic control 

but through a democratic centralization of power. These delegates are appointed to higher and 

higher levels within the national soviet. The Russian soviet is concerned with protecting Russia 

as a whole against counter revolutions. In such a system there will be no standing army, rather a 

sort of militia citizens.  



This is centralized conception of how state will operate is in fact very different from the way in 

which the Paris Commune was organized based on a form of federative government. For Lenin 

the dictatorship of the proletarians must be a centralized form of government. The destruction of 

the state then does not mean the destruction of a centralized power. At least not immediately.  

Thus Lenin sees the state to be separate from and subordinate to society. Politics is something 

that is concerned purely with the administration of people and things. There is a kind of 

assumption here about the politics which is as a constraint on freedom. When we think about 

politics, we are thinking about something which is essentially negative or oppressive. Lenin 

wants a society where people are indeed self-governing i.e. they are free to govern themselves. 

But he thinks that his is a society that operates in the absence of politics rather than its presence. 

So the dictatorship of the proletariat is a temporary political form but it is necessary to coerce 

those who wish to defeat the revolution. Consequently when he thinks about the future, Lenin 

turns to the technological forms of managing the society. He says: “under communism the 

productive forces have developed to such an extent that people are free form the necessary 

labour or it is extremely minimized”. In that society where there are no classes where there are 

no private property, there is no need for politics. Politics disappears and the state goes with it. 

Now one of the things that Lenin might be accused of is a lack of understanding of the 

complexities of the modern capitalist society, this is true at least in part in his assumptions on the 

Russian situation.   
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