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PREFACE

The decision to publish a translation of Akimov's two major
political tracts was taken some years ago, but, as is the way with
such enterprises, the period between promise and fulfilment
proved unexpectedly prolonged. Despite the work and time
expended, I am not sorry that I made the effort if only because
Akimov would seem to deserve a more substantial place in the
history of Russian Marxism than has usually been assigned him
hitherto. True, in the last few years there have been signs of a
growing appreciation of Akimov's qualities as polemicist and
historian—^Dr J. H. L. Keep, for instance, in his study of early
Party history certainly pays him and the 'Economists', in general,
considerable attention. I hope that this trend will be sustained
now that Akimov's two most important works are more accessible.
I received help from many quarters in preparing this edition.

The enterprise would never have been possible ff I had not received
unflagging support from the faculty of the Russian Institute at
Columbia University. Nearly all the work on the book was com
pleted while I was a visiting Fellow of the Institute. The Directors
—^first Professor Henry L. Roberts and then Professor Alexander
Dallin—encouraged and advised me throughout with great good
will, in a spirit of real friendship. However, I feel that special
thanks are due to Miss Louise E. Luke of the Institute (now
Managing Editor of the Slavic Review) who devoted unlimited
effort and innumerable hours to editing the manuscript in its early
stages. What patience I now have for the laborious exactitudes
of editing, I have learnt from her. I also received assistance from
other past and present members of the Institute staff, particularly
from Mrs Nora Beeson, Mrs Miriam Bergamini and Miss Constance
Beezer. Last but not least, my deepest thanks are due to Miss
Mirra Ginsburg, who made the first draft of the translation, an
unrewarding task that was executed with great expedition and
skill. It is hardly necessary to add that if despite all help given
me at Columbia errors remain, then the fespbhsibility is
entirely mine.
In 1962, I visited the late Miss Lydiia Makhnovets at her home

near Paris. She received me with warmth and interest, pleasantly
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PREFACE

surprised to hear that her brother's works were to be republisiied
in English translation. She furnished me with new information
about the personal and political life of the Makhnovets family.
The Second Party Congress suddenly became very much alive as
'Bruker' rehearsed the events of sixty years before.

In addition, my thanks are due to Professor Ladis Kristoff,
formerly Associate Director of the Inter-University Project on the
History of the Menshevik Movement; Dr J. H. L. Keep of London
University; Professor Allan Wildman of the State University of
New York (Stony Brook); Professor Leopold Haimson of Columbia
University; Mr H. Kempinsky of the Bund Archive; Mrs luliia
Kammermacher-Kefali; and to my good friend Dr Israel Getzler

of the University of Adelaide—all of whom came to my aid
with advice, hospitality and information while I was in New
York.

Although this is essentially a project conceived and carried
through at Columbia, I would not want to leave unmentioned the
help I received in England, where I am indebted to the Master and
Fellows of Jesus College, who enabled me to retain my Researeh
Fellowship at Cambridge while absent in New York; to my
Cambridge teachers and friends, Mr E. H. Carr, Mr D. J. V. Fisher,
Professor Charles Wilson, Mr Moses Finley, Mr Maurice Cowling
and Miss Betty Behrens, whose advice and guidance have been a
constant source of encouragement to me over the years; and to the
Leverhulme Foundation, which financed my return visit to Colum
bia in order to complete this project.
Some technical details remain to be noted. Akimov's two

booklets have been reproduced in complete form without any
omissions. However, as was usual in works reproduced in the
conditions of penurious exile, the originals are marked by an
abundance of typographical and editorial errors—numbers are
jumbled, names misspelt, quotations carelessly reproduced. I felt
that it would be excessively pedantic to reproduce these errors
only to correct them in parentheses or in the footnotes, and so I
have corrected them without indicating the fact. It goes without
saying that mistakes due to misinformation have been left as
they are (and commented upon, when discovered, in the notes).
Moreover, the report of the Union of the Russian Social Democrats
Abroad which Akimov included in his booklet on the Second Party
Congress has been reproduced here as an appendix. I felt that this
somewhat bulky report tended to overshadow the trend of
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PREFACE

Akimov's argument and tliat it would therefore be legitimate to
return to it the status of an independent document. I have indi
cated the place where this report was to be found in the original.
In general, Akimov provided the titles and subtitles as reproduced
here, but in some cases breaks were marked by asterisks only. Where
it seemed necessary for the sake of clarity, I sometimes added ex
planatory titles at such points.

Capitalization has proved a troublesome problem. But, in
principle, ' Party' has been used to describe formally constituted
bodies (e.g. the RSDLP from its foundation in March 1898),' party'
to describe hypothetical organizations or those in the process of
formation (e.g. the Russian Social Democratic movement prior to
1898). Again 'economism' refers to the economic agitation move
ment in its early stages (Akimov's 'second period') and 'Eco
nomism ' or ' so-called Economism' to that movement in its later,

more clearly defined forms (Akimov's' third period'). In my Intro
duction and the 'Short History', 'Congress' is used to describe
a Party's sovereign assembly but, to avoid excessive capitalization,
the form ' congress' was preferred in the work devoted specifically
to this subject ('The Second Congress of the RSDLP'). Finally,
I should perhaps explain that in transliterating I followed the
original of the Russian text. Thus, for instance, 'sotsial' demokratiia',
'sotsial-demokratiia' and even 'sotsial'-demokratiia' crop up from
time to time.

JONATHAN FRANKEL

Jerusalem,

Decembei' 1967
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INTRODUCTION

Leninism: Marxist or Populist?

In the years 1902-5 Vladimir Akimov and Vladimir Lenin stood
at the opposite poles of Russian revolutionary Marxism. Lenin, as
the leader of the Bolshevik faction, had opted for a 'maximalist'
interpretation of Marxist thought—a full-blooded socialist regime
in Russia as an immediate goal. For Akimov (the major spokesman
of the so-called 'Economist' faction), Marxism demanded before all
else the belief that the workers must master their own fate. The

'kingdom of freedom' could only be built on the broad founda
tions of popular initiative. A socialist revolution, as distinct from
a revolutionary coup or an anarcliic jacquerie, could be carried
through only by a working-class confident in its own self-made
and democratically-run organizations, in its own knowledge and
ambitions. And to lay such foundations required time, patience.
Both men were revolutionaries because both saw in the Tsarist

autocracy an insuperable barrier thrown across the road of histori
cal advance. But profound disagreement about the post-revolution
ary future led to their diametrically opposed interpretations of
party history, of Marxist doctrine and of the principles of party
organization.
The full implications of this dispute only became apparent after

the February Revolution of 1917 when Lenin's call for the imme
diate establishment of a proletarian dictatorship clashed with the
caution of the Mensheviks who, together with the right-wing
Bolsheviks led by Kamenev, urged that a longer period of parlia
mentary government was required to enable the proletariat to
prepare itself for power. But Lenin successfully asserted the
primacy of political initiative over the dictates of socio-economic
'realities'. It was against his voluntaristic interpretation of
Marxism that Bukharin, too, was twice to argue a ' deterministic'
alternative. In 1918 Bukharin fought tooth and naU against a
separate peace—^Brest-Litovsk—and in favour of revolutionary
war, because how could the Bolsheviks hope to build socialism in
a peasant country without the direct aid of the European prole
tariat and the advanced industry of the West? And in 1928-9 he
resisted the collectivization of agriculture because how could the
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massive intervention of political power taken by itself make up for
the crippling shortage of capital required for the frenetic tempos
of Stalin's industriaUzation plans? Bukharin was defeated no less
surely than Kamenev and the Mensheviks in 1917. The 'great leap
forward' on a national scale prevailed over the right-wing Marxist
faith in steady growth and over the left-wing Marxist faith in the
indivisible revolution of the European proletariat. Polities
triumphed over economies.

The Mensheviks saw the Leninist revolution of October 1917, with
its contempt for the long-term laws of socio-economic development
and its deliberate exploitation of the blind passions of the masses,
as alien to Marxism. They argued that Lenin had reverted to
Russia's pre-Marxist Populist (Narodnik) tradition—^revolution
ary, egalitarian, nationalist, incipiently dictatorial but clearly
foreign to scientific and proletarian socialism. After all, it was
Bakunin (Populist and anarchist) writing in the 1860s who had
argued that a few magic slogans used by the revolutionaries could
work Russia's peasant masses into a holy rage of destruction and
so bring the old social order toppling into ruins. And it was Tkachev
(Populist and Jacobin) writing in the 1870s who insisted that the
Tsarist state—lacking solid support in society and so wholly
dependent on bureaucracy, landowners and army—could be
snatched from the hands of the Romanovs by an ever-vigilant
band of revolutionaries.

Many Soviet historians looking back over Russian revolutionary
history also came to see the October Revolution as the triumphant
justification of Tkachev and of his followers in the revolutionary
and terrorist party, the Narodnaia Volia. Historians such as
Mitskevich and Teodorovich gained a growing notoriety by arguing
that Tkachev and the NarodovoVtsy, like Lenin after them, had
analysed the realities of Russian life—a top-heavy state, a popula
tion predominantly peasant and downtrodden, a miserably weak
urban bourgeoisie—and had come up with 'Bolshevik' con
clusions decades in advance of Lenin. Or as Mitskevich put it:
'The Bolsheviks acted according to the testament of the [Russian]
Jacobin-Blanquists and we were not deterred when our opponents
abused us—^for them these were terms of abuse—^as Blanquists
and Jacobins.'^ Such a community of views, argued these historians,

1 S. Mitskevicli, 'Russkie iakobintsy', Proletarskaia reooliutaiia, nos. 0-7
(18-19) (1928), p. 26.
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LENINISM: MARXIST OR POPULIST

showed that Lenin liad known how to apply Marxist doetrine to
Russian realities thus triumphantly vindicating both Marx and
Tkachev.

Nevertheless, Mitskevich, Teodorovich and their historio-

graphical school could be interpreted to mean that, while the
October Revolution without Lenin was unthinkable, there could
well have been a Lenin without Marx and Marxism. It is hardly
surprising that by 1983 this entire school of Party historians had
been silenced by the Stalin regime. The official orthodoxy, as
developed in Stalin's history of 1938 {The Short Course), now
became that the Bolsheviks owed all their ideas to Marxism as

applied to Russia initially by Plekhanov but above all by Lenin,
while Populism in all its forms was essentially reactionary and
exerted a purely negative influence.
The truth of the matter is that while the revolutionary Populists

as organized, for instance, in the Narodnaia Volia, did make plans
for revolution remarkably similar to those eventually adopted by
the Bolsheviks, they based these plans on radically different
doctrinal premises. From the first, the structure of Bolshevism was
reinforced by very specific ideological struts which had not been
inherited from Populism. The Left-wing Socialist Revolutionaries,
who saw themselves as the direct heirs of the Narodnaia Volia,
supported the October Revolution and the dispersal of the Con
stituent Assembly, but they drew the line at Brest-Litovsk—^they
did not see the preservation of the 'proletarian' state as justifying
the huge losses of Russian soil—and they would certainly never
have acquiesced in collectivization, the enforced recruitment of
Russia's peasantry to build up industrial socialism. And, of course,
in recent years the developing countries have given us ample
opportunity to see that not every one-party, egalitarian, socialist
dictatorship is necessarily Leninist. The Bolshevik credo, their
overall strategy as distinct from their specific choice of tactics at
a given moment, was recognizably alien to Populism.
The doctrines which distinguished Leninism from the philosophy

of Tkachev and the Narodnaia Volia were sufficiently clear-cut.
Firstly, the Bolsheviks believed that in Marxism, they had a
scientific key which, if properly understood and interpreted,
would'enable them to understand the laws of nature and of man in

nature, of history and society, of past and future. According to this
law, the industrial proletariat was the instrument of historical
progress at this stage of world development and upon it was laid >
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the duty of overturning the bourgeois order and establishing a
truly communist society, of carrying mankind from the kingdom
of necessity to the kingdom of freedom. It was the function of the
Marxist party to act as the avant-garde of the industrial prole
tariat leading it along its predestined path. In this capaeity, the
party had to seize power wherever it could in order to advance the
interests of the world-wide proletariat. The success of the party was
dependent on its ability to analyse correctly the historical forces
in play at a given time and place, on its ability to apply the Marxist
master-key to reality. A misinterpretation would lead to inevitable
disaster—a failure to seize power when the time was ripe; a pre
mature coup, inability to hold power once gained. Thus, the
leaders of the party had to ensure that only orthodox Marxists be
allowed to join its ranks and that any sign of deviation be rapidly
stamped out. To maintain this degree of inner purity, the party
clearly had to be highly centralized. False prophets would never
be able to lead the people to the promised land. .
These doctrines, then, were clearly not of Populist origin, but

had they come from Marx? This was frequently denied by the
Mensheviks. Of course, the basic propositions—that Marxism was
an all-embracing and proven science, that the proletariat had a key
r61e to play in building a radically new world—^were accepted by
all Marxists. But the sanctiiication of an 61ite and highly cen
tralized party, the fear of deviation, the relegation of the masses
to a passive role, the demand that the party seize power at the first
opportunity—^these were all beliefs which were repudiated over
the years by most Mensheviks, as earlier by Akimov and the
Economist faction.

Was, then, the Bolshevik credo essentially new, sprung fully
armed from the head of Lenin? Many Mensheviks have tended to
argue that it was (or at least that Leninism was) a new synthesis
of Tkachev's Jacobinism and Bakunin's anarchism in superficial
Marxist disguise. The study of Akimov's political career as of his
writings suggests that this thesis is fallacious. The essentials of
Leninism were finally forged in the years 1902-3 during the clash
with the 'Economists'. But in this, the first. Party schism, Lenin
was not only in the same camp as Aksel'rod, Martov and Potresov,
the future leaders of the Menshevik faction, but was inspired and
urged on by Plekhanov,' the father of Russian Marxism' and from
1904-8 a major Menshevik spokesman. Until Lenin broke away
from the other editors of their joint journal, Iskra, his central
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ideas were barely questioned and Akimov was therefore right to see
Leninism as a logical stage in the unfolding of Russian Marxism
as it had developed under Plekhanov's theoretical guidance. He
opposed it and hoped that it would pass, but he never believed that
it could be dismissed as a freakish imitation, a throw-back to

Populism.
In his history of the Party, Akimov did not dwell at length on

the early writings of Plekhanov, believing (quite erroneously as it
proved) that the future of the movement lay with the working-
class in Russia—as distinct from the 6migr^ ideologists—and that
the time had therefore come to trace the indigenous roots of
Social Democratic action within the Empire. But an assessment
of the clash between Akimov and the Economists, on the one hand,

and Plekhanov and Lenin, on the other, must start with an analysis
of Plekhanov's theories. He was the pioneer. The ideological roots
of both ' Eeonomism' and Leninism are to be found in Plekhanov's

dialectical attempt to apply Marxism to Russia.

Plekhanov* s Marxism

Plekhanov wrote his first clearly Marxist work in 1882. But even
before this it had become apparent that anybody hoping to convert
the Russian revolutionary movement to Marxism would have to
overcome a crucial dilemma. If he emphasized that Russia had to
go through the same prolonged stages of capitalist development
as the West, he would be accused of weakening the faith of the
revolutionaries who were fighting for equality, for socialism, not
for political liberty. The revolutionary could hardly be expected
to martyr himself in the attempt to overthrow the dictatorship of
the Tsar if the only result would be to entrench emergent capital
ism. If Marxism meant to postpone all hope of socialism for many
decades or even for centuries, then such a doctrine spelt suicide
for the revolutionary movement.

Yet, as against this, if it was said that Russia could avoid the
capitalist stage and so pass directly to socialism, then what was the
relevance of Marxism to the Russian reYolutionary movement?

Nearly all the Populist leaders—Lavrov, Tkaehev, even Bakunin
—admired Marx's socio-economic analysis of capitalist society,
but they all argued that Russia as a feudal and agrarian country
could learn from the West only how to avoid its errors and so find
a direct road to socialism. Marxism was irrelevant.
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This problem had bedevilled Marx and Engels before Plekhanov.
In his famous open letter of 1874 to Tkachev (who was erroneously
taken by Marx and Engels to be a Bakuninist), Engels had argued
that it was absurd to dream that Russia's peasants could create a
socialist society. Socialism was the product of a highly advanced,
industrial society and could be made a reality only by the prole
tariat moulded and prepared by such a society. Even if, as was
to be hoped, a peasant rebellion tumbled the Tsarist regime,
the result would not be socialism but the consolidation of a bour

geois order of society based on peasant, or petty bourgeois,
private enterprise. The much lauded peasant commune (mir or
obshchina) would disintegrate under the new order even faster than
hitherto.

Yet this argument, however valuable in the anti-Bakuninist
feud, lost its appeal to Marx and Engels when a few years later the
revolutionaries in Russia finally organized themselves into an
effective and dangerous revolutionary party, the Zemlia i Volia
(which later developed into the Narodnaia Volia). Both parties
worked for the violent overthrow of the Tsarist r<5gime and its
replacement by a socialist order, Marx, seeing in the Romanov
regime the bulwark of European reaction, followed their successive
assassinations and would-be assassinations with a mounting
enthusiasm. When in 1881, Vera Zasulich (who had herself
attempted a major political assassination three years before and who
was still a Populist) turned to Marx with an impassioned plea to
give the Russian revolutionary socialists a glimmer of hope, he
decided to modify the water-tight determinism used by Engels
against Tkachev. True, he replied, an agrarian society could not
hope to attain socialism under its own steam. But if a revolution
ary victory in Russia coincided with a proletarian revolution in
the West, then with the aid of the industrial countries the Russians

could by-pass the later stages of capitalism, thus advancing
directly to a socialist system—^the obshchina could then be saved
and act as the 'main pivot for the social rebirth of Russia'.^
Similarly in a letter of 1886 from Engels we read that 'if ever the
Blanquist fantasy—^to shake a whole society by means of a small
conspiracy—^had any foundations then of course it is in St Peters
burg
This dualism in the Marxist attitude towards Russia was

' Perepiaka K. Marksa i F. EngeVsa s nisskimi politicheakimi deiateliami
(Moscow, 1947), p. 242. ^ Ibid. p. 251.
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inevitable and, as we have seen, persistent. But Plekhanov came
to believe that he could bridge the gap. He rejected the whole
hearted support which Marx and Engels gave in the late 1870s and
1880s to the Populist revolutionaries seeing in their uncritical
attitude a form of intellectual deception or self-deception. But,
equally, he could not see in the West European Social Democratic
Parties a model directly relevant to Russia. Germany, the Marxist
motherland, was too far ahead—a major industrial power with an
entrenched trade union movement, universal suffrage, and a
Social Democratic Party with millions of followers.
It was in the writings and doctrines of Marx and Engels from the

late 1840s that he believed he had found a solution. The Russia of

the 1880s and the Germany of the 1840s could be seen as fundamen
tally similar: politically backward, semi-feudal, agrarian countries
just entering the stage of capitalist industrialization. For both
countries, at this stage, political democracy was a thing of the
future and in both there could be discovered an industrial prole
tariat in embryo. The Russians could, therefore, hope for no
better guide than the Communist Manifesto and other political
works of the years 1847-50. It was no coincidence that Plekhanov's
introduction to a translation of the Manifesto was his first clearly
Marxist work.

Pleklianov now developed the argument put forward in 1874
by Engels. The plans of the NarodovoVtsy to save Russia from
capitalism were Utopian. Like Tkachev, they had seen the absence
of an entrenched bourgeoisie as the great tactical advantage
enjoyed by revolutionaries in Russia over those in the West. 'Does
it follow from this', Plekhanov ironically asked,' that the Persians,
Egyptians and Chinese will go over equally easily to the idea of
"peuple souverain"? If so, then the further east we go, the nearer
we come to the government of the people. As this idea seemed
patently absurd, he concluded: 'Thus, it follows that the extent
to which a particular country is ready for true rather than
fraudulent democracy is defined by the level of its economic
development.'® However egalitarian its intentions, a would-be
socialist coup by a few Populist revolutionaries would only
accelerate the disintegration of the obshchinn.hiindt distribution
would inevitably strengthen the acquisitive and petty bourgeois
instincts of the peasant, and the NarodovoVtsy, having seized the

' G. V. Plekhanov, Nashi raznoglasiia (Geneva, 1885), p. 280.
a Ibid. p. 232.
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state machine, would emerge not as socialists but as latter-day
Robespierres, not sociaUst but radical and bourgeois, not liberators
but dictators.

Yet there was hope. The Russian proletariat, however embryonic,
bad to be organized. Once even the skeleton of a workers party was
in existence, it could play a decisive role in the anti-feudal and
anti-Tsarist bourgeois revolution which was bound to break out in
the foreseeable future. Marx and Engels bad believed that, under
these circumstances, the proletariat could ally with the bour
geoisie—democrats and radicals—against the feudal order. Taking
up its stand on the extreme left wing of the democratic movement
it could drive it forward to ever greater revolutionary violence. As
the bourgeois revolution unfolded, the proletariat would eventually
be able to seize power. This scheme, sketched out in the Coin-
mv/nist Manifesto, had been further clarified by Marx and Engels
in their Address to the Communist League of 1860. They had
concluded that in Germany the struggle would be more difficult
than in neighbouring and more industrialized France, but that
power would nonetheless be won after a lengthy revolutionary
development.
For Plekhanov this viewpoint was admirably suited to Russian

conditions. In fact, in many ways it was even more applicable to
the Russia of the 1880s than to the Germany of the 1840s. In
Russia, the revolutionary movement had much deeper roots. 'We
must not overlook the vitally important fact .that with us the
socialist movement began when capitalism was still in its embryo
stage.'^ It was therefore in a position to organize the industrial
proletariat from its earliest years. Moreover, Russian capitalism
had made a very late entry on to the stage of history and was
doomed to live out its timid life caught between the Tsarist
hammer and the proletarian anvil. When the anti-Tsarist revolu
tion came, not the urban bourgeoisie but the proletariat would
take the lead. Thus, the proletariat would enter the stage of
bourgeois parliamentarianism well organized, tempered by
victory in one revolution and ready for the next—^the socialist—
revolution. 'Our capitalism', he wrote, 'will fade without having
fully flowered.' Just as 'in Germany the development of capitalism
placed the working-class on a higher level of development than in
England or in France and [just as] the resistance to capitalist
exploitation was there more rapid and decisive,'^ so now the Rus-

1 G. V. Plekhanov, Nashi raznoglaaiia, p. 212. a Ibid. p. 299.
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sian proletariat could be expected to catch up with or even to
pass the German. He quoted approvingly that section of the
Communist Manifesto which looked fonvard to the 'German
bourgeois revolution' as the 'immediate prologue to the workers'
revolution' and he explained that the Russian Marxists of 1888
had 'the right to hope that the social liberation of the Russian
working-class will follow very quickly after the fall of absolutism.
If the German bourgeoisie "came too late", then the Russian
bourgeoisie came later still and its rule cannot last long.'^
By this use of Marxist dialectics, Plekhanov believed that he had

overcome the dichotomy between economic determinism and
socialist impatience. There was a satisfying completeness about his
solution. It replaced the fundamental pessimism of much Populist
thought ('If not now, then not for a very long time—perhaps
never'^) with the confident certainty of Marxist laws—with every
year the advance of capitalism brought the socialist revolution
nearer. But equally it avoided the passivity so easily engendered
by faith in historical inexorability and promised socialism 'in our
time'. With its insistence that only the proletariat could undertake
a socialist revolution it retained the first law of Populist belief—
'the liberation of the people is the task of the people itself. And
it was from this standpoint that Plekhanov attacked the plans
of the Narodnaia Volia as fundamentally Utopian and dictatorial
(seeking 'to replace the initiative of a class by that of a committee,
to make the task of the entire working population of the country
that of an exclusive organization'®). But as against this, Plekhanov
also reaffirmed those narrowly conspiratorial methods of organiza
tion which had characterized the Populist parties since 1876 and
which had encouraged the Narodnaia Volia to abandon their early
faith in a truly popular revolution—for the time being the most
that he hoped for was 'the organization of workers' socialist
circles'.^

His blue-print envisaged the establishment of a parliamentary
bourgeois democracy, so making feasible an anti-Tsarist alliance
with all the liberal forces at work in the upper levels of Russian
society; but at the same time it assured the out-and-out socialists

'■ 'Sotsializm i politicheskaia bor'ba' (1883), in Sochineniia, ed. D. Riazanov
(Moscow, 1023-), n, 86.

^  Tkachev, Iz^annye sochineniia na sotsial'no-politicheskie iemy, ed. B. P.
Koz'min (Moscow, 1022-3), m, 70.

® G. V. Plekhanov, NasM rassnoglasiia, p. 222.
* 'Sotsializm i politicheskaia bor'ba', in Sochineniia, 11, 84.
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POLARIZATION OF RUSSIAN MARXISM

that the bourgeois regime would prove a transient inconvenience
to be destroyed while still in its cradle. To the proletariat it
offered all, for nothing could be achieved until the workers were
conscious of their destiny, but for the time being the intelligentsia
was to retain its ascendant rdle in the revolutionary movement.
(' Our socialist intelligentsia must become the leader of the working-
class in the liberation movement of today.'^)
Plekhanov's writings of the mid-1880s undoubtedly represent an

intellectual tour de force and as such they profoundly altered the
character of the Russian revolutionary movement. An entire
generation of revolutionaries came to Marxism as his disciples,
seeing in his arguments proof that Marxism was as relevant to
Russia's problems as to those of Western Europe. Early in their
revolutionary careers both Lenin and Akimov were among the
disciples. Yet, finally, both repudiated him. The very complexity
of Plekhanov's thought—its dialectical reconciliation of opposites
—^gave it great initial strength but also made it ultimately un
stable. His logical ingenuity could disguise but could not conjure
away the basic dilemma that he had left unsolved.

If proletarian self-education was the primary goal, then bour
geois democracy and capitalism would have to be allowed to
entrench themselves after the overthrow of the autocracy. But if
the overriding aim was to establish a socialist regime on the ruins
of Tsarism, then the emphasis on proletarian consciousness would
have to be radically reduced—^in a police state the possibilities for
proletarian organization would always be severely limited. This
dilemma was a root cause of the disputes which caught up the
Marxists at successive stages. Should they merge into a united
anti-Tsarist revolutionary front or should they rather establish an
independent 'proletarian' movement? Should their party be highly
centralized or allow room for local initiative and autonomy? Was
it to be the party of an dite or of the masses? Should it seek to ally
with the liberals or the peasants? Plekhanov seems never to have
admitted that his plans contained any contradictions that could
not be overcome by a truly dialectical, and therefore scientific,
analysis. But by 1908 Akimov and Lenin at least had seen that
there was a choice to be made and they made it, so irrevocably
dividing up Plekhanov's intellectual inheritance.
Yet even before the Economist crisis which, in the years 1898-

1902, produced the first major schism in the Party, Plekhanov and

^ G. V. Plekhanov, ibid.
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his Group for the Emancipation of Labour found their programme
subjected to periodic attack. Criticism was provoked not only by
Pleklianov's arguments in themselves but also by the enormous
gap which in the 1880s divided the Group's aspirations—the
establishment of an independent proletarian party capable of
dominating Russia's two future revolutions—^from its actual
political strength. Founded in 1888 the Group for the Emancipa
tion of Labour was made up of a mere handful of ̂ migr^s—^Ple-
khanov, Aksel'rod, Deich, VeraZasulich and V. I. Ignatov. Of them,
Ignatov soon died of tuberculosis, while Deich was captured in
1884 by Bismarck's police and extradited to Russia, ending up in
Siberian exile. His arrest was a disaster for the Group because he
had been expected to act as liaison ofiicer, to organize the trans
portation of the Group's publications across the frontier and to
encourage the establishment of Marxist cells within the Empire.
Without him, the three solitary exiles found themselves hopelessly
isolated in Switzerland, unable to exert direct influence on their
few scattered supporters in Russia and driven back more and
more on to themselves, either to elaborate still further their
theories of revolution or else (in the case of Plekhanov) to study
the history of radical thought. Combined as it was with theoretical
dogmatism, their organizational impotence laid them open to
sharp attacks from all sides.
Not untypical was the relationship of Engels to the group of

Russian Marxists in Switzerland. Pinning his hopes on a political
revolution in Russia, on the overthrow of Alexander III, he failed
to see why the Russian Marxists should isolate themselves from
the Populist revolutionaries, from Lavrov and the remnants of the
Narodnaia Volia, Aware of the enthusiastic support which Marx
had given the NarodovoVtsy before his death in 1883, Engels was
not impressed by Plekhanov's theory that only the proletariat
organized in a separate party of its own could bring down the
Tsarist regime. Ignoring the fact that his own open letter to
Tkachev had supplied Plekhanov with many of his basic argu
ments, he explained in a letter of 1886 to Vera Zasulich why he
was unimpressed by Plekhanov's attack on the Populist revolu
tionaries. 'Let us grant that-these people [Tikhomirov and other
NarodovoVtsy] claim that they can seize power—^but so what? Let
them only open a breach in the dam and the current will soon rid
them of their illusions . . . what is important in my opinion is that
in Russia a jolt should be produced which will start the revolution.
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Whether the signal is given by one group or another, whether it
takes place under one banner or another—that is not so important
for me. Let it be a palace conspiracy. It will be swept away next
day.'^ A year later, Vera Zasulich wrote dejectedly that she had
not been 'entirely in agreement' with Engels and had therefore
torn up her original reply.®

Engels was simply not attracted by the attempt to transplant to
the Russia of the 1880s those tactics which Marx and he had

applied to the Germany of the 1840s. Excessive doctrinal dispu
tation among the Russian ̂ migrds would only fragment and under
mine the forces pitted against the Tsarist rdgime. 'Everybody',
he wrote in 1891 of the dmigrd colonies,

knows everybody else and consequently every step forward is inevitably
accompanied by splits, by polemics, which take on an extremely
personal character. This is typical of every political 'emigration'. We
too had our share of this in the period 1849-60. But at the same time I
was always convinced that the party with sufhcient moral strength to
rise above this atmosphere of personal scores and to refuse to be
influenced by these squabbles would gain a great advantage over the
other parties.®

If Engels really hoped to soften the disputatious nature of his
Russian disciples, he hoped in vain. The tolerance which he
permitted himself in the 1880s and 1890s as the revered figurehead
of the great German Social Democratic Party was utterly alien to
Plekhanov who saw in the correct interpretation of doctrine a key
element in the shaping of revolutionary victory. After all, in Our
Disagreements, his booklet of 1884, he had written 'There is much
confusion in the heads of our "revolutionary youth". But let us
hope that this confusion will give way finally to the theories of
contemporary, scientific socialism and will cease to paralyse the
success of our revolutionsuy movement.'^

If Engels felt it merely inexpedient to emphasize the ultimate
goal, proletarian socialism, at the expense of the immediate
objective, the overthrow of Tsarism, Stepniak-Kravchinskii
objected on principle to Plekhanov's double-edged evaluation of
parliamentary democracy. Kravchinskii, well known as a revolu
tionary and novelist, spoke for that school of Russian Populists
who, convinced of the need for a liberal-socialist alliance against
the autocracy, had come to see a democratic Russia as an impera-

' Perepiska, p. 251. ® Ibid. pp. 257-8.
® Ibid. p. 262. * Nashi raznoglaaiia, p. 809.

14



PLEKHANOV'S MARXISM

tive goal of absolute value. 'Hitherto', he \vTote in 1892, 'we
socialists have regarded the word "constitution" as somehow
unclean . . . [But we now] recognize free speech and the free press
and the free vote as adequate and—so long as they are guaranteed
by an inviolable law—as the only weapons in the socialist struggle
of the future^ . . . We are repelled by the idea that we can regard
freedom merely as a means to something else.'- In reply to this
attack Plekhanov pointed out that the Marxists were fighting for
parliamentary democracy and nobody could object if they warned
the proletariat to prepare in advance for the defence of its own
interests within the framework of such a democracy. ' How is this
an insult to political democracy?'® he asked. Yet elsewhere in the
same brochure it emerged that this self-defence of the down
trodden could include overrunning the first democratically-elected
parliament {Zemskii Sobor). ' It could happen that the people, as
at the time of the Great [French] Revolution, would purge the
Zeinsldi Sobor with a new revolutionary sweep of the hand. But in
that case, too, it would act under the leadership of the Social
Democrats.'^

Against the Populist calls for a united revolutionary front
(even if supported by Engels) Plekhanov could always reply that
the intelligentsia and the liberals alone could never overthrow the
autocracy, that in Russia 'political freedom will be won by the
working-class or not at all'.® As the Narodnaia Volia crumbled into
nothingness, as capitalist industrialism rapidly gained momentum
and as Alexander III consolidated his regime quite unhampered
by the liberal forces in government and society, so Plekhanov's
views won mounting support. The new generation of revolu
tionaries who came on to the scene at the end of the 1880s turned

more and more to Marxism. But Plekhanov's dialectical formula
invited criticism from the left no less than from the right.

This fact was clearly illustrated during the great famine which
overtook Russia in the years 1891-2. The Group for the Emanci
pation of Labour hoped that the enraged protests of liberal circles
' S. Stepniak, Chego natn nuzhno i nachalo kontsa (London, 1802), p. 28.
2 Ibid. p. 28.
' O zadachakh solsialistov v bor'be s golodom v Rossii (Geneva, 1892), p. 72.
* Ibid. pp. 76-7. The Zernskii Sobor was Llie advisory-assembly whieh was

called together by the Tsars during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Its membership was predominantly noble, and it last met in 1084. During
the nineteenth century, Zemskii Sobor was a term sometimes used to de
scribe the long-expected Russian parliament of the future.

® G. V. Plekhanov, 'Kak dobivat'sia konstitutsii' (1890), Sochineniia, in, 10.
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inside Russia would perhaps snowball into full-scale political
revolt. Plekhanov and Aksel'rod therefore threw their support
behind the Society for the War on Famine, an ̂ migr^ and non-
party group, and Plekhanov at once wrote a manifesto. All Russia
is Disintegrating, an impassioned plea for revolution. Surely the
liberal elements in Russia, particularly those grouped around the
Zemstvos, could no longer stand idly by as disaster overtook their
land? ' All those honest Russians who do not belong to the world of
mere money-makers, kulaks and Russian bureaucrats [chinovniki]
must at once begin to agitate for a Zemskii Sobor.'^ But this appeal
to 'all honest Russians' and their participation in a non-socialist
front exposed the Group to criticism from their own more recent
adherents. A number of young Russian Marxists abroad, led by
Lev Grozovskii and Boris Krichevskii, denounced the policy of the
Group as in fact more liberal than socialist. (They were both to
maintain their hostility to the Group in future years: Krichevskii
as a leader of the Economists; Grozovskii as a founder and leader,
together with Rosa Luxemburg, of the Social Democratic Party of
the Kingdom of Poland.) If, they now asked, the Russian Marxists
had a unique mission—^the organization and guidance of the pro
letariat—how could they act like mere constitutionalists? They
recalled that the Communist Manifesto, while calling for co
operation with all opposition forces, had also insisted that the
communists must 'never cease for a single instant' to emphasize
'the antagonism between bourgeoisie and proletariat'.^ Plekhanov
had surely slipped off his own tight-rope. He, of course, dismissed
the criticism as showing crude ignorance of the tactics required by
the dialectical method. 'In all the brochures and in all the letters,'
he explained to Engels in 1894, 'we said that our comrades should
exploit the situation for constitutional agitation. Mr logikhes
[Grozovskii] taunted us as traitors to socialism—"For a true
socialist, constitutional agitation is pointless!" You can see the
profundity of his thought.'®
Yet, for all their scorn, the Group for the Emancipation of

Labour were worried by these young critics from their own camp.
They were hurt by their isolation from Russia and were vulnerable
to the arguments of the younger revolutionary ̂ migr^s who com-

1 Plekhanov, Vaerossiiskoe razzorenie (St Petersburg, 1006), p. 01.
® Marx and Engels, Werke, rv, 402-8.
" 'Pis'maG. Plekhanovak F. Engel'su i R. Fisheru', Podznamenemmarksizma,

no. 12 (Nov.-Dec. 1028), p. 18.
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plained that the veteran troika had in fact not given clear-cut
political guidance to the emergent Marxist movement in Russia.
Why did not Plekhanov lay down practical proposals to supple
ment his broad theories? He took up the challenge at once. He
now tried to show how the Marxist revolutionaries could build up
a broad movement among the masses without losing their own
identity, without sacrificing their guiding role.

The Agitation Programme: Triumphs and Tensions {1892-98)

In his booklet of 1892, On the Tasks of the Russian Social Democrats
during the Famine in Russia, Plekhanov argued that the Marxists
should conduct their educational work among the proletariat on
two levels—'propaganda' and 'agitation'. 'A sect', he explained,
'can be satisfied with propaganda in the narrow sense of the word:
a political party never ... A propagandist gives tnany ideas to one
or a few people, while an agitator gives only one or only a few
ideas but to masses of people ... Yet history is made by the
masses.'^ 'Thanks to agitation, the necessary link between the
"heroes" and the "crowd", between "the masses" and "their
leaders", is forged and tempered.'® In short, rather than concen
trate merely on ' the organization of workers' socialist circles', the
revolutionaries should try to move out and arouse mass discontent
on the basis of political or 'economic' slogans such as the demand
for the eight-hour working day. Demands of this kind would attract
all the workers towards the socialist movement. 'Thus all—even

the most backward—^workers will be clearly convinced that the
carrying out of at least some socialist measures is of value to the
working-class . . . Such economic reforms as the shortening of
the working day are good if only because they bring direct benefits
to the workers.'® It was the duty of the party' to formulate economic
demands suitable for the present moment'.*
With this declaration Plekhanov opened up new prospects

before the Russian Marxists. Hitherto, he had emphasized the
need to create the nucleus of a future proletarian party, to build
up a network of 'those workers' circles which now represent the
beginnings of the future Russian labour party'.® This skeleton

1 O zadachakh, p. 58. * Ibid. p. 81.
3 Ibid. pp. 58-9. * Ibid. p. 79.
® 'Vtoroi proekt programmy russkikh sotsial-demokratov', in Plekhanov,
Sochineniia, ii, 402. This programme was not made public imtil 1887, but

2  17 FRM



POLARIZATION OF RUSSIAN MARXISM

party was apparently expected to enter the struggle against the
Tsarist regime as soon as the political revolution broke out and
then to convert itself rapidly into a true class party. But now, in
1892, Plekhanov opened up a further prospect: the skeleton party
could begin to recruit the masses under its wing even in the Tsarist
police state. Partial demands could be advanced even now. As a
result, a crucial question which could only be settled finally after
the downfall of the autocracy took on an immediate relevance.
What was to be the relationship of the party to its mass following?
Where was initiative to lie? This was not, of course, a question
which concerned Plekhanov at this stage, but it was revealed with
the passage of time.

Meanwhile his call for 'agitation' met with a ready response
from certain Marxist groups in Russia. The great famine of the
winter of 1891—2 had jolted the young intelligenty who for almost
a decade had seemed resigned to observing rather than making
history. Stung by the taunts of the veteran Populists that Marxism
in Russia could only be a quietist faith, a number of students in
St Petersburg responded almost immediately to Plekhanov's plea
for action and devised a scheme to print and distribute illegal
literature for popular consumption. Despite the scepticism of
many of the older Marxist students, they went ahead with their
plans and only abandoned them when the police arrested the ring
leaders. It was in the western areas of the Empire, however, that
Plekhanov's plea for ' economic' agitation fell on the most fertile
ground because there had already been a spectacular strike in
L6d£ in 1892 and, indeed, ever since 1889 a hard core of Polish
workers had been organized in an illegal union—^the Zwiq^k
Rohotniczy—^for mutual aid and strike action.
Thus, a very active group of Marxist intelligenty, who (frequently

as the result of police expulsion from university cities) were in
Vilna, made a bid in the years 1892-3 to break out of the small and
constricting workers' circles and to infiltrate the workshops and
small factories of the town. The new tactics met with startling
success if only because the agitators demanded nothing less than
the enforcement of an obsolete law from the reign of Catherine II
which made twelve hours the maximum legal working day. Under
N. L. Sergievskii has argued convincingly that it was actually written in
1885. See his 'Kogda i po kakomu povodu byl napisan Plekhanovym
Proekt programmy russkikh sots.-demokratov', Proletarskaia reooliutaiia,
no. I (72) (1928), pp. 85-7.

18



THE AGITATION PROGRAMME

the cover of the law, it proved possible to encourage the workers
to organize in various mutual aid societies {kassy) and to wage
strikes, which spread to many of the major towns of Lithuania
and Belorussia. Made bold by the relative economic prosperity of
these years and attracted by the illegal meetings and literature
(which had been switched from Russian to the better understood
Yiddish), the Jewish workers proved eager to organize them
selves. Each trade developed its own workers' organization which
controlled the collection of funds and other day-to-day matters but
which was dominated by the agitators who, in turn, met to reeeive
instructions from the revolutionary leaders (in Vilna, such Russi
fied Jewish intelUgenty as Arkadii Khremer and Samuel Gozhanskii).

It was ICremer who in a small brochure written in 1894, On
Agitation, summarized the goals of the strike movement and
formulated what soon came to be known as the Vilna Programme.
Kremer's arguments (which he had formulated with the help of
the young Martov who had come to Vilna on expulsion from St
Petersburg) followed closely the main theses of Plekhanov's
booklet. It was imperative, he explained, to find ways and means
to win the support of the masses, for only the workers could liberate
themselves. Popular 'agitation' was the only method acceptable
to a true Marxist, for 'propaganda' restricted to small circles had
led to the' degeneration of the socialist cause into nothing more than
a sect '.^ Moreover, Kremer shared the fear, central to Plekhanov's
thought, that the working-class could be harnessed to bourgeois
interests. Even if ' the bourgeoisie learns to be revolutionary', he
wrote,' it must not be given the chance to act as teacher and leader
of our proletariat'.2

Nevertheless, there were nuances foreign to Plekhanov's work of
1892. There was a tendeney to reduce the r61e of the leadership and
to assume that the mass movement would eventually gain an
autonomy of its own. Where Plekhanov had described agitation as
'the link' between 'the heroes' and 'the crowds', Kremer clearly
saw the task of the leadership to be the conversion of the masses
into 'heroes'. His brochure therefore did not assign separate
functions to 'propaganda' (for the leaders) and-'-agitation' (for the
masses), but on the contrary called for the unification of propa
ganda and agitation in a broad campaign to educate the working-
1 Ob agitatsii (Geneva, 1800), p. 20. (Although the brochure bears the date
1800, it was actually published at the end of 1807.)

» Ibid. p. 12.
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class. Plekhanov had seen agitation as a way to provide the
commanders—the tightly knit skeleton party—with an army.
Kremer now suggested that the agitation campaign would teach
the ranks how to select their own officers. This barely articulated
(but potentially fundamental) divergence was typified by
Kremer's confidence that the British trade-union movement
would inevitably turn to political action as soon as it had exhausted
the purely industrial possibilities. 'The attainment of political
power', explained Kremer,

is the main task of the militant proletariat. But it is only possible to face
the working-class with this task when the 'economic' struggle brings it
up against the blatant impossibility of improving its position under the
given conditions... The party... has nothing more to do than to choose
the right moment for the transition to the political struggle and to
prepare those elements witliin the masses themselves who alone can
make it possible for this transaction to take place with minimal losses.^

Kremer's pamphlet thus acted as a kind of distorting mirror to
Plekhanov's brochure of 1892, but it was only in 1901—six years
after he had received the manuscript—^that Plekhanov decided to
draw attention to what he by then considered to be a fatal flaw:
the deflation of the role of the leadership; the failure to distinguish
clearly between the class (the proletariat) and the party (its avant-
garde). Meanwhile, the agitation programme continued to run its
natural course.

In the years 1893-7, the Vilna Programme gradually won almost
universal approval from the leading revolutionary Marxists in
Russia. Those who had seen it at work in Vilna moved out over the
years to new centres: Gozhanskii to Belostok, Portnoi-Noaldi to
Grodno, Liakhovskii to Kiev, Mil' to Warsaw, Nikitin-Sponti to
Moscow, Dushkan and Frankfurt to Ekaterinoslav, Aizenshtat
to Odessa, Martov and Gorev to St Petersburg. Whether or not to
change over from propaganda to agitation, from the educational
circle to the factory floor, became the main point of debate among
the Social Democrats of the capital towards the end of 1894.
Although, as in Vilna, many of the workers were reluctant to
abandon well-tried methods of work, the intelligenty—^with one or
two exceptions such as German B. Krasin—seem in principle to
have accepted On Agitation, to have agreed that a change of tactics
was essential. Thus, when a strike broke out on Christmas Eve,

' Ob agitatsii, pp. 7-9.
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1894, at Semiannikov's shipbuilding and machine works, the
major Social Democratic group in the capital—the so-called
'veterans'—soon responded with leaflets to be scattered through
the factory.
On 19 February 1895 a small informal meeting was held in St

Petersburg at which revolutionaries experienced in the Vilna
system—Kopel'zon, Liakhovskii, and Sponti—^met with two of the
leading 'veterans' of the capital, Krzhizhanovskii and Ul'ianov
(Lenin), Although the latter argued with Sponti about the exact
form agitation should take, all were agreed that the time had come
to go to the factories with simple slogans appealing to the imme
diate interests of the workers. On liis return in September 1895 from
a visit to Western Europe, Ul'ianov went to Vilna to seek the
support of the revolutionaries there for his plan to have workers'
literature published in Switzerland. And when Martov returned
from Vilna to St Petersburg in October 1895 he was able to win
Ul'ianov's active co-operation in applying the new methods, and
his own circle of friends (which included Liakliovskii and Gorev)
now merged with the 'veterans'. It was this enlarged group which
issued a steady stream of popular leaflets during the autumn of
1895 and which in December took the name Union of Struggle for
the Emancipation of the Working Class.
The Union's leaflets were usually addressed to the workers of a

given factory and played upon their particular grievances. Its
appeals coincided with a mounting wave of industrial unrest—the
characteristic result of appalling economic conditions meeting a
period of economic boom—^and its leaflets were eagerly snapped up
and read in the factories. The Union was able to heap fuel on the
smouldering discontent and must have been at least partially
responsible for the growing boldness of the workers during the
early months of 1896 and even for the massive strike of May,
when some thirty thousand textile workers were out. So menacing
did these developments appear to the authorities that on 2 June
1897 the government finally agreed on the terms of a statute which
fixed the legal maximum for the working day at eleven and a half
hours. The Marxist underground had won a remarkable moral
victory. What had hitherto appeared to be'a harmless, even
anachronistic doctrine in such a backward country as Russia, was
now seen as a threat of intimidating dimensions.

Nevertheless, despite—or, rather, because of—^their success, the
strike period, the Vilna Programme and 'economic' agitation
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eventually led to the disruption of the movement. As long as the
movement had confined itself to laying down contingency plans
for the hypothetical revolution, disputes had tended to be purely
theoretical, acrimonious certainly, but restricted to a tiny circle
of protagonists and without practical application. Now, however,
the movement was growing fast in numbers and influence, was
facing complex day-to-day problems, and was making new and
rising demands on all its members. Tactical questions thus took
on an immediate, as well as long-term, significance and became all
the more explosive. There were two key organizations in which
the breaking-point was eventually to be reached—the St Petersburg
Union of Struggle and the Union of Social Democrats Abroad.

Disputes among the Russian Marxists abroad had occurred at
increasingly frequent intervals since 1887. These disputes occa
sionally took an ideological form—the criticism, for instance, of
Plekhanov's All Russia is Disintegrating or of his Polish policy—
but their frequency was a symptom of a basic clash between two
generations. The members of the Group saw themselves, quite
rightly, as the theoretical founders of Russian Marxism. They
believed that their main function should be to act as ideological
guides to the Russian movement and even perhaps (after the death
of Engels) to the international socialist fraternity. Equally, they
felt that they had a right to expect assistance from junior recruits
and that they should be free to employ such assistance in the way
they considered most useful.
But the 'youngsters', who had come abroad either to study or

else on various missions from the revolutionary committees in
Russia, tended to see the situation in a different light. They were
ready to assist the Group, but they expected to have a measure
of control over the work they did: fund-raising, the publication
and transportation of illegal literature, the maintenance of eom-
munications with Russia. They were ready to help as equals in one
organization but not as technical assistants. In principle, the
Group agreed in 1887-8 and again in 1892-8 to create a Union of
Russian Social Democrats Abroad, but negotiations broke down
on this central point of discord. To the 'veterans' it seemed absurd
that they should have to surrender any control of publications to
'people who have not been through the revolutionary school'^ or

' See the letter of Aksel'rod to Plekhanov, 1887, in Perej^ka O. V. Plekhanooa
i P- -B" Aksel'roda, ed. P. A. Berlin, V. S. Voitinskii, and B. I. Nikolaevskii
(Moscow, 1025), I, 27.
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who had not proved themselves ' true-believing Marxists To the
'youngsters' it seemed equally absurd that any revolutionary
organization abroad, where there was little danger from the police,
should be based on the prineiple of built-in privileges.
The 'youngsters' usually arrived straight from Russia, full of

confidence after their illegal adventures, brash, narrow in outlook,
better read in Marxism than in the other classics of European
thought and literature. And all this led them to clash disastrously
with Plekhanov's severely correct, ironic, cultivated and some
what fastidious style. One furious collision followed another, and
as early as 1894 a number of the most energetic and brilliant young
Marxists had quarrelled irrevocably with the Group: Ermanskii,
Riazanov, Parvus, Grozovskii, Mil', Krichevskii, Teplov, Kurna-
tovskii and Rosa Luxemburg were only the most prominent on the
list.

A constantly recurring factor in these disputes was the problem
of popular literature for the Russian workers. The Group accepted
the vital importance of such publications but, in practice, was
reluctant to involve itself too deeply in work so mimdane and
exhausting. They saw their primtury duty as the production of
more searehing and original works which would blaze new tactical
paths, win over student recruits or serve as 'propaganda' for the
worker ̂ lite. (Plekhanov reputedly said that the Russian worker
was 'not stupid but poor'.®) The Group suggested that agitation
could not be effectively aided from abroad but had to be organized
and run by men on the spot. But these arguments failed to con
vince—^Plekhanov, after all, had proclaimed that the first priority
was to win a mass following among the workers—and it was on the
failure of the Group to publish popular literature that criticism
centred even as early as 1887. In 1894 some of the 'youngsters',
unable to reach an agreement with the 'veterans', started two
independent popular publication projects, one headed by Erman
skii and Kurnatovskii, the other by Grozovskii and Krichevskii.
So long as these disputes were confined to 6migr^ circles they

^ In a letter of March 1803, Zasullch wrote to Aksel'rod that she was opposed
to the Group's joining the Union of Russian Sacial Democrats because it was
impossible to find 'true-believing' (pravovemye) Social Democrats among
the younger generation. This letter is in the Aksel'rod Archive at the Inter
national Institute for Social History, Amsterdam, to which I was very
generously given full access.
' O. A. Ermanskii, Iz perezHnlogo (1887-1921 gg.) (Moscow and Leningrad,

1927), pp. 83-4.
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acted as mere pin-pricks easily ignored by the Group, but the
rapid growth of the 'agitation' movement in Russia tended to
alter radically the existing balance of forces. In a letter of 1894 to
Engels, Plekhanov had dismissed Krichevskii as a man 'entirely
unknown'^ in Russia, but from early 1895 revolutionaries from
Russia on missions to Switzerland were found to be pleading those
same arguments which had long become commonplace abroad.
During their visits of 1895 both Ul'ianov and Nikitin-Sponti urged
that the time had come to increase the output of popular and semi-
popular literature. The former brought the manuscript of On
Agitation to be published by the Group, while the latter was
particularly aggressive in his demands and accused the Group of
hostility to 'economic' agitation, an accusation which Aksel'rod
denied but which seemed to find support in the list of the Group's
publications.
Under pressure from Russia, the Group eventually agreed in

1895 to form a small Union of Russian Social Democrats Abroad

to assist it in its publication work. The choice of membership
was to be in the hands of the Group, which in 1896, urged on
by Ul'ianov, began to publish a semi-popular miscellany, Rabotnik
[The Worker^. Later in the year, after consultations with Potresov
and Struve during the London Congress of the International, it
was decided to publish in addition the Listok Raboinika [The
Worker Supplement], to be devoted primarily to news of the labour
movement and industrial unrest in Russia. Yet another concession

was the agreement of 1897 that anybody who had been a member
of a leading Social Democratic committee in Russia should have
the right to join the Union Abroad.

Thus, the long-awaited expansion of the movement in Russia
had not brought the 'veterans' authority or prestige, but merely
a growing load of laborious responsibilities. True, Plekhanov
refused to take part in the publication of popular literature, but
this simply meant that even more work devolved on the over
burdened Aksel'rod, the highly-strung Vera Zasulich and their
main assistant, Kol'tsov. From 1896 the letters of Aksel'rod and

Zasulich revealed an irritable dissatisfaction with the type of
work for which they were responsible and a lack of trust in the
ability of the younger revolutionary generation to guide the
workers along the correct path. In a letter of late 1896, Vera
Zasulich complained that she 'began to revolt' as soon as she set

1 Pod znamenem marksizma, no. 12 (1923), p. 16.
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eyes on 'the hopeless, incredible phrases'^ of the articles presented
for Listok Raboinika and at the same time Aksel'rod was \vriting
that 'of course, it is possible to publish such literary caricatures
without me'.2 This note recurred time and again. In the spring of
1898 Aksel'rod admitted in a letter to Plekhanov that 'for reasons

beyond our control we have treated our functions abroad more
than casually' and that Vera Zasulich and he were 'eager to
escape having to edit illiterate and semi-literate publications'.®
Or as she put it: 'And if we could only believe that this hard
labour of ours is of use to the Russian movement! But I am con

vinced that it is not. What we have done so badly, they [the
youngsters] can also do.'*
Yet there were numerous factors—personal income, prestige,

distrust, a sense of duty—which deterred the pair from resigning
the responsibilities which they found so futile and burdensome. For
example, they had assured those of the younger generation, such
as Lenin and Potresov, with whom they had established friendly
relations, that they would supervise publishing activity abroad
and they did not want to go back on this promise. (From a letter
of 1895 to Aksel'rod it emerges that Lenin expected the Group to
counteract such negative influences as the provincialism he had
just met in Vilna.) Again, they were afraid that if left to them
selves, the 'youngsters' might upset the balance of the dialectical
Marxism which they had taught since 1883.
And developments in the St Petersburg Union of Struggle only

increased their suspicions. Ul'ianov, Martov and many other
founders of the St Petersburg Union had been arrested in the
winter of 1895-6, and increasingly the agitation movement had
come to depend on the factory workers themselves. Thus, the
grandiose strikes of the summer of 1896 were not controlled but
were merely urged on by the Union of Struggle. Wliile the Union
had been emasculated by a series of arrests, the workers had dis
covered that through the sheer weight of numbers they were a
power to be reckoned with. What conclusions were to be drawn
from this development? The time had come for the St Petersburg
revolutionaries to reassess the tactics employed by their agitation
campaign. . - . — —
One opinion, forcibly advocated by Stepan Radchenko, was
* Gruppa Osvobozhdeniia iruda, ed. L. Deich (Moscow, 1028), vi, 174.
® Perepiska O. V. Plekhanova, i, 160.
® Ibid. p. 82. * Gruppa, vi, 205.
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that their overriding concern must be to maintain intact the
central core of the movement, the revolutionary nucleus, the small
group of intelligenty which constituted the Union of Struggle. A
strike could succeed without the aid of the intelligenty, but not a
revolutionary organization. The leadership had first and foremost
to safeguard its own existence, even if it had to withdraw into its
shell.

In opposition, innovators such as Konstantin Takhtarev and
Apolinariia lakubova argued that if the intelligenty were in con
stant danger of arrest and if the workers were becoming more self-
confident, then it followed that the load of responsibility had to
be broadened, power shared. Throughout the 1890s the workers
and intelligenty had usually organized their own circles inde
pendently of each other. True, the intelligenty had visited the
workers' eircles as propagandists in charge of education classes or
diseussions, and whenever the workers had established a eentral
executive body, representative of all their cireles in the eity (the
Central Workers' Circle of 1890-2 or the Central Workers' Group
of 1895) the intelligenty had always had the right to be represented
at its meetings. But now Takhtarev and lakubova proposed to
make this right reciprocal. They urged that two delegates from
the Workers' Group be invited to join the Union of Struggle.

Finally, there were those in the eentre, like Gorev, who supported
the status quo, who wanted the Union to remain a small group of
revolutionary intelligenty willing to throw itself into every indust
rial battle, but unwilling to surrender any of its autonomy to the
workers' organizations. It was this position which Ul'ianov (Lenin)
and Martov strongly defended when in February 1897 they were
released from custody for a few days prior to their journey to
Siberian exile. Lenin in particular made it absolutely clear that he
was opposed to any changes in the structure of the Union. He
granted that individual workers might be suitable candidates for
the Union, but he insisted that on no account should their organ
izations be yielded the right to automatic representation. Control
had to come solely from above.
Echoes of this conflict were carried beyond St Petersburg when

late in 1897 a group of workers in the capital began to bring out
Rabockaia MysV [Labour Though!]. (From 1898 it was published
abroad as the official organ of the St Petersburg Union, which had
now passed completely under the control of new recruits—the
original leaders had nearly all been arrested since 1895.) The new
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journal manifested an ill-concealed hostility and condescension to
the revolutionary intelligentsia. 'The labour movement', read the
programme of Rabochaia MysV, ' owes its vitality to the fact that
the worker himself has finally snatched his fate from the hands of
his leaders and has taken it into his own hands. This is easily under
stood. So long as the movement was only a means to quiet the
guilty conscience of the repentant intellectual, it was alien to the
worker himself.'^ Such sentiments could only disturb the Group.
Although they saw the independent action of the worker as
ultimately crucial, his independence was valueless unless re
inforced by political consciousness and for tliis he was meanwhile
dependent on the educated Marxists, the revolutionary intelligenty.

Moreover, in the summer of 1897 Plekhanov had fallen out with

two leaders of the agitation movement in Russia, Arkadii Kremer
from Vilna and Takhtarev from St Petersburg. At their brief and
acrimonious meeting, Takhtarev and Kremer asked Plekhanov
why the Group which published so little itself—only one number
of Listok Rabotnika appeared between November 1896 and
November 1897—should have refused to publish popular workers'
literature written in Russia. For its part, the Group pointed out
that the Marxists in Russia had still not created that unified

revolutionary organization which had been envisaged by the
Draft Programme of 1886 and which had again been advocated by
the Russians who had attended the London Congress of the
International in 1896.

Thus, by the end of 1897 the 'economic' agitation movement
had become the cause of increasing tensions and doubts. Technical
issues began to take on ideological dimensions. A number of the
'youngsters' abroad—Kuskova, Prokopovich, Grishin-Kopel'zon
(all of whom lived in Berlin) and Peskin—identified themselves
whole-heartedly with the strike movement in Russia. They con
sidered the emphasis on day-to-day industrial disputes to be a
necessary stage in the growth of a large, powerful labour move
ment and believed that even under Tsarism this stage might well
continue for a lengthy period. In contrast, the 'veterans' showed
themselves increasingly anxious that the movement pass rapidly
on to a more militant * political' and revolutionary stage. They
were afraid that the worker might be tempted to rest on his
laurels. Their concern made itself felt in the private letters of Vera
Zasulich and in a number of articles of Aksel'rod.

1 Rabochaia mysV, no. 1 (October 1897), p. 1.
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In a letter of February 1898, Zasulieh described Prokopovich
and his friends as ' narrow Marxists' for whom ' economics works

in such a way that it forces them and the workers to accept the
idea that under present conditions the workers can by strikes
alone achieve the prosperity and political rights which the Russian
bourgeoisie has already achieved'.^ Such theories eould lead the
workers astray. 'What torments me', she wrote, 'is the repellent
epidemic of the " ultra-economist" psychology which fills the heads
of the Russians . , . Among the intelligentsia it is only a fad. It
will pass. But in my way of seeing things, I assign tremendous
importance to those ideas which will enter the heads of the masses
at that moment (now imminent) when the age-old natural-
economy way of thinking is destroyed.'" Or as she put it in another
letter:' But when the economists reign, they will teach the workers
to croak according to their own tune.'® The future achievements
of the workers were seen as dependent on the quality of their
teachers.

It was AJcsel'rod who undertook to reveal publicly the danger of
allowing the labour movement to become bogged down in the
swamp of narrow economic demands. In a series of articles written
in 1896-7 and published in the winter of 1897-8 he pointed out
that' economic' agitation represented only one aspect of Russian
Marxist tactics (the necessity to organize the proletariat), and that
there had always been another aspect (the necessity to ally wth
all other constitutional and anti-Tsarist forces). In a critique of
Kremer's brochure On Agitation he pointed out that the brochure
spoke in terms of proletarian self-sufficiency. It painted a naive—
even Bakuninist—picture of social relations. To all the wealthy
and privileged classes, it opposed all the labourers. Over-simplified,
it failed to distinguish between total enemies and enemies who
were also temporary allies. Aksel'rod placed high hopes on the
enlightened Russian landowners and on the intelligentsia—^the
'third element'—^grouped around the Zemstvos. The proletariat
would be handicapped in its attempts to spur forward all potential
rebels unless it avoided two possible extremes: the temptation to
bury itself in purely 'trade-union' affairs (Aksel'rod accused
Kremer of overestimating the political awareness of the British
trade-union movement) and the temptation to fight alone, to
make a direct 'Bakuninist' or 'Blanquist' revolution. The workers

' Gruppa, VI, 104. « Ibid. p. 190.
" Ibid. p. 242,
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required not only strikes but also 'education and organization
Aksel'rod's strictures clearly revealed the tensions which from the
first had been the concomitant of the Group's tactical theories.
The working-class was the primary force called upon to overthrow
the Tsar but not the only force and it had therefore to be self-
sufficient but not too self-sufficient, ready to defend its immediate
and intermediary interests but also to retain its long-term vision.
Like Plekhanov in his All Russia is Disintegrating of 1892,
Aksel'rod had tipped the scales sharply towards a constitutionalist
alliance—perhaps even further than Plekhanov now wished and
certainly much too far for Lenin and Martov, who read his articles
in eastern Siberia.

But the admonitions of Aksel'rod, the irritation of Vera Zasulich
with the 'economist' exaggerations of certain of the 'youngsters',
the inability of Plekhanov to establish any kind of friendly rela
tionship with the majority of the underground leaders from
Russia, and Ul'ianov's tiff with the successor generation of the St
Petersburg Union—these strains and stresses were not regarded
before March or April 1898 as indicative of a major crisis in the
movement. For example, in Tasks of the Russian Social Democrats,
which Lenin wrote in 1897, he selected the St Petersburg Union as
the perfect model for the Russian Marxists. In the same year, a
pamphlet of Plekhanov described the 'agitation' movement in
glowing colours. ('If, earlier, the Social Democrats using propa
ganda won control of our revolutionary world in a relatively short
time, what is to be expected now that they have taken up agitation
with such success?'®) For all their complaints, Aksel'rod and
Zasulich did not even consider the possibility of an open break
with the 'youngsters' abroad, still less with those in Russia.
Certainly they had criticized and would continue to criticize ' in a
friendly way'® (as Zasulich put it in a letter of 1898) but they
would continue to work with the younger generation.
In fact, early in 1898 there were ample grounds for the view that

the relations between the veterans and their wayward ' economist'
disciples were entering a period of tranquillity. Vera Zasulich had
given Rabochaia MysV (no. 2) a warm welcome, while Aksel'rod
had acceded to the most pressing demand- of-the Berlin group

' Akserrod, Isloricheskoe polozhenie i vzaimnoe otnoshenie liberal'noi i sotsi-
alisticheskoi demokratii v Rosaii (Geneva, 1898), p. 28.

® Plekhanov, Novyi povod protiv rusakoi sotsiaVdemokratii (Geneva, 1897),
p. 82.

® Gruppa, VI, 194.
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(Prokopovich, Kuskova, Grishin and Bukhgolts)—that Kol'tsov
be replaced as secretary of the Union Abroad. Kol'tsov, who was a
devoted admirer of Plekhanov and shared the Group's doubts
about the strike movement, was widely considered to have acted
both ineffieiently and in a highly authoritarian manner as secre
tary. Now, in February 1898, Aksel'rod had agreed to ally with the
'Berliners' in a 'revolution' against Kol'tsov and to give them a
larger share in the eontrol of the Listok Babotnika.^ Prokopovich
and Kuskova were to come to Switzerland to settle the details of

the new arrangement and Kuskova was then to join Vera Zasulieh
for a holiday in Florence.

Developments within Russia also promised well for a growing
rapprochement between the veterans abroad and the leaders of the
movement at home. The Social Democratic movement in St

Petersburg was divided for and against the Rabochaia MysV and
was tending to splinter into various factions, but in the southern
and western areas a new enthusiasm for unification, organization,
and political action was emerging. In September 1897, represen
tatives from the major Jewish Social Democratic committees of
western Russia met in Vilna and established the centralized

General Jewish Labour Union in Russia and Poland—the Bund.

It is true that Kremer, who was the prime mover in this develop
ment, revealed again, as in his On Agitation, a faith in the possi
bility of creating a genuine workers party even in Tsarist Russia
and, at his suggestion, the designation 'Social Democratic' was
omitted from the title of the organization. 'A Social Democratic
group', liremer is reported to have argued at the congress, 'is
only a handful of people who adhere to Social Democratic prin
ciples and are the leaders of the labour movement of one town or
another, of one region or another. A union of such groups would be
a union of the " summits "... There would be no room in it for all

the labouring masses, and this would be deplorable, for the Bund
wiU only become strong when all the working masses in the struggle
join it.'® Nevertheless, a major step had been taken towards
greater centralization and at the same time (the autumn of 1897)
a firmly entrenched and energetic Social Democratic group in Kiev
began to publish the Rabochaia Gazeia [Workers Gazette] which in
its second number urged the necessity to unite the scattered groups
of Russian Marxists in one organization and to place a greater

1 Perepiska 6. V. Plekhanova, i, 206.
2 Die Arbeler Shtime, no. 6 (17 October 1897), p. 2.
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emphasis on the political aims of the movement. This delighted
the veterans in Switzerland, who had strongly advised the journal
to fight parochialism and over-emphasis on strikes.
Then in March 1898 the Party—the creation of which the

Group had urged for some fifteen years—^was finally established at
a small Congress in Minsk. Among those present were represen
tatives of the Bund (including Kremer), of the Rabochaia Gazeta
(Eidel'man and Vigdorchik), and of the St Petersburg Union
(Radchenko, an old comrade of Lenin and Martov). The Party
took the name of Russian Social Democratic Party (almost
immediately changed by the survivors of the Central Committee
to the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party, or RSDLP), ap
pointed the Union of Russian Social Democrats (still controlled by
the Group) as its representative abroad, and decided to ask the
Marxist intellectual and theoretician, Peter Struve, to draw up the
Party's first official proclamation. Struve's Manifesto, published
in April 1898, declared boldly that the first necessity of the pro
letariat was political freedom and that 'the Russian proletariat
alone can win for itself that political freedom which it needs'.^
Almost immediately after the founding of the RSDLP, another
revolutionary Marxist party, the Russian Social Democratic
Party, was founded. Very short-lived, it still bore witness to the
growing concern with co-ordinated organization and political
action which was then prevalent among the praktiki^ in Russia.

Manoeuvres {1898-9)

In the spring of 1898 the halting but still united growth of the
movement which had culminated in the foundation of the

RSDLP came to a stop. The Union of Russian Social Democrats
Abroad divided, the 'veterans' against the 'youngsters', and the
split gradually overtook the Party as whole. By mid-1900, the
dispute had hardened into a formal rift, the first Party schism.
Plekhanov, outvoted in the Union, with little support in the
RSDLP, nevertheless staked a claim to leadership—the right of
the most proficient Marxist theorists to command obedience from
the orthodox. The equation was simple: whoever questioned the

* [P. Struve], 'Manifest rossiiskoi sotsial-demokraticheskoi partii' (1898),
Pervtfi a"ezd RSDRP (Moscow, 1958), p. 80.

^ The revolutionaries who ran the organizations in Russia as distinct from the
theoreticians who were usually abroad for long periods of time.
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authority of the Group was endangering the Party's orthodoxy
and had therefore placed himself among the heterodox. This
equation was one of Plekhanov's gifts to Lenin who proved much
more adept in using it to consolidate a strong following. The
'youngsters' tried at first—1898-1900—^to rely simply on the
principle that the leadership must be chosen by the majority, but
ultimately (1901-4) they were forced to question the entire policy
of Plekhanov and even more of Lenin. An organizational feud
developed into a major ideological confrontation.

Arriving in Zurich in March 1898, Kuskova and Prokopovich
proved unexpectedly to be in a mood not of accommodation but of
defiance. Prokopovich was an impulsive and able young man who
had been abroad for some years, had lived for a time in Belgium,
where he had been highly impressed by the local labour and
co-operative movements, and had later moved to Berlin where he
had come under the influence of the probing, iconoclastic Eduard
Bernstein. With his wife, Kuskova, he had early joined the Union
of Russian Social Democrats Abroad, and in Berlin they helped
Bukhgolts and (from 1897) Grishin to maintain communications
with Russia. He had written two works in 1897 on the tactical

problems of the Russian labour movement, and, although these
had been criticized by Aksel'rod and Zasulich, Plekhanov had
insisted that one of them—on agitation—^should be printed. 'In
my opinion', Plekhanov had written in January 1898, 'it is not
bad and it is essential to encourage "the young talents". You
yourself know that everyone is accusing us of keeping them down.'^
Nevertheless, the editorial rigour of Aksel'rod and Vera Zasulich
had irked the young Prokopovich. Zasulich, who was an excellent
judge of character, had already warned Plekhanov that he had to
be handled carefully for fear that' he will not just quarrel but will
raise the flag of revolt—he will consider it his duty to do so. I do
not know if you have gained a conception of the full depths of
that gentleman's vanity? Very probably not. You did not argue
with him, and his excellent court manners do not permit him to
reveal this conceit at once.'®

Now, on his visit to Switzerland, her forebodings were proved
all too accurate. Prokopovich and Kuskova evidently launched a
full-scale attack on the Group, Aksel'rod's brochures, and Ple
khanov's Draft Programme of 1885. Their honourable intentions

^ Perepiaka G. V. Plekhanova, i, 182. ® Gruppa, vi, 186-7.
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were beyond doubt. They could no longer bear either the arro
gance of Kol'tsov or the censorship of Aksel'rod and Zasulich,
and had come to suspect that there were multifarious dangers
hidden between the lines of Plekhanov's theses. However, it is
doubtful whether they had considered the full implications of a
direct challenge to Plekhanov. The internal stability, such as it
was, of the Union Abroad, depended primarily on the fact that
Plekhanov stood above day-to-day affairs and was regarded by
himself and by others as a kind of ultimate authority on questions
of ideology and tactics. To attack any of his writings was to change
entirely the nature of the discussions which Aksel'rod and Vera
Zasulich had been conducting with the 'youngsters' abroad. The
fact is that Plekhanov could not tolerate open criticism within
the Union Abroad, the very raison d'etre of which he considered
to be the defence and advancement of his own ideas.

Prokopovich was asked by his opponents to formulate his
position in a brochure to be studied at leisure by members of the
Union Abroad and then published. The manuscript, soon presented
for perusal, opened a new phase in the history of Russian Marxism,
not because it won an enthusiastic following—on the contrary, its
outspoken and extreme views antagonized nearly all the close
comrades of Kuskova and Prokopovich—but because its mere
appearance brought to the fore a new type of question. Since the
establishment of the Union Abroad there had been disagreements
about tactics—about the type of material to be published, about
the future of the strike movement, about the value of creating a
unified party at that particular juncture—^but now the emphasis
shifted to the question of how deeisions were to be made and
who was to make them.

In his brochure Prokopovich discussed the themes developed by
Plekhanov (in 1892) and by Kiremer (in 1894) in their works on
agitation. Like Pleklianov (and unlike Kremer) he made a firm
distinction between propaganda (education of workers in small
circles) and agitation (the attempt to rally the masses). He con
sidered the time ripe for political propaganda and for ' economic'
agitation but not for 'political' agitation, which would have to
await a more opportune moment, perhaps in ten years. Thus, he
accepted both the necessity for a political revolution and also the
tactics employed in that period by the praktiki in Russia. The
startling innovations in his manuscript lay elsewhere.
He attempted to analyse and criticize the concept of revolution
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advanced by the Group. He pointed out that the veterans seemed
to think in terms of a political revolution controlled by a tiny party
which would either command a few thousand workers in arms or

else would ride to power on an elemental storm of popular rage.
But in Prokopovich's view this pattern of revolution did not allow
for conscious action by an appreciable section of the proletariat,
let alone by the proletariat as a class. It was simply a modified
version of the Blanquist revolution which, as expounded by the
Narodovol'tsy, had been so bitterly attacked by Plekhanov himself.
Prokopovich maintained that the revolution, if it was to be
effective and not end up in a senseless massacre of the workers,
had to be a 'planned, organized struggle'.^ Such a revolution—the
work of the 'conscious' proletariat—would only be possible if
the workers had learned to organize themselves, to take the
initiative, to retaliate en masse and in a purposeful way. He
therefore demanded that the Social Democrats encourage the
workers to form and enter all types of labour and educational
'societies' and 'unions', even legal organizations. The Draft
Progranune of 1885, which had envisaged a revolution under the
control of a revolutionary network, was hopelessly outmoded now
that the Russian proletariat was developing 'a mass movement
not confined within the limits of plots or conspiracies '.^ The Group,
living its fantasies, had not thrown its weight behind the strike
movement. 'The literature published abroad', he wrote scornfully,
'must stop talking about that "wonderful future" when we shall
"overthrow the autocracy" and must help the comrades in Russia
in these immediate and most urgent tasks of the Russian labour
movement.'® Nevertheless, he concluded with a plea for mutual
tolerance.' We are not a sect, but a party and various disagreements
cannot prevent us from going hand in hand in a common cause.

Prokopovich's brochure came almost ten years too soon to have
any positive influence within the Social Democratic ranks. The
advocacy of legal workers' organizations only began to win support
after the partial success of the 1905 revolution. Until then it was
left to Zubatov, Gapon and other employees or associates of the
Ministry of the Interior to explore the possibilities of a legal
' 'We are not talking, of course, of an elemental revolution wliieh nobody can

"prepare" beforehand; we are talking only of a planned, organized struggle.'
Prokopovieh's brochure, in Plekhanov, Vademecum dlia redaktaii ̂ Babochego
dela\ Sbomik materiatov (Geneva, 1000), p. 51.

® Ibid. p. 58. ® Ibid. p. 59 n. « Ibid. p. 60.

84



MANOEUVRES

labour movement. On only two occasions were ideas similar to
those of Prokopovieh publicly developed in the 1890s: once in
Kuskova's declaration of faith hurriedly written in 1899—sub
sequently known as the 'Credo'—and again in the supplement to
Rabochaia MysV, no. 7 (September 1899), with which Prokopovieh
was probably also directly associated. The 'Credo' carried the
ideas of Prokopovich's brochure to their logical conclusion: the
organizational divorce of the 'economic' labour movement from
the liberation movement led by the radical intelligentsia. A separa
tion along these lines, argued Kuskova, would prevent the exploi
tation of the workers by the revolutionary dlite and, equally, the
submergence of the liberation movement in a sea of uncontrolled
mob passions and anarchy. Thus, from the 'Credo' it was only a
very short step to the non-socialist but radical Soiuz Osvobozhdeniia
[Liberation Union] inspired by Struve, in which Prokopovieh and
Kuskova were to play a prominent part from 1908.
But although Prokopovich's ideas were unacceptable for one

reason or another to almost every Russian Marxist, they were
enough to split the movement if only because their reeeption was
to show that Plekhanov's writ did not run unchallenged. Thus, the
first practical issue created by the rebel manuscript was whether
or not to expel Prokopovieh, Kuskova and their friends from the
Union Abroad. Plekhanov insisted that Prokopovieh had proved
himself an 'arch-swindler and a supreme rogue and that 'S.N.
[Prokopovieh] must be punished: one does not talk with such
insolence about the Programme of the Union'.® There were two
alternative methods which Plekhanov—^baeked up by his personal
followers, Kol'tsov, Bliumenfel'd and Polinkovskii—^suggested for
the expulsion of Prokopovieh and Kuskova. As the Group's
Draft Programme of 1885 had been accepted in the Statutes as
the basis of the Union Abroad, it could be maintained that to
criticize the Draft involved automatic exclusion from the Union.
All that would be required was a circular letter declaring invalid
the membership of the rebellious couple. Alternatively, they could
be voted out of the Union, although in order to maintain their
small majority, the Group would have to oppose the admission of
two influential newcomers, from Russia (Ivanshin from St Peters
burg and Evgeniia Etinger from Kiev)—^and such a policy of
discrimination would have entailed a breach of the agreement
reached in 1897 on the election of members.

' Perepiska G. V. Plekhanova, ii, 89. ® Ibid. p. 18.
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Thus, unwilling to use an administrative diktat or to break an
explicit agreement, Aksel'rod and Vera Zasulich reluctantly
decided not to support Plekhanov's demands for decisive action.
They were acutely aware of the widespread feeling that the Union
Abroad and the movement as a whole could never flourish unless

room was allowed for differences of opinion and free discussion.
As Grishin put it in a private letter of this period: 'Who, one can
ask, does not suffer from passions and theoretical excesses? This,
nevertheless, does not prevent us from working together or from
valuing a man as active and sincere.'^ It was Grishin who, for the
sake of peace in the movement, persuaded Prokopovich not to
permit the publication of his brochure. Vera Zasulich, too,
pressed for a settlement. 'You are mistaken,' she wrote sadly to
Plekhanov,

when you think that we are opposed by only two fools who must be
removed. Against us is practically the entire young 'emigration' allied
with those elements of the student body who have worked or intend to
work in a serious way. They are full of energy and' behind them is
Russia in the form of Vilna, Minsk and Kiev (Etinger)... The adminis
trative letter [of expulsion] would help them greatly in this agitation.
S.N. [Prokopovich] is not a serious problem. It is very probable that one
could finish off his theoretical fantasies with one or two brochures. That

is, if he would only come out with these fantasies soon and categorically
in print. But this general rise in the spirit against us is only outwardly
connected with S.N. ... It cannot be chained down but must be lived
through."

For the time being, the forces of compromise, Aksel'rod, Vera
Zasulich, and Grishin won the day. Prokopovich did not publish
his brochure, but, on the contrary, left the Union Abroad, for
which Kuskova and he now felt a real loathing. In a parting letter
to Grishin, she wrote:

I have no right to take part in this dictatorship of brainless and fossilized
6migr6s. I have to remember that my duty is to the labour movement,
which above everything else needs to be purged of dictatorships ... In
its present form, I regard the activity of the Union Abroad as harmful.
To change it all is impossible. Only one way remains—^to leave and to
work alone. That I shall do® ... [But] I suffer unbearably for Russia, for
all its back-room education and for its entire undergroimd, trained for
nothing but dictatorship.*

* Quoted in Plekhanov, Vademecutn, p. 85. a Gruppa, vi, 207.
® 'Materialy k istorii pervogo s"ezda', Proletarskaia reooHutsiia, no. 74
(March 1028), p. ICQ.

* Ibid. p. 102
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Trae to Iier word, Kuskova soon arrived in St Petersburg, where
her ideas spread a wave of confusion among the Marxists.
Deprived of his most conspicuous target, Plekhanov decided to

postpone the implementation of his plans, which were described
at one stage by Aksel'rod as 'the making of war—and war alone—
regardless of us, without us'.^ In fact, during the summer and
autumn of 1898 the status quo ante seemed to have been more or
less restored. The compromise envisaged at the beginning of the
year was now partially carried through—Kol'tsov was replaced
by Grishin as secretary of the Union Abroad; the 'youngsters'
were given a much larger share in the preparation of Listok
Rabotnika, while ultimate control remained in the hands of Vera

Zasulich as representative of the Group. However, the truce was
now very shaky because among the 'youngsters' there was still
resentment at having to play the role of mere subordinates, while
among Plekhanov's disciples there was a conviction that accounts
had to be settled with the insubordinate.

In response to these pressures, a congress of the Union Abroad
was summoned to meet in Ziirieh in November 1898. It was

evident beforehand that the 'youngsters' would have a majority
and Plekhanov did not go. For an entire week the members debated
theoretical, tactical, and administrative questions in a heated and
discordant atmosphere, but eventually decisions were taken on the
major issues. First, as predicted, control of the Union now passed
to the 'youngsters'. Aksel'rod and Zasulich retired from all
administrative functions, for they were not prepared to accept
anything less than unfettered control of publication activity. The
'youngsters' now decided to replace Rabotnik and Listok Rabotnika
with a new journal and supplement—Rabochee Delo [The Workers^
Ca«se] and Listok Rabochego Dela [Supplement to the Workers^
Cauee'\—^and Krichevskii, Ivanshin and Sibiriak-Teplov were
elected editors. Finally, the congress was able to formulate an
ideological statement, which was considered binding even by the
minority voting against it and which received the vote of the only
member of the Group present at the time, Vera Zasulich.
In its programme, the congress accepted the absolute necessity

to fight for poUtieal freedom. Echoing Manifesto, the
programme declared that the most immediate needs of the
working-class in Russia were the basic liberties of the individual,
which were as * essential to the Russian proletariat in its struggle

^ Perepiska G. V. Plekhanova, n, 85.
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for freedom as light and air It described the * economic struggle'
as the ' most effective method to gain broad political influence over
the masses', but also gave 'unqualified sympathy to attempted
political demonstrations'.2 It endorsed Aksel'rod's thesis that
' every enemy of the autocracy is an ally for the time being of the
working-class in its struggle for liberation'.^ Although the pro
gramme rejected the idea that total political victory was an
immediate possibility, it claimed the Russian 'revolutionaries of
the 1870s and 1880s as [its forerunners] and declared the historical
task of the Russian Social Democrats to be ' the overthrow of the

autocracy and the complete economic and political liberation of
the working-class'.®
Thus, Rabochee Delo was launched with a programme which

repudiated the various extremes detected by Aksel'rod in the strike
movement and avoided the militant intransigence of Prokopovich
and Kuskova. The central planks of the Group's ideology had been
endorsed, but its control rejected. Although. Plekhanov, Zasulich,
and Aksel'rod remained officially members of the Union Abroad
they actually regarded its new leadership with deep hostility, and
this hostility was inevitably directed not only at the 'young'
^migr^s but also at the movement in Russia which had produced
them. From November 1898, if not earlier, the committees in
Russia, particularly the Bund (centred in Vilna and Minsk), the
St Petersburg Union of Struggle, and the Ifiev, Odessa and
Ekaterinoslav committees were all anathema to the Group.
Throughout 1899 the veterans sought ways of escape from this

situation which threatened to relegate them to rank-and-file
membership in the movement which they had fathered. At first
it was assumed that Rabochee Delo would soon founder on the rock

of internal dissension, but in practice the editors avoided public
disagreement, and the journal, together with its supplement, was
generally counted an improvement over its predecessors. Again,
the veterans expected the new journal to lapse into various
heretical outbursts, but this expectation was belied. As a result,
from late 1898 a number of the Group's supporters—^frequently
encouraged by Plekhanov—advocated desperate measures: an
official split in the movement, the seizure of the press of the Union,

^ PTOgramma periodicheskogo organa Soiuza Russkikh Sotsialdemokratov,
* Rabochee delo'' (Geneva, 1890), p. 8.

® Ibid. p. 4. ® Ibid. p. 6. * Ibid. p. 5.
® Ibid. p. 7.
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a thoroughgoing ideological exposure of the 'youngsters'. Vera
Zasulieh characterized the plan to take over tlie press as ' an act of
impotent malevolence',^ and she insisted that an official split
would simply highlight the contrast between 'our unproductivity
[and] the activity of the other group . . . one-and-a-half invalids
(Pavel and I) as against all the Social Democrats abroad
The two moderates in the Group believed that in time the move

ment would once more come to accept their guidance and that
meanwhile they should satisfy themselves with occasional sallies
against Rahochee Delo and the 'youngsters'. It was just such
tentative criticism which marked two essays published by Aksel'rod
in 1898-9—his introduction to Lenin's booklet sent from Siberia

to be published abroad, Tasks of the Russian Social Democrats, and
his open Letter to Rabochee Delo. Askel'rod insisted that Lenin's
ideas represented a welcome sign of health in the Russian labour
movement which unfortunately was not evident in the approach
of certain 'young comrades who had been a relatively short time
abroad . . . and who stand at quite a distance from the views'
expounded by Ul'ianov's brochure.® In reply, Rabochee Delo, no. I,
warmly welcomed the brochure and wondered which comrades
could be hostile to this uneontroversial work; Rabochee Delo knew
of no such comrades. In his Letter, written in the summer of 1899
and published in December by the press of the Union, Aksel'rod
insisted that even if heresy was no longer prevalent among the
youngsters, it had been when Ul'ianov's brochure was being
prepared for the press in 1898. Not everybody had then under
stood that the policy of the proletariat had to be based on 'the
objective conditions and needs of that epoch through which the
Russia of today is passing as seen from the point of view of its
interests as a class' and not on 'local or industrial interests' nor
on 'the momentary interests of the various elements which
constitute our proletariat'.*
With this statement, Aksel'rod had made explicit a paradox

which had always been implicit in Plekhanov's Marxism—only
the proletariat could liberate itself but, equally, the proletarians
en viMSse could not be relied upon to understand their true class
interests. Social Democrats, Aksel'rod now insisted, had to act in
^ Oruppa, vi| 218. ® Ibid. p. 282.
* Introduction to Ul'ianov's (luisigned) Zadachi russkikh sotsiaVdemokratov
(Geneva, 1898), p. 8.

* Aksel'rod, Pis'mo v redaktsiiu 'Rabochego dela' (Geneva, 1899), p. 17.
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accord with the universal interests of the proletariat and not with
the whims of the proletarians at a given moment. This thesis was
to take on central importance in later ideological developments
but for the time being it aroused no comment. (It could, after all,
always be backed up by reference to the Communist Manifesto})
The editors of Rabochee Delo avoided controversy realizing as they
did that the Group was waiting to pounce on any statement that
could be construed as a deviation. Both sides were now engaged in
a life-and-death struggle to win over the as yet uncommitted exiles
in Siberia and eastern Russia who had played no active part in the
movement for some years; who had no detailed knowledge of what
was taking place in it, and who were dependent on the occasional
delivery of long outdated journals, brochures and private letters.
Theoretical discussion was their major interest and they waited
eagerly for news of disputes in the Russian or European socialist
movements, disputes which they inevitably tended to see in pre
dominantly ideological terms. The .stand taken up by Potresov,
Lenin, and Martov was bound to be of crucial importance. It was
not clear for which side they would opt. Potresov had been on
friendly terms with the Group since 1892 and Lenin since 1895,
but then, too, both Lenin and Martov had been intimately associa
ted with the strike movement and might be expected to sympathize
with the praktiki who had founded the RSDLP in 1898.
The first reaction of Lenin and Martov to Aksel'rod's attacks of

the winter of 1897-8 on 'economism' was, in fact, hostile. In letters

of September 1898 and January 1899, Lenin wrote that he con
sidered Aksel'rod to have gone too far in stressing the community
of interests tying the proletariat to its liberal allies.' In my opinion',
he wrote to Potresov in January, '"to use" is a much more exact
and more apt word than VnterstiUzung and Bundesgenossenschaft.
This latter suggests the equality of the Bundesgenossen when in
fact (here I am in full agreement) they must go to the rear . . . The
author has tipped the stick too far in the opposite direction ... In
fighting the "economists" he played down praktische immediate
demands (Forderungen), important alike for the industr.[ielle]
Arh.\eiter\ and for the Hausindustrielle and Landsarb.[eiter]}^

^ I.e.' The Communists are distinguished from other proletarian parties ... by
the fact that at the different levels of development through which the struggle
of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie passes they always represent the
interests of the movement taken as a whole.'

® Sotaial-demokraiicheskoe doizhenie v Rosaii: Materialy, ed. A. N. Potresov
and B. I. Nikolaevskii (Moscow, 1928), p. 86.
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Lenin's preference for the peasants to the liberals as comrades-in
arms for the proletariat was already hardening. For his part,
Martov, as he himself has recorded, was even less favourably
impressed than Lenin by Aksel'rod's exposition and he aetually
planned to write a brochure attacking it. (Indeed, such authorita
tive Marxists as Steklov and Riazanov described Martov when in

Siberia as a 'typical economist'.^) In contrast, Potresov from the
first seems to have been outspokenly in support of the Group,
and as early as 1898 he wote to the veterans attacking Rabochaia
MysV and urging them ' to raise [their] mighty voice and to clear
out the Augean stables of the Russian Social Democratic move
ment'.® Even Potresov, however, was not entirely in tune with
the Group, for he placed very high hopes on the newly created
RSDLP and considered that 'economism' was on the wane among
the Russian workers.

A reversal in the attitude of Martov and Lenin came in the spring
of 1899, when they heard that the Group had resigned from all its
editorial responsibilities and that Kuskova on her lone mission
had arrived in St Petersburg, and, even more, when they received
copies of Rabochaia MysV, no. 4, and of Kuskova's manuscript,
the 'Credo'. Lenin wrote to Potresov in April 1899 that he was
'deeply shocked' and that he had 'no idea how matters stand
there and what disasters the future holds'. He deplored the fact
that the 'arguments with the ultra-economists had not entered
fully and in entirety into print' and concluded that 'now there is
total chaos'.® Immediately on receipt of Kuskova's 'Credo'
divorcing the labour movement from the liberation movement, he
issued a sharp protest drawn up at a meeting of seventeen Siberian
exiles. (Martov, isolated in Turakhansk, added his signature
later.) Again, the contempt shown by Rabochaia MysV no. 4 for
' the abstract writings of the intelligenty' roused Lenin to compose
an acid article in defence of the revolutionaries. However, in
themselves these protests did not constitute a commitment to
support the Group against the 'youngsters', for Rabochee Delo also
condemned Rabochaia MysV no. 4, and Kuskova's ' Credo', and
was the first to publish the protest of the seventeen exiles. Con
spicuous in Lenin's article oh 'Rabochaia MysV was his praise of
' D. Riazanov, Materialy dlia vyraboOei partiinoi programmy, vol. ii: Proekt

programmy ̂^lakry^ i zadachi russhikh sotsidVdemokratov (Geneva, 1908),
148-4; and lu. Steklov, 'V ssylke i v emigratsii (ideinye konflikty)'. Prole-
larskaia reooKutsiia, no. 5 (17) (1028), p. 208.

« Gruppa, V, 151. ^ Sotsial-demokralicheskoe dvizhenie, p. 41.
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the Bund and of the RSDLP—both of which the Group now
counted among its major enemies.
Towards the end of 1899, when his exile was coming to an end

and he was preparing to re-enter the fray, Lenin struck a new note.
He was now feeling his way towards an all-embracing condemnation
of the opponents of the Group, towards a clear-cut division between
the sheep and the goats:

The public declaration by Bernstein that the majority of the Russian
Social Democrats agree with bim; the schism between the 'young'
Russian Social Democrats abroad and the Group for the Emancipation of
Labour which founded, perpetuates and most faithfully guards 'the old
trend'; the labours of Rabochaia MysV to say something new, to revolt
against 'broad' political aims — finally, the total chaos of legal Marxist
literature ... all this, in my opinion, clearly shows that to reinforce and
energetically defend the 'old trend' undoubtedly constitute the order of
the day.i

While throughout 1899 Lenin (advised by Potresov and followed
by Martov) was thus attempting to mark off allies from enemies
within the movement, Plekhanov's policy continued to oscillate
violently. His position was unenviable. The 'youngsters' clung
to the ideological safety of the middle way, while he himself was
engaged in a bitter and highly emotional campaign against Eduard
Bernstein, who sinee late 1897 had been developing his unin
hibited critique of hallowed Marxist doctrine. If Plekhanov were
to attack the 'youngsters' as followers of Bernstein, he would only
confirm the latter's assertion that the majority of Russian Marxists
were his supporters; and if he denied Bernstein's claim, he would
forfeit a major weapon in the fight for ideological hegemony
within the Russian movement. Even more complex was the
problem which arose when the Group, on Plekhanov's advice,
refused to transfer to the treasurer a large sum of money sent from
America to Aksel'rod for the Union Abroad.

Caught in this web of unenviable alternatives, Plekhanov
advocated now one policy, now another. In March he was anxious
to deny the fact of Bernstein's influence over the Russian Marxist
press, and in May he was equally anxious to make a full and
dramatic exposd of that influence. In the summer negotiations
began between Plekhanov and the 'youngsters' for a formal

1 Lenin, 'Pis'mo k redaktorskoi gruppe', in Sochineniia (2nd ed. Moscow-
Leningrad, 1927-82), II, 489-01. Unless otherwise stated, all references
to T.enin's Sochineniia will be to the second edition.
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settlement which would give both sides regular access to the
printing press, grant membership in the Union Abroad to a
number of the Group's nominees, and make the 'American
money' available to the Union. In July, Plekhanov wrote to
Aksel'rod urging him 'to tone down the sharp expressions'^ in his
Letter to Rabochee Delo, and in August he is reported to have said
that there were 'no differences of principle between the "old"
and the "young" Social Democrats
However, in September, personal relations between Pleklianov

and Ivanshin rapidly deteriorated. Although negotiations were
renewed and actually carried to a successful conclusion—a settle
ment was reached on 9 January 1900—Pleklianov no longer
intended to fulfil its terms. He had made up his mind that formal
schism was essential, and he was simply manoeuvring for the most
advantageous position. As he wrote indignantly to Aksel rod in
December 1899: 'Do you think that I will somehow come to terms
with them? That is impossible! For me the question is only how
to force them (at their cost) to print a number of [our] things.'»
He was now preparing a full answer to Rabochee Delo—a conclusive
proof that Aksel'rod was justified in accusing the 'youngsters' of
heretical sympathies—and in February 1900 he once again
explained his viewpoint to his friend: 'If we do not bring out the
brochure, it means that we recognize that you are wrong. But in
your capacity as a member of the Group for the Emancipation of
Labour you are innocent and cannot err (you know that I am
beginning to incline towards Jacobinism).'*

Polarization {1900-S)
The conflicts in the Union Abroad and in the St Petersburg Union
of Struggle had thus brought forth new and interlocking questions.
How far was it possible even under the Tsarist regime to transform
a party of leaders into a party of the masses? Should the movement
be organized according to a hierarchical or a democratic pattern?
In his booklet of 1892 Plekhanov had called for the creation of a
'party as opposed to a 'sect', but this demand had been under
stood to mean both that the acquisition of a mass following was
1 Perepiska G V Pi t^h
« Quoted in oW dela' «« i

a emecutn' G, V. Plekhanaoa (Geneva, 1000), p. SI*

!  ̂lekhanova, u, 110.« Jlnd. p. 118.
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enough to make the sect into a party and, alternatively, that the
sect should begin to transform itself into a 'democratic' organiza
tion representative of the mass will. Now, with the publication in
March 1900 of his Vademecum—addressed to the editors of

Rabochee Delo—^Plekhanov began to clarify his position on this
issue. And just as his clarification of 1892 had been the ideological
jumping-off point for the agitation movement, so his Vademecum
opened the period of ideological and organizational polarization.
Centrifugal forces had begun to tear asunder the Russian Marxist
movement and, with it, Plekhanov's dialectical constructions.

The central thesis of the Vademecum was that catastrophe
awaited the Russian Marxist party unless it kept itself orthodox
in its policies, its beliefs and, equally, in its membership. Plekhanov
had already mapped out the fundamentals of this position during
the controversy with Eduard Bernstein which had engulfed the
German Social Democratic Party since 1897. Karl Kautsky,
the leading ideologist of the German Party,- had insisted that the
Party condemn Bernstein's revisions of Marxism, but did not
demand that he and his supporters be expelled from the Party.
They had raised important questions and for this at least the
Party had to be grateful. If Bernstein were prepared to remain in
a Party which rejected his arguments what could be done about it?
Plekhanov was fundamentally opposed to this toleration. A
revolutionary party, he argued, could n6t permit its members to
question the fundamentals of its faith. He could not understand
why Kautsky had permitted Bernstein's articles to be published
in the Party's leading journal, Neue Zeit. 'Why Should We Thank
Him?' was the title which Plekhanov gave his open letter of protest
in 1898. 'If Bernstein is right we can bury our programme and
our entire past . . . The question now is, will Bernstein bury the
Social Democratic movement or will the Social Democrats bury
Bernstein?'! jn Plekhanov's eyes, the 'orthodox' Kautsky was
hardly less guilty than the 'revisionist' Bernstein, the toleration
of treason hardly less fatal than treason itself. The necessity to
exclude all doubters now became for him a major principle of
revolutionary organization. (It was, of course, this principle which
would inspire the famous twenty-one conditions of membership
formulated by the Bolsheviks in 1920 to save the Third, or Com
munist, International from the internal dissension characteristic

of the Second.)

! 'Za chto nam ego blagodarit'?', Sochineniia, xi, 85.
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And it was this principle which imbued Plekhanov's Vadetnecum.
The Russian Party, too, had its heretics and here too heresy was
compounded by toleration. Kautsky at least understood the
dangers of Bernstein's criticism and had the German Party eon-
demn it. In the Russian movement, however, the majority had at
first simply denied that heresy existed and had so taken upon
themselves a full share of the guilt. It is true that in 1904—after
his quarrel with Lenin—Plekhanov was to point out that *a
veritable abyss divided . . . the "practical" Economists [Rabochee
Delo, the Bund] on the one hand, from the " theoretical" Econom
ists [Prokopovich, Kuskova, Rabochaia MysV, no. 7] on the
other.'^ But in 1900 it was just this 'abyss' which Plekhanov was
determined to bridge. Only by diserediting the majority in the
Union could Plekhanov justify the Group's decision to break away
and establish a separate 'orthodox' Social Democratic organiza
tion abroad.

With its publication of Prokopovich's manuscript (hitherto
known only to a handful of dmigrds) and of private letters from
Kuskova and Grishin, Plekhanov's Vademecum demonstrated that
in 1898 the accepted principles of the movement had been called
into question. The 'Berliners' had said that the Party should not
agitate for an immediate political revolution to be led by the
proletariat, that' it is absurd to talk in Russia about the abolition
of capitalism, or about socialism '.^ By their silence, the majority of
Social Democrats abroad had given these theories their tacit
support. 'The young comrades', wrote Plekhanov in his intro
duction,

have regarded themselves as representative of a new trend in the
Russian Social Demoeratic movement but at the same time in this
would-be trend there was neither socialism nor democracy . . .® We have
remained true to the sacred traditions of our revolutionary movement.
We are proud of this fact, and shall always remain proud, however much
this may infuriate blinkered pedants, political castrates, sophisticates of
Marxism . . .* And all these are comrades \ And all these are Social

Democrats! Is not this anarchy? Is not this chaos? Is not this infamous?®

What Plekhanov saw as so outrageous was that the 'youngsters'
had not rallied round the Group early iri-1898 and had.not expelled
Prokopovich. They had revealed a lack of theoretical insight and,

^ 'Nechto ob "ekonomizme" i ob "ekonomistakh"', ibid, xiii, 20.
® Grisliin quoted in Plekhanov, Vademecum, p. 31.
® Plekhanov, Vademecum, p. xxx.
® Ibid. p. xli. ® Ibid. pp. li-lii.
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as a result, were fundamentally unfit to lead the movement. The
point, as he put it, 'was not the ideas which Mr G[rishin] now
supports, but that we have many people who call themselves
Social Democrats and who have not even learned the alphabet of
contemporary socialism
The first moral which the Vademecum drew from the events of

1898-9, then, was that the theoreticians were now duty-bound
to save the Party from the leadership of an unlettered majority.
The second lesson—organically bound to the first—was that the
Party could not tie its policies to the given level of its proletarian
following but had to press ahead. The ultimate aim (socialism) and
the penultimate (the overthrow of the autocracy) had to play as
large a r61e in Party thinking as the immediate aims (strikes. May
Day celebrations, organization). The 'revolutionary bacillus'—
the Marxist intelligentsia—had constantly to reveal to the workers
their 'real interests'. Only quality as against mere quantity could
ensure the success of the Party in this, its pathfinding, role. Here
the Populist revolutionary parties could serve as a model, for
though poor in numbers, they had been rich in revolutionary
energy. In fact, a limited alliance between the 'orthodox' Social
Democrats and the remaining Populist revolutionaries was no
longer beyond the realms of possibility. (The Vademecum was,
after all, printed with the remains of the 'American money' on
the press of the Old NarodovoVtsy.^) 'At this moment it is the
obligation of the Social Democratic press to emphasize and stress
those elements and practical aspirations which are common to our
movement and to revolutionary Populism.'®
In an article prepared later in the same year, 1900, Plekhanov

elaborated still further on the theme of the ^lite party. The
fundamental error of Kremer's On Agitation—^an error that had
made it the 'Bible of the "pure" Economists'—^was its under
estimation of the independent role to be played by the leadership.

* Plekhanov, Vademecum, p. lil.
' The Group of Old NarodovoVtsy {Grappa starykh narodovoVtaev) was com

posed of revolutionary 6migr6s who strove to perpetuate the principles of the
Narodnaia Volia. It was centred in Paris but had its printing press in
Geneva. Among its publications were the journals S rodiny i na rodine
(1808-6) and Veatnik russkd revoliutsii (1001-5). Its name distinguished the
group from both the Narodnaia Volia organizations (of the 1880s and early
1800s) and from the Young NarodovoVlsy, who controlled the press of the
Grappa NarodovoVtaev in St Petersburg during the years 1805-6 and pro
duced Letuchii listok [Expreaa iZm'ew], nos. 8—4.
Vademecum, p. 66.
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Kremer's work, he argued, had failed to draw a firm line between
the party of the proletariat and the proletariat itself. It was a
misconception to assume, as the author had done, that the policies
of the party should be tied to the level of the workers.' The entire
working-class is one thing and the Social Democratic party is
another, for it forms only a column drawn from the working-class
—and at first a very small column ... I think that the political
struggle must immediately be started by our Party which repre
sents the advance guard of the proletariat, its most conscious and
revolutionary stratum. As the Party was not to be bound by the
narrow horizons of the labour movement it could freely champion
all anti-Tsarist causes, even those remote from the average workers.
'Our Party will become the liberator par excellence, the centre
attracting all democratic sympathies and producing all the most
powerful revolutionary protests . . . [Such] tactics will inevitably
give the Russian Social Democratic movement. . . the hegemony
in the anti-Tsarist struggle for liberation.'^
That the orthodox teoretiki should control the Party and that

the Party—^the 'revolutionary bacillus'—should march ahead of
the proletariat were, of course, ideas implicit from the first in
Plekhanov's Marxism. Yet they had never been formulated so
unequivocally as now. Lenin took up these theses and made them
his own. They cemented the alliance between the two men (until
Lenin developed them further than even Plekhanov considered
justifiable). Yet, for all this common ground and despite Lenin's
immense veneration for Plekhanov, the long hoped-for orthodox
bloc was established only hesitantly in 1900. United on fundamen
tals, the two men were divided in their assessment of the immediate
steps to be taken. Plekhanov engineered a schism in the move
ment, confronting the Union Abroad in May 1900 with his own
new Social Democratic Revolutionary Organization. He sought
immediate and total polarization. At one stage, his supporters
even impounded the press of the Union Abroad claiming that the
agreements of 1895 were no longer binding. The time had come for
the orthodox to rally their own forces and to refurbish their
weapons. Here were tactics born of isolation and despair.
But Lenin, released from Siberian, exile-in. 1900, was full of

optimism in the ability of the 'orthodox' wing to reconquer and
1 'Eshche raz sotsializm i politichcskaiabor'ba', Zaria (Stuttgart), no. 1 (1901),
p. 21.

« Ibid. p. 82.
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rebuild the movement. In Martov and Potresov, now also at
liberty, he had reliable and experienced comrades-in-arms. He was
convinced that his own 'troika', allied to that of Plekhanov,

would prove invincible. What was required was a joint journal to
present their views decisively and uncompromisingly, 'to clear
out the Augean stables'. Such a journal would provide the move
ment with a new centre to replace that created by the First
Congress in March 1898, but immediately destroyed by arrests. At
first this 'orthodox' nucleus would be weak and in dire need of all

the support it could find, whatever the source. However, it would
only accept aid without ideological strings. Whoever wanted to
help could. Those who wanted to join would have to adopt the
principles of the old guard.
Lenin saw that the Group for the Emancipation of Labour was

opposed not, as Plekhanov maintained, by a single line-up of
out-and-out heretics, but by multifarious and divergent interests:
the declared enemies {Rabochaia MysV, Kuskova, Prokopovich);
the scholarly critics of Marxist theory (Tugan-Baranovskii,
Struve and Bulgakov), who sympathized with Bernstein but
called for anti-Tsarist political action and had no time for narrow
'economic' action; the Rabochee Delo group, which was revolu
tionary and Marxist but which had failed to take a clear stand on
ideological issues. Like the veterans, Lenin saw all three groups
as outsiders but, unlike Plekhanov, he did not see why he should
treat them all alike. He had already declared his unqualified
hostility to Kuskova's 'Credo' and to Rabochaia MysV, but he
intended to treat the Legal Marxists and 'youngsters' (who con
trolled the Union Abroad and the most active committees in

Russia) with greater subtlety.
Thus, early in 1900, on his return from Siberia, he gave Struve,

Tugan-Baranovskii and Grishin-Kopel'zon all an amicable welcome
and, in return, received information from Grishin and promises of
financial support for the proposed journal from Struve. He agreed
to attend the congress, organized by the leading committees in
Russia, which was to be held in Smolensk in May 1900 to form
anew the executive organs of the Party. Although the congress
had to be abandoned because of arrests, Lenin joined the Union
Abroad when he arrived in Switzerland in the summer of 1900.

His first draft of the announcement for the new journal was
conspicuous for its failure to criticize Rabochee Delo. And when
the journal finally appeared (under the title Ishra), it carried an
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article by Lenin which—despite Plekhanov's objections—praised
' the services of Rabochee Delo, which has done so much to produce
[illegal] literature and to organize its delivery [to Russia]'.^

Early in 1900, Vera Zasulich, who had spent the winter of
1899-1900 in Russia, wrote to Plekhanov that Lenin considered

himself 'not only orthodox but, what is more, Plekhanovite
Yet it is hardly surprising that throughout the year Plekhanov
lived in the fear that Lenin intended 'to fight without us'.®
United on principle, the two were divided in mood and, as a result,
their first reunion in August 1900 almost ended in utter disaster,
Plekhanov could not understand why Lenin was handling the
revisionist Struve and the Economist' youngsters' with kid gloves.
He declared that the Union Abroad was guilty of 'spying, of
geschdftsmacherei, of rascality' and that 'he would "shoot" such
traitors without hesitation'.^ He announced that the Jewish Bund

(allied to the Union) was 'not a Social Democratic organization
but simply an organization of exploitation, to exploit the Russians
. . . that a Russian [rt«sA;aia] party must be Russian and not give
itself into captivity'.® The stream of intransigent abuse infuriated
Lenin who did not consider the ' orthodox' yet strong enough for a
total break with all other Russian Marxists and he jotted down in
his personal report that 'we do not want to be pawns in the hands
of this man. He does not permit and does not understand the
meaning of a friendly relationship.'® Nevertheless, Lenin's project
for rebuilding the movement had to have that stamp of orthodoxy
which only Pleklianov, its founding father and most brilliant
ideologist, could provide. Lenin swallowed his pride. He pressed
ahead with the plans to launch the joint venture. (In order to
calm Plekhanov he added criticism of Rabochee Delo in his
proposed announcement of the new journal.) And in December
1900 Iskra first appeared, edited in Mimich where the younger
"troika" could maintain a measure of day-to-day independence
from Plekhanov in Switzerland.
Now it became clear why Lenin had not wanted an immediate

total schism in the summer of 1900. With Plekhanov, he saw such
a schism as inevitable. A now famous sentence of his Iskra
announcement read: 'Before we unite and in order to unite we
must first mark ourselves off decisively and clearly.'^ But he was

1 Lenin, Sochineniia, iv, 6S-6. " Gruppa, vi, 249. ® Ibid.
* Lenin, Sochineniia (Sth ed. Moscow, 1959-), iv, 887. ® Ibid. pp. 888-9.
0 Ibid. p. 844. ^ Ibid, p. 858.
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determined to stand the ideological principles of the Group on
solid organizational foundations. Plekhanov believed in the
ultimate power of argument, of theory. After all, Marx and
Engels, living abroad and removed from its day-to-day affairs,
had come to dominate the German socialist movement. His own

almost single-handed crusade against the Populist tradition had
conquered only because his Marxist writings had won over an
entire revolutionary generation and he saw no reason why they
should not do so again. In contrast, Lenin believed it his person^
duty to ensure that the existing Social Democratic organization
in Russia—^united in name, atomized in practice—be replaced by
a new organizational structure built brick by brick according to
the specifications and instructions of Iskra's editors in Munich.
The execution of such plans would take time, care, patience and
it clearly would not do to antagonize all the prakiiki in Russia
and abroad before they had even been announced.
It was not until May 1901—^with Iskra already being carried in

fairly satisfactory quantities into Russia, in part along the trans
portation network of organizations allied to the Union Abroad—
that Lenin first published a preliminary organizational sketch.
The Party, he wrote, had to be mobile and ready to put itself at
the head of all the discontented strata of society. 'We must set
up a platform which will speak for the entire people in its exposure
of the Tsarist regime. Moreover, it was to the journal that all
'orthodox' Social Democrats would give allegiance and from the
journal that they would take their lead on all points of ideology.
So far, of course, Plekhanov had already gone, but Lenin had his
own contribution to make. The Iskra office would become the

headquarters of an entirely new organizational network. Its Social
Democratic supporters throughout Russia would devote their time
largely to distributing Iskra and expounding its ideas and supply
ing it with inflammatory news. They would follow the instructions
of the editors who would form them into a nation-wide framework

welded together in one faith and acknowledging a single authority.
Thus, de novo, Iskra would create that unified Party organization
so long dreamed of but as yet never attained:

The journal is not just a collective propagandist and collective agitator.
It is also a collective organizer . . . The technical problem alone—^to
guarantee that the journal be supplied with material, that it be regularly
distributed—^will necessitate the establishment of a network of local

* ' S chego nachaf', Sochineniia, iv, 10.
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agents... This network of agents will form the skeleton of that organiza
tion we need: large enough to encompass the entire country; sufliciently
broad and many-sided to ensure a strict and detailed division of labour.^

Only an organization as strong and purposeful as tliis could plan
the overthrow of Tsarism, could give 'the call for the decisive
battle and lead that battle'.®

As a first step, the selected supporters—or agents—of Iskra
in Russia were told to demand from the leading Social Democratic
committees that they recognize it as the leading Party journal.
At the same time, under pressure from uncertain allies (Riazanov
and Steklov), the Iskra editors entered into negotiations for the
unification on a federal basis of the Russian Social Democratic
organizations abroad. With its enthusiastic response to the student
protests of February and March 1901, the Union Abroad had
clearly demonstrated its commitment to political action, and this
fact smoothed the path to a provisional agreement, drawn up in
June and hopefully to be ratified in October. Lenin had delayed a
final break with the Union, but his own plans clearly went against
a formal peace treaty. As Iskrd's links with Russia grew, so
dependence on the transport routes of the Bund and other pro-
Union organizations decreased. In May, Lenin had written to
Aksel'rod explaining that he wanted the negotiations out of the
way as soon as possible 'in order to launch our own organization
[abroad] the sooner and so to be ready for a decisive war against
the Union ... The war is bound to be transferred to Russia during
the summer.'® The surprising success of the preliminary negotia
tions demanded in Lenin's view that severer conditions now be put
to Rabochee Delo. 'The aim of Iskra', explained Krupskaia in a
letter of June 1901, to one of the 'agents' in Russia, 'is to become
the controlling organ. At the [October] congress, the question will
probably arise whether Rabochee Delo should not cease altogether
the publication of its Listok.'* And in a letter of the following
week, she wrote: 'Unification is hardly likely to take place. The
editorial board has decided to make changes in the original project
which will guarantee the interests of Isfcro.'®
Paradoxically enough Plekhanov, who a year earlier had de

nounced the leaders of the Union as 'traitors.' jand had contem
plated an alliance with the Populists, now made an abrupt volte-

1 Ibid. pp. 11-12. □ Jbid. p. 13.
® Leninskii sbomik, in, 172. * Ibid, viii, 167.
® Ibid. p. 172.
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face in favour of a reconciliation with the ' youngsters' against the
emergent Populist (or Social Revolutionary) movement led by
Chernov. But Plekhanov, ill in Geneva and out of touch with lus
co-editors in Munich, had failed to appreciate not only Lenin's real
intentions, but also the temper of the Rabochee Delo group.
Throughout 1900, as earlier, the 'youngsters' had declared that
although they were at one with the orthodox Marxist principles
of the Group they could not tolerate further its disruptive inclina
tions, its rejection of the democratic organization of the Union
Abroad. Plekhanov's attempts to categorize them as Economist
sympathizers they dismissed as a deliberate and totally unfounded
smear campaign. ' Is it not obvious', they had asked in their reply
to the Vademecum, * that he [Plekhanov] is transferring the dispute
to grounds of principle simply in order, with the pretext of saving
the " purity of principles ", to destroy the democratic organization?
.  . . Thus "saviours of society" in bourgeois states encourage or
invent plots with the aim of breaking up democratic elections.'^
The dispute, they had said, was based on a fiction, was artificially
engendered.
But with the appearance of Lenin's articles in Iskra, many of

the Union's leaders began to reappraise their position. They saw
these articles (together with Plekhanov's sustained critique of
On Agitation) as something new, a shift in Russian Marxist policy,
a change of emphasis and even, perhaps, of fundamentals. Within
the Union, too, enthusiasm for the ratification of the June agree
ments began to wane and when Rabochee Delo, no. 10, appeared
shortly before the October 'unification' congress, it was found to
contain two articles sharply attacking Lenin's plans for the
reorganization of the Party. Thus, by the time the congress finally
assembled it no longer had the slightest chance of success. Lenin
took the opportunity to develop a reasoned expos^ of Rabochee Delo
and, on the second day, Plekhanov, Lenin and their supporters
demonstratively left the hall after their spokesman, Dan, had
read out a declaration of independence. Shortly afterwards they
set up their own League of Russian Revolutionary Social Demo
crats Abroad (into which was merged Plekhanov's Social Demo
cratic Revolutionary Organization). The schism in the movement
was complete.
For the next two years, until the Second Congress finally met in

July 1908, the dispute between Iskra and the Union was waged on

» Olvet, pp. 51-2.
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both the organizational and ideological fronts, both inside Russia
and abroad. Iskra emerged triumphant, thanks mainly to Lenin's
unsurpassed energy and administrative ability, but the pro
longed campaign demonstrated as never before that totally con
flicting conclusions could logically be drawn from Plekhanov's
Marxism. The dispute between Lenin and Rabochee Delo thus
paved the way for the split at the Second Congress between
Bolsheviks and Mensheviks.

The arguments against Iskra were first marshalled for a coherent
and broad counter-offensive in the Union's publications of late
1901 and early 1902. The traditional complaint against the
authoritarian attitudes of Plekhanov and his faction was, of course,

maintained. The organized walk-out from the October' unification'
congress was branded as typical medievalism with Iskra's spokes
man, Dan, ' playing the r61e of papal nuncio and solemnly reading
out the bull which excommunicated the Union Abroad from the

church'.1 Hitherto, Plekhanov's authoritarianism had plagued
the dmigrd organizations alone but now, Rabochee Delo com
plained, Iskra had declared its intention to carry this principle into
the movement in Russia, to establish its new skeleton party
independently of the existing Social Democratic committees. This
attempt to faee the organizations in Russia with &fait accompli
engineered from abroad would only fan the flames of dissension.
The Social Democratic movement in Germany led by Wilhelm
Liebknecht had always decided its own taetical policies looking to
Marx for general guidance alone. 'How then', asked the Union,
'will our Party react to its total subjection to this autonomous
editorial board which, while it may share the intolerance of the
genius, Marx, certainly does not possess the genius of that intol
erant man?

But now—in Rabochee Delo, nos. 10 and 11—^Krichevskii and
Martynov placed the argument against the narrow hierarchical
organization in a much larger context. Iskra, with its 'network of
agents', was planning to lead all the discontented social strata of
Russia, to make itself into the journal of ' all the people'. In fact
though, Martynov objected, it was hardly"possibTe at one and the
1 Dva s^ezda: Tretii ocherednoi s"ezd Soiuza i 'oVediniteVnyi' a"ezd (Geneva,
1901), p. 28.

® Martynov,' Oblichitel'naia literatura i proletarskaia bor'ba', Rabochee delo,
no, 10 (1001), p. 63.
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same time to represent all the discontented elements and also to
act as a party of one particular class, the proletariat. In their
anxiety to hurry the overthrow of Tsarism, Lenin and Plekhanov
had forgotten the first law of Russian Marxism: 'The Russian
revolutionary movement wiU triumph as a movement of the
workers or not at all.'^ Certainly, the 'agents' could stir up dis
content here, there and everywhere but little time would then be
left to build up a labour movement confident in its own power,
tried and tested by its own experience. 'The struggle against the
existing order', wrote Martynov, 'will only begin to triumph when
the masses not only lose faith in that order but also develop faith
in their own revolutionary strength.'^ Thus, the place of the Social
Democrats was within the working-class, giving direction and aid
to the proletarian protest movement. As the dimensions of that
protest grew, so automatically the Social Democrats, as its leaders
and spokesmen, would come to dominate the political stage.
What is more, it was argued, Iskrd's belief in the omnipotence

of the Marxist headquarters, marshalling and directing all the
anti-Tsarist forces, extended even to its conception of the coming
revolution. Lenin clearly believed that it was possible to plan the
insurrection, to overthrow Tsarism by a 'regular siege or an
organized assault'.^ For Krichevskii there could be no shadow of
doubt that the Russian revolution, like all its great forerunners,
would come unexpectedly. The dam could hold back the waters
for a long time but eventually—and suddenly—it would collapse.
It was thus the task of the Social Democrats to build up the mass
movement from one clash to the next, confident that eventually
the rivulets would combine to produce that overpowering torrent
which would seek out the weaknesses in and smash through the
Tsarist defences. But of course here, too, a different evaluation

demanded a different type of organization. If the revolution was
to be planned like a battle between two regular armies then a quasi-
military hierarchy complete with general staff made sense. But if
revolution would eventually come of itself, the result of gradual
social transformations, of new movements within the opposition
classes—^above all, within the proletariat—^then such a network
was redundant, even harmful. 'The organization of a Social

^ Plekhanov's speech in 'Mezhdunarodnyi rabochii sotsialisticheskii kongress
V Parizhe*, Sotaial-Demokrat (Geneva), i (1800), 20.

* Martynov, SotsiaVdemokratiia i rabochii klass {Prilozhenie k no. 11 'iJa&o-
chego dela*) (Geneva, 1002), p. 80.
Lenin, Sochineniia (Sth ed.), v, 18.
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Democratic party is pointless', wrote Krichevskii, Svithout ties—
alive, tight, broad—which bind it to the working masses and so it
can grow . . . only from below, from the local organizations and from
unification between them ... A journal, which stands over the
Party and beyond its control and independent of it thanks to its
own "network of agents", can be the organ of an individual, of a
separate group, of a conspiratorial society but not of a Social
Democratic party.'^
In sum, Iskra was accused of going further than Plekhanov alone

ever had in its belief that the revolutionary party, dependent on
nobody, could be everywhere and do everything. It was a basic
error, said Krichevskii, to overestimate the r61e played by the
conscious intervention of the planners, of the ' heroes', in history
and to underestimate the 'objective' and 'spontaneous' forces.
In his earlier years, Plekhanov had written that Social Democratic
aspirations 'represent merely the conscious expression of an un
conscious, blind historical process'.^ And now Krichevskii, follow
ing the master, concluded that 'the task of the revolutionary
Social Democrat... is only to accelerate an objective development
. . . and not to substitute subjective plans for it'.®

It was characteristic of Lenin that these objections, cogently
argued though they were, simply encouraged him to reinforce and
extend the positions he already held. Thus, in a memorandum
sent in September 1902 to one of his supporters in St Petersburg,
he gave a much sharper definition of his plans for the reorganiza
tion of the Party. To the 'network of agents' he now attached
innumerable dependent sub-sections each with a specialized
function of its own. Each town would have its small committee
of professional revolutionaries which would establish subordinate
committees in each industrial district and form cells in every
factory, in every student or radical circle. The Party would thus
learn what it needed to know, say what it wanted to say to each
and everyone, and show itself only when it wanted to be seen. The
urban committee would be in complete control of all activity in its
own city but totally subordinate to the Party's central executive.
For its part, the central executive was to be composed of two

sections: the Central Cominittee whicli would fUn the movement

in Russia and the Central Journal abroad which would be ' beyond

' B. ICrichevskii, 'Printsipy, taktika i bot'ba', Rabochee delo, no. 10, p. 80.
* Fleklianov, O zadachakh sotsialislov v bor'&e s golodom, p. 89.
9 B. Krichevskii, 'Printsipy, taktika i bor'ba', Rtdmchee delo, no. 10, p. 18.
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the grasp of the Russian police and so guaranteed consistency and
continuity'.^ The ̂ migrd group would thus be dominant and the
members of the Central Committee would have to be selected in

order to ensure that 'in all essentials they will always be at one
with the Central Journal What Lenin sought was to put a highly
disciplined leadership group in a position to control a vast but as
yet barely organized mass following. Ideally, the chain of com
mand would run from Islcrd's editors abroad down to every factory
floor and every anti-Tsarist group in Russia, while information
would constantly flow back through the same system. The leaders
would leam 'who is playing which violin where, who has learned
and is learning to play each different instrument, . .. who is off key
and where and why and who must replace whom to correct the
dissonance'.® And what of the danger that such a system could
place the wrong man in a position of immense power? This, of
course, was possible, but could be prevented, not by the elective
principle or decentralization, but only by the application of
'comradely influence' and appeals to the Party leadership.
On the theoretical level, Lenin showed the same enthusiasm for

taking his (or Plekhanov's) premises to their logical and admirably
frank conclusions. As with the organizational issue, he disarmingly
admitted that his opponents had understood him perfectly, but
that their resulting condemnation revealed a complete misreading
of Marx and of Russian realities. Efriehevskii had been right, he
wrote in his What Is to Be Done? of early 1902, to see that the Social
Democrats had to decide whether conscious political intervention
by the few or 'objective' socio-economic developments would
ensure the downfall of Tsarism and socialist victory. It was
Krichevskii's belief that the Social Democrats had to guide events
as they went along, coax history forward along its predestined
course. But, Lenin now insisted, this view was fallacious and
pernicious. History if 'left to itself would not reach its appointed
destination. The labour movement had not, and could not, produce
the theories of scientific socialism. These had been discovered,
formulated and developed by outsiders, intellectuals of bourgeois
origin. In On Agitation, Kremer had noted that the English trade-
unions were of themselves entering the political arena. This was
correct, Lenin admitted, but they were not becoming revolutionary

Lenin, Pis'mo k tovariahchu o nashikh organizatsionnykh zadachakh (Geneva,
1004; written 1002), p. 0.

® Ibid. pp. 6-7. ® Ibid. p. 22.
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nor truly socialist and, if left to their own devices, they never
would. The labour movement could only run into prepared ideo
logical moulds—'either bourgeois or socialist'—and the way of
least resistance was to accept those reformist doctrines already
prevalent in the dominant bourgeois society. Only intervention
'from without' by the Social Democrats could make the labour
movement change course:' Therefore our task is to fight the natural
run of things, to divert the labour movement from its natural
drift towards trade-unionism under the wing of the bourgeoisie
and to draw it under the wing of the revolutionary Social Demo
cratic movement.'^ Very similar views had, of course, been
expressed from at least 1896 by Aksel'rod and Vera Zasulich who,
as we have seen, were haunted by the fear that the emergent
Russian labour movement would be enticed away by reformist
doctrines. However, it had never occurred to them to formulate
a general rule stating that, but for the intervention of the socialist
intelligenty, the proletariat would permanently acquiesce in
capitalism and Lenin's booklet caused eyebrows to be raised in the
closed circle of IsJcra's editors. Yet for Lenin this thesis was of
crucial importance. If correct—^if the Marxist intelligentsia was
the sole source of socialism—^then clearly Iskra was duty-bound to
keep its waters pure, to build a party one hundred per cent
'orthodox'. ('Freedom of criticism . . . metuis the freedom to
introduce bourgeois ideas and bourgeois elements into socialism.'^)
Equally, it was this thesis which justified Iskra's conception of the
Party as an organization controlled by a few leading teoretiki but
geared to exert the maximum influence on the Russian masses.
Marxism, Lenin concluded, 'places at the Social Democrats'
disposal—if one can so put it—^the mighty force of millions and
millions of the working-class who rise up instinctively to fight.'®
Lenin's single-minded persistence made itself felt with equal

force on the administrative front. In anticipation of the long-
awaited Second Party Congress he was determined to win control
of the Social Democratic committees in Russia with all possible
speed. Equally, until Iskra enjoyed such control, he was deter
mined to sabotage any attempt by others to assemble the Congress.
Thus, in March lOa??,. when delegates from the Jeading Marxist
committees assembled in Belostok, the representative of Iskra,
Dan, was able to persuade those present to designate the meeting

1 Lenin, Ohio delaf? (Stuttgart, 1902), p. 24. » Ibid. p. 3.
® Ibid. p. 34.
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a mere conference rather than a full-scale Party Congress. It is
true that an Organizational Committee was formed to make the
arrangements for the Party Congress, but the arrest of most of the
delegates rendered the Committee impotent.
The inability of the Organizational Committee even to begin to

fulfil its role left the stage open for the followers of Iskra. An
increasing number of committees, thirsting for strong leadership,
now began to render it allegiance. Those which did not, such as
the St Petersburg Committee, were eventually split by the follow
ers of Iskra who, even when in a minority, declared themselves
the legitimate committee. As Martov explained to Iskra's agents
in St Petersbiu-g, the policy was to gain control at all costs, includ
ing schism. 'On no account', he wrote in September 1902, 'let
the entire question of schism be reduced to a question of majority
rights, to a question of who has a right to the constitutional trade
mark. From experience we know that the "Economists" will put
the question on that basis. You, on the other hand, must put the
entire question on the basis of principle.'^
With growing support, the temptation increased for the editors

of Iskra simply to call a congress of its followers, to declare it to be
the Second Party Congress (or the founding congress of a new party)
and to elect its own central committee. In April 1902, for instance,
Plekhanov was considering the possibility of a break with 'the
infamous Russian Party' (the RSDLP), and he repudiated what
he termed ' legitimism', the policy of conformity not, it is true, to
the spirit, but at least to the formalities of Party constitutionalism.
'If we were not legitimists we would probably have behind us a
complete although not a large party.'® And in November Martov
was thinking along similar lines. Since a Congress genuinely
representative of the revolutionary committees in Russia would
still not yield the necessary majority, he felt it only reasonable to
call a congress 'of all "our" committees' which would declare
Iskra 'the central organ' of the Party and elect an executive body.
Such a course would enable Iskra to outmanoeuvre 'the Ekaterino-

slav, Odessa and Bundist organizations which will defend the cause
of "autonomy", "decentralization", local journals, mass news
papers, democratization, etc., etc. . . . The course I propose is not
constitutional, but it can only accelerate the war with those who
want to fight.'®
However, as in 1900, Lenin was more patient than most of his

^ LeninsMi abomik, viii, 288-4. ® Ibid, in, 290. ® Ibid, iv, 178.
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comrades-in-arms. Anxious to preserve formalities, he did not
despise the trappings of 'eonstitutionalism' and 'democratism'.
Rather than have Iskrd's 'agents' publicly declare themselves
the orthodox Russian Marxist party, he advised them to set up a
new Organizational Committee which, although dominated by
supporters of Iskra, would preserve the outward form of its fore
runner elected in March at Belostok. Given the conspiratorial
conditions prevailing in Russia, sueh a coup could easily be
earried through without arousing any but the mildest protests, and
the agents of Iskra duly gathered on 2-3 November at Pskov to
set up this new Organizational Committee. In order to preserve
proprieties, the Bund—now faced by an accomplished fact—^was
invited to send its representatives to work on the Committee. In
its first public announcement, the Organizational Committee
elaimed to be formed from representatives of the previous Com
mittee and, for all its disingenuousness, this plea served to fore
stall and to confuse potential criticism. To the Organizational
Committee fell the laborious task of ensuring that opponents of
Iskra should not appear at the forthcoming Congress. With Martov,
Lenin sought a Congress which would present a solidly ' orthodox'
face to the world, but he preferred to marshal his forces with as
little outward fuss and bother as possible.
Impressed by the sudden reappearance of an official Organiza

tional Committee and anxious to reunite the movement, more and

more committees now subscribed to Iskrd's declaration of prin
ciples and were told to assign delegates to the fortheoming Con
gress. But coups in the loeal committees were often followed by
eounter-coups. Victories and defeats were rendered equally
imstable by the frequent arrests. At one point in 1908 Krupskaia
even wondered whether the Congress might not have to be post
poned yet again: 'We were doing everything to hurry on the
Congress, but now things have changed radically. The split in St
Petersburg has sparked off a whole series of scandals. Everywhere
the Bahochee Delo supporters are raising their heads and turning
the workers against the intelligentsia.'^ However, the final obstacles
were somehow ironed out. And. in JuJy 1903 the delegates duly
arrived in ones and twos in Brussels. Of the forty-seven delegates,
Iskra controlled thirty-nine. The Bund had been assigned five,
Rabochee Delo two (Akimov and Martynov). From Russia only one
non-Iskra delegate had been allowed through the net ('Bruker',

* Ibid, vra, 808.
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Akiraov's sister). Three years of unbroken effort had thus justified
Lenin's belief of 1900 that given a firm and undeviating lead the
committees in Russia could be reconquered by the 'orthodox'
camp.

'Iskra' and the Coming Revolution {1901-2)

Prokopovich in 1898 and Krichevskii in 1902 had both tried to
foresee the nature of the coming anti-Tsarist revolution. Proko
povich had accused the Group of hoping for a revolution to be
made by an armed socialist band ready to seize power at an
appropriate moment and at a given signal. This was childish, he
argued, for not until the proletariat possessed its own large-scale
organizations could planned revolution even be contemplated.
Krichevskii went one step further with his theory that revolutions,
unlike coups, could never be planned and that given time and
coaxing the revolution would flare up of itself. This was conceded
by Lenin as one possibility, but he argued that the Social Demo
crats could take no chances and had-to marshal the people for the
siege and storming of the Tsarist fortress. However, in general,
the revolution-to-be was a subject barely touched upon in the
public discussions of the Russian Marxists before 1908. For most,
the revolution still remained an abstraction, a dream. The
experience of 1905 was, of course, enough to unleash a flood of
revolutionary contingency plans. Trotsky and Parvus came up
with their theory of permanent revolution, Lenin with his demand
for 'the democratic dictatorship of the peasantry and the pro
letariat', Martov with his plans to undercut the power of central
government. But in earlier years, Plekhanov's broad and highly
unspecific outline still held sway. Tsarism was to be overthrown
by a revolutionary uprising dominated by the proletariat but given
active support by peasants and liberals. A constitutional regime
would be established after a struggle of indeterminate length and
this in turn would be replaced by the dictatorship of the proletariat
after an interval, again of indeterminate duration.
-Among the editors of Iskra, Lenin alone showed himself eager

to fiU in this bare outline, to foresee the revolution in concrete

terms in order the better to make and master it. The private
correspondence which in the years 1901-8 flowed back and forth
across Europe between the editors clearly reveals the fact that he
was consumed by impatience, ever anxious to put the most
explosive and intransigent interpretation on the accepted doctrines

60



'ISKRA' AND THE COMING REVOLUTION

of Russian Marxism. For the most part, his colleagues watched
his progress with admiration, but every now and again they
found that, despite themselves, they were shocked by his brutal
frankness. At this stage, however, there was little danger that his
daring would isolate him from the others. Martov and Potresov felt
themselves bound by ties of personal loyalty to the leading member
of the younger and more energetic * troika', while Aksel'rod and
Vera Zasulich, now as ever, saw it as their primary duty to
restrain their own leader, Plekhanov. And Plekhanov, too, found
himself in a difheult situation. He saw in Lenin his most powerful
and brilliant disciple. He was proud and jealous at the same time;
grateful to Lenin for having saved the Group from oblivion, but
afraid that he would overshadow his master. More than any of
the others, he understood and sympathized with Lenin's 'maxi
malist' and 'Jacobin' inclinations. He was well aware that his

own writings could be interpreted along these lines, but he also
saw that, if pushed too far in any given direction, his carefully
constructed system would topple off balance.
Thus, the editorial discussions about Lenin's major writings of

1901-2 and about the phrasing of the new Party programme to be
presented by Islcra to the coming Second Congress, were punctua
ted by highly emotional clashes between Lenin, growing in self-
confidence, more and more headstrong, but still bound to his
teacher by ties of respect and interest, and Plekhanov, the domi
neering but highly vulnerable father figure. ('To make personal
overtures to him now', wrote Plekhanov at the height of one
editorial feud, *I would feel beneath my dignity. I have treated
him too well to behave towards him with indifference . . . '^ And
in a letter from Lenin at this same time, we read: 'Of course, I am
no more than a "horse", one of the horses of the coachman,
Plekhanov, but the fact is that even the most patient horse will
throw an over-demanding rider.'® Yet when this particular clash
was settled—^Plekhanov yielded on this occasion—Lenin could
with heartfelt relief write: 'Dear G.V. [Plekhanov], a great stone
was lifted from my shoulders when I received your letter.'®) In
short, to take up the metaphor, Lenin was pulling hard at the bit,
now urged on, now hauled back by Plekhanov, while the four
bewildered p^sehgers anxiously followed the tumultous progress
of horse and coachman.

1 Perepiska G. V. Plekhanova, ii, 171. ® Leninskii sbomik, in, 805.
' Ibid. p. 488.
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In Lenin's view, the Social Democrats had to face squarely up
to the facts of their situation—^they were pledged to overthrow
Tsarism and establish a proletarian dictatorship in a land which
was predominantly peasant (or petty bourgeois) and in which
even the industrial workers often thought in the primitive terms
of the Russian village. The Party leaders and the Party pro
gramme had to locate and solve the peculiar difliculties of this
situation. And this, in Lenin's opinion, was just what Plekhanov's
proposed version of the Party programme—^presented in January
1902—^had failed to do. Plekhanov was too anxious to sit on the

fence.

Thus, Plekhanov had written that 'in Russia capitalism is
more and more becoming the dominant form of production ',^ and
to Lenin this seemed miserably equivocal. Without capitalism,
after all, there could be no socialism, and Marxism in Russia

would be impotent. Lenin wanted the programme to say that
capitalism 'has already become dominant. If I say that 60 is more
than 40 this does not imply that 40 does not exist . . . And if
capitalism has still not become the dominant form then should we
not, perhaps, postpone the Social Democratic movement? This
retort drew from Vera Zasulich a tjq)ically pedagogical comment:
'Wait, while somebody else could corrupt the awakening prole
tariat?'® And in defence of his tentative description Plekhanov
wrote: 'Frei [Lenin] wanted to find a formula which would elimi
nate every difference between Russia and the West. I understand
the psychological basis of this attempt but I also know that it
leads straight to major ideological and sociological errors.'^ The
final version of the programme—drawn up by Martov, Dan and
Vera Zasulich as a compromise between the two leaders—^in this
case accepted Lenin's plea: ' In Russia . . . capitalism has already
become the dominant method of production.'®
This fundamental question apart, Lenin certainly could not be

accused of ignoring the peculiarities of the Russian situation. Thus
when Plekhanov wrote that the proletarians constitute the
majority in capitalist society, Lenin reminded him that 'the
proletariat is not the majority in many countries'.® And to
Plekhanov's statement that capitalism reduces the number of
peasants and artisans, Lenin objected that 'in Russia especially
capitalism does not always reduce the number of small-scale

^ Leninakii sbomik, n, 60. ' Ibid. p. 84. ' Ibid. (note).
« Ibid. p. 93. » lUd. p. 155. • Ibid. p. 24.
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producers—it leads to a relative but not necessarily to an absolute
reduction'.^ In both cases, Lenin clearly had in mind the crucial
position which in the foreseeable future the peasants would always
occupy in Russia. Plekhanov, he decided, had written not a pro
gramme but a text for students ' and first year students at that, to
whom one talks of capitalism in general and as yet not of Russian
capitalism (But, again, account was taken of Lenin's qualifica
tions and the final version of the programme said that 'the vast
majority of the population consists of proletarians and semi-
proletarians '.®)

Infuriated by Plekhanov's tame and academic style, Lenin
complained, too, that his description of the cruel and degrading
effects of capitalism lacked all force. Plekhanov had said that
capitalism produces 'growing inequality, a widening gulf between
haves and have-nots and increasing economic dependence of the
workers on the capitalists In his own alternative version Lenin
said that' insecurity and unemployment, the yoke of exploitation
and abasement in every form become the lot of ever wider sections
of the working population'.® This description, in turn, was attacked
within the editorial circle as simply 'not true',® but Lenin insisted
that it was essentially accurate. 'It is absolutely imperative', he
wrote, 'that we point out the "poverty and privations suffered by
the masses" under capitalism.'' After all, Kautsky in opposition
to Bernstein had declared that to stress the growing impoverish
ment of the masses was the very hall-mark of an orthodox Social
Democratic programme. Lenin did not claim that there was an
' absolute growth of poverty', but that the Russian Marxists had
to pledge themselves to root out and destroy capitalism: 'In its
programme the Russian proletariat must make a totally unam
biguous indictment of Russian capitalism; it must declare war on
Russian capitalism.'® The final version tried to have the best of
both worlds. For Lenin, it spoke of 'increasing insecurity, unem
ployment and deprivations of every kind', and for the more
cautious Plekhanov (who was anxious not to lay himself open to
irrefutable criticism from Bernstein's camp) it described 'the
relative or even absolute deterioration in the condition of the
working-class'.®
From Lenin's passionate conviction that capitalism in Russia

1 IMd. p. 25. a Ibid. p. 65. » Ibid. p. 152.
« Ibid. pp. 10-17. » Ibid. p. 44. ® Ibid. p. 76.
1 Ibid. p. 77. a Ibid. p. 88. » Ibid. p. 154.
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as in the rest of Europe was ripe for destruction by the prole
tariat—a, conviction only half-heartedly shared by his fellow-
editors—there stemmed his own lukewarm assessment both of

the benefits to be derived from Western forms of parliamentary
government and, even more, of the part likely to be played by the
Russian liberals in the overthrow of Tsarism. His controversial

approach to this subject had first been clearly revealed when in
1901 he submitted an article on the prospects of Russian liberalism.
Among other things he had there declared that even in democratic
coimtries, co-operatives and trade-unions were incapable of produc
ing any significant improvement in the lot of the workers, and
Plekhanov had taken him up on this: 'You say such organizations
can do something. I would say they can do much. If you knew the
Belgian co-operatives you would willingly agree that " economic"
organizations—^under certain conditions—can do more than some-
thing.'i Now, in their proposed programme, Martov, Dan and Vera
Zasulich spoke of 'the political and civil freedom which has long
existed in the advanced capitalist countries as the natural com
plement of [capitalism] This was too much for Lenin who wrote
indignantly that 'it smells, stinks of some kind of liberalism'.®
(The offending phrase was dropped in Iskra's published version of
the programme.) Not, of course, that Lenin was any less anxious
than anybody else to see a parliamentary regime replace the
autocraey, but he alone was genuinely possessed by the vision of
a social revolution waiting to destroy the capitalist system and
all that went with it.

In consequence, his attitude to the Russian liberals became
increasingly unyielding. Their minimal duty he felt was to demand
a fully fledged democratic regime and out-and-out war against
Tsarism. He was merciless in his criticism of Struve who (finally
leaving the socialist camp in 1901) had come out with the idea
that the liberals could use the revolutionary threat from the left
to win moderate political concessions from the Tsarist regime.
Piecemeal reforms were welcome, Lenin wrote furiously, if they
were seen as peripheral victories in a major war, but Struve
seemed to think they were of real value in themselves. This was a
deception. To flirt with the regime was to betray genuine liberalism
and to divide the opposition camp against itself. The task of the
liberals, Lenin concluded, was to join forces with the revolutionary
army, to aid the Social Democrats.

^ Lenirtskii sbomik, in, 204. ® Ibid, ii, 117. ® Ibid. p. 120.
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While still in Siberia, Lenin (it will be remembered) had privately
accused Aksel'rod of excessive trust in the forces of Russian

liberalism and so it was hardly surprising if, for their part, the
'veterans' now deplored the hectoring tone used towards these
possible allies by Lenin. Of course, Plekhanov's hatred for Struve
was unequalled, but this was a personal matter and the liberals
in abstract had an important part to play according to his scheme
of things. 'You talk like an enemy,' Pleklianov complained, 'when
you should sound like an ally (albeit only a potential ally). And
what is more, one cannot say straight out: we want the liberals
to work for us. Naturally, this is what we really do want very
much . . . but you must express yourself more diplomatically.'^
And Aksel'rod went further still, declaring that Struve's con
ception of the liberals as honest brokers playing off the revolu
tionaries against the autocracy was realistic: 'That the
"moderate" parties gain first and foremost from the existence of
an extreme revolutionary party is not " a slip of the tongue as
our friend [Lenin] seems to think, but a well thought out, fully
calculated lesson for the liberals and this lesson is very useful
both for them and for us.'® After all, the revolutionaries, too, could
exploit the concessions made by the Tsarist regime to the Zemstvos
and, in actuality, 'were not all the "reforms" in the West half
hearted concessions to "public opinion" deliberately calculated
to divide the opposition?'® On this occasion, Lenin did give
ground somewhat, even adding a conciliatory reference to Aksel'-
rod's pro-liberal brochure of 1898, but his uncompromising attitude
to the liberals retained its central place in his picture of the Russian
world and the coming revolution.
In his view, the peasantry would have a far more decisive role

than the liberals to play in the overthrow of Tsarism. The Russian
Marxists had never overlooked the peasantry and Plekhanov in
the 1880s had described the anti-Tsarist army as 'the revolution
ary intelligentsia together wUh the workers and followed by our
peasantry',^ but this was not a line of thought which had ever
been developed far. The mass of the peasants, as small-scale
proprietors, were generally presumed to favour full-scale and
egalitarian land distribution and this'is-what the Populists had
always promised them. But the Marxists believed that capitalism

I Jbid. ni, 204. 2 Ibid. p. 210. " Ibid. p. 209.
* G. V. Plekhanov, 'Sovremennye zadaclil nisskikh rabochikh' (1885),
Sochinmiia, ii, 808.
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was naturally producing ever greater inequality in the village,
that this process of enrichment for the few and impoverishment
for the rest was historically progressive, that the larger units were
more efficient and so ultimately more easily adaptable to socialist
principles than the fragmented peasant holdings. The Social
Democrats wanted peasant support but felt that to offer them
what they most wanted—^land, all the land—would be to adopt a
Populist, a petty bourgeois and anti-proletarian programme.
Determined to find a way out of this cul-de-sac, Lenin came up

with the idea (raised by Plekhanov in 1892 but not since) that a
social revolution in the village—land distribution in one form or
another—^was after aU acceptable as an immediate possibility.
The goal of the coming bourgeois revolution was, he now argued,
the final destruction of feudal and quasi-feudal power in Russia.
In the city this meant that the bourgeoisie and the proletariat
were both interested in the overthrow of the autocracy and the
establishment of a parliamentary regime. In the village this meant,
before all else, that the hold of the landowning nobility, hardly
weakened by the Emancipation, had to be broken once and for all.
Nothing less, Lenin claimed, than the return of the lands—^the
otrezki—^taken by the landowners from the peasants in 1861 could
put the Russian village on a post-feudal, capitalist footing, level
with that to be attained by the cities. Thus, Lenin was determined
to have his cake and eat it, to agitate for an immediate and violent
revolution of the land-hungry peasants and also to attack as
reactionary the Populist demand for total, rather than limited,
land distribution.

Aware that hitherto the Russian Marxists had lacked a con
vincing land policy, Lenin's fellow-editors allowed him to press
ahead with his radical explorations but, unable to work up
enthusiasm for them, they sought to make modifications wherever
possible. Aksel'rod wrote that Lenin's proposal 'shocked' him
'not by its radicalism but by its utopianism',^ for it was an un
deniable fact that over a period of forty years the lands (otrezki)
confiscated by the landowners had been divided up, rented out,
sold piecemeal. To try to return them would be an impossibly
tangled enterprise. In order to guard against criticism along these
lines, Vera Zasiilich, Dan and Martov suggested that the pro
gramme leave the way open to two complementary methods for
the return of the land: expropriation and financial compensation.

^ Leninakii sbamile, in, 160.
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But Lenin violently rejected the idea of compensation: 'In our
programme we present our "maximum", our "social revolution
ary" demands . . . To allow compensation is to contradict the
social revolutionary character of the entire demand. Compensation
.  . . leaves a very specific taste in the mouth of some half-baked
charitable and bourgeois measure.'^ On this point, however, the
final draft of the programme went against Lenin.
Yet, in reality, Lenin was concerned not with the practicality

of his demand for the return of the confiscated land, but with the
necessity to win peasant support for Social Democratic leadership
in the revolution. If this demand could give the Marxist a foothold
in the village it would have served its purpose: 'Our agrarian
programme is meant in practice mainly for the immediate future,
for the period until the fall of the autocracyDuring the revolu
tion, it would be possible to offer the peasants either more or less,
as circumstances dictated. 'The political revolution in Russia',
he wrote in an explanatory article, 'will in any case lead inevitably
to such fundamental changes in our highly backward agrarian
system that we will immediately have to review our agrarian
programme.''' This was too much for Lenin's fellow-editors. 'If the
programme', argued Plekhanov, ' is intended for the period before
the fall of absolutism, that is before the (bourgeois) revolution—
then it cannot have that social revolutionary character which you
ascribe to it and which it really has. I suggest that you cut out
this entire [passage].'® Plekhanov thus accepted the highly
inflammatory nature of Lenin's proposal but believed that it was
therefore of no immediate relevance. The others tended to see the

otrezki proposal as one which would eventually be embodied in a
highly complex law to be drawn up by the hoped-for post-revolu
tionary parliament. Only Lenin saw it as a weapon for immediate
use against the autocracy to be discarded as soon as the revolution
was under way.
The weakness of Lenin's position—a necessary concomitant of

its strength—^was, of course, that while the Populists could attack
his proposal as a mere half-measure, his Marxist opponents could,
and did, condemn it as an essentially Populist demand only just
short of .the Bolcuninist call" for total and equal land distribution,
the 'black repartition'. Here too, though, Lenin had his reply
ready at hand. A centralized and fully orthodox Marxist party
could afford to compromise with other classes knowing that, when

» Ibid. II, 150. a lUd. iii, 834 n. » Ibid. p. 871.
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necessary, it could halt, or even reverse, the flow of concessions.
Thus, the nature of the Party organization would be of crucial
significance in the post-revolutionary no less than in the pre-
revolutionary period, for the Party alone would then be able to
ensure that tactical compromise did not degenerate into a perman
ent surrender of principle. For Lenin it was, then, doubly import
ant that the programme state boldly and clearly that the Party
was an organization of leaders responsible for the interests of the
working-class. 'The Russian Social Democrats', read his proposal
for the programme, 'explain to the proletariat the historical
significance of that social revolution which it has to carry out . . .
and organize a revolutionary class Party which is able to direct all
phases of the proletariat's struggle against the entire social and
political order of our day.'^
But this thesis, so central to Lenin's political philosophy, had

by now become a sensitive issue among the editors. In 1901
Aksel'rod had restrained Plekhanov from criticizing What Is to Be
Done? but, nevertheless, Potresov had felt duty-bound to tell
Lenin that he had a major reservation about the booklet. Had not
Lenin from 'polemical and practical' motives gone 'too far in his
war against" spontaneity " and in the direction of" consciousness"?
It seems to me that it is far from completely and always true that
"a spontaneous labour movement means trade-unionism" . . .
You stress too much the outside influence, which undoubtedly
exists in the history of socialism, but which comes to meet the
general negation of the social structure that already exists within
the working-class.'2 This nagging doubt was clearly shared in
varying degrees by the other editors. Thus Martov, on reading
Lenin's suggested wording, came up with an alternative very
different in tone.' The Social Democrats', he wrote,' give conscious
expression to [the] aspirations of the proletariat . . . and organize
the proletariat for an uninterrupted struggle against the entire
bourgeois society.'® Plekhanov's version, too, stated that the Social
Democrats ' organize the workers' forces and this roused Lenin to
protest that they, in reality, 'create an organization of revolu
tionaries to lead the struggle of the proletariat'.® Again Plekhanov
said that among the proletariat' the consciousness grows that only
by its own efforts can it throw off its yoke'® and Lenin responded
with the demand that all mention of working-class ' consciousness'

* Leninskii sbomik, ii, 45. ' Ibid, in, 280. ^ Ibid, ii, 58.
■* Ibid. p. 18. ® Ibid. p. 29. ® Ibid. p. 17.
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be dropped. The version finally adopted represented a com
promise. With Plekhanov it said that the Social Democrats
'organize the proletariat into an independent political party',
but with Lenin it said that they 'direct all phases of [the prole
tariat's] class struggle'^ and it made no mention of class con
sciousness.

The implications of Lenin's interpretation of Russian Marxist
theory were most fully revealed, however, when the discussions
moved on from the questions of Marxist land policy and Party
organization to the related problem of how to reconcile the bid for
peasant support in a predominantly peasant country with the
ultimate goal of a proletarian dictatorship. Nowhere was the gap
between Lenin and his fellow-editors so marked. Thus, to Ple
khanov it seemed obvious that after the overthrow of Tsarism the

Social Democrats would try gradually to win over the peasants—
or at least the poorer among them—to socialism. 'The point', he
explained, 'is not that the proletariat carries through the revolu
tion in the interests of these [petty bourgeois] strata but that it
can and must draw some of them into the common struggle against
capitaV^ After all, he argued, the Paris Commune had received
support from the petty bourgeoisie and yet Marx had considered
the Commune a form of proletarian dictatorship. Again, in parts of
Italy, peasant representatives had voted for the socialization of the
land. 'This is a fact which we must take into account and which

can repeat itself in other countries.'® If, as Plekhanov hoped, the
Russian peasants would after all prove amenable to socialist
propaganda, then the demand for a proletarian dictatorship really
presented no particular problem. True, Plekhanov's description
of the dictatorship sounded menacing enough—^the proletariat
needs 'political power which will make it master of the situation
[and] enable it to suppress mercilessly all obstacles which bar the
way to its great goal'.^ But with peasant support for socialist
agriculture, the proletarian government or dictatorship—^Ple
khanov explained that the terms were interchangeable—^would
not have to face very serious opposition and could count on the
backing of the vast majority of the people.
It was just this kind of comforting but elearly fictitious solution

of a real and fundamental problem which Lenin could not accept.
Certainly, the revolutionary Marxists should do everything they

' Ibid. p. 155. 2 Ibid. p. 04.
3 Ibid. p. 05. * Ibid. pp. 17-18.
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could to win over the peasants for the war on the Tsarist regime,
and Lenin was ready to go as far as anyone to promise them what
they wanted to hear but, while the interests of the proletariat and
peasantry would coincide during the bourgeois anti-feudal revolu
tion, they would surely clash violently during the subsequent
socialist revolution. For the Marxists, unlike the Populists,
socialism meant the collective ownership and administration on
the most efficient lines of all the means of production, including
the land. Some poverty-stricken peasants could be expected to
come over to this doctrine out of sheer desperation, but the
peasants as a petty bourgeois class would hardly accept it volun
tarily. The peasant was both a revolutionary (in his demand for
more land) and a reactionary (in the defence of his own land).
Only the proletarian was revolutionary through and through
because only the proletarian had nothing to lose.
But it was just this fundamental clash of interests between

peasant and worker which was glossed over by Plekhanov when,
in his draft of the Party programme, he wrote that 'the dis
satisfaction of the labouring and exploited masses grows [and at
the same time] they—^particularly their foremost representative,
the proletariat—intensify their struggle This, for Lenin, was
simply a misrepresentation of the true situation. ' The struggle of
the small producer', he protested,
is very often directed against the proletariat, for his very situation in
many ways brings his interests into conflict with those of the proletariat.
GeneraUy speaking, the proletariat is in no way the ' foremost represen
tative' of the petty bourgeoisie ... The 'foremost representative' of the
small-scale producer is very often the anti-semite, . . . the nationalist
and populist, the social reformer and 'critic of Marxism'.®

The Social Democrats could therefore stand not, as Plekhanov put
it, 'at the head of the liberation movement of the labouring and
exploited masses', but only 'at the head of the working class, of
the labour movement alone and if certain other elements join this
class, then these are elements only but not classes'.® Lenin noted
that the Communist Manifesto, normally the ultimate authority for
Plekhanov, had made this very point describing the peasants as
'not revolutionary but conservative and what is more reactionary.
If they are revolutionary [if!—^Lenin], then only to the extent that
they are about to be transferred into the ranks of the proletariat,
to the extent that they abandon their own point of view and take

' Leninskii sbomik, p. 50. ® Ibid. pp. 78—9. ® Ibid, p. 79.
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up that of the proletariat.'' (Lenin's italics.) This appeal to writ
hardly impressed Plekhanov, however, who argued that, as
capitalism was now much more advanced than in 1848, the
peasantry was dividing much faster into hostile strata and that
'we do not have to think like Marx where Marx would have

thought differently'.2
For Lenin this was no mere debating point but the crucial issue

facing Marxism in Russia. To wait for the peasants to adopt
socialism voluntarily would mean to wait indefinitely. If, as he
passionately believed, however, a socialist regime was not a remote
dream but an objective obtainable even, perhaps, in the near
future then it was clear that a head-on clash with the peasants
could not be indefinitely postponed. And surely it was his aware
ness that just such a situation could face the socialist revolution
which had prompted Marx to speak of a proletarian dictatorship.
As the proletariat was the only class fully committed to thorough
going socialism it, and it alone, would ultimately have to employ
all means, including coercion and violence, to defend the emergent
socialist system from the potential opposition of all other classes.
It was, presumably, for this reason that Lenin now suggested that
in the revolutionary period the Social Democrats would have to
demand the nationalization of all land, including that of the
peasants. State ownership of the land would, he apparently hoped,
provide the proletariat with an important weapon when the time
came to put agriculture on a fully socialist basis. To Lenin's co-
editors, this demand for land nationalization seemed senseless,
for they were thinking far more in terms of the coming constitu
tional regime than of its proletarian successor. 'Nationalization
of the land', complained Aksel'rod, ' even as a slogan of revolt is
for the moment anti-revolutionary.'® Or, as Plekhanov put it: 'In
a police state the nationalization of the land is harmful and in a
constitutional state it will be treated as a part of the demand for
the nationalization of all the means of production.'^ Once again,
there was no sign of that sense of urgency which drove Lenin.
In his view, the proletarian Party had to prepare itself alike for

the initial alliance with the peasantry and for the ultimate break
with it. 'It is beyond doubt', he wrote in a key passage,

that the term 'dictatorship' is incompatible with positive belief that
outsiders will support the proletariat. If we were really positively sure

1 Ibid. p. 80. 2 Ibid. p. 95.
a Ibid. Ill, 885. * Ibid. p. 300.
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that the petty bourgeoisie would support the proletariat in its own—^the
proletarian—^revolution, there would be no need to speak of dictator
ship, for then we would be guaranteed an overwhelming majority and
could manage perfectly well without the dictatorship (as the [Bern-
steinian] 'critics' indeed wanted to argue). The recognition of the
necessity for the dictatorship of the proletariat is linked in the tightest
and most inseparable way to the proposition of the Communist Manifesto
that the proletariat alone is the truly revolutionary class . . . [We will
have to say to the peasantry]: 'If you accept our point of view then
everything will be fine, but if you reject it, then do not complain. With
our "dictatorship" we will say of you: "there is no point in wasting
words when force has to be used".'^

This statement, remarkable for its unflinching directness, typically
aroused almost no comment. Only Vera Zasulich formulated her
reservations. Even if backed by the majority, she said, the prole
tarian dictatorship would still be necessary because 'only the
proletariat is familiar with communal forms of production but [it
is in accord with these forms that] the petty bourgeoisie has to be
organized and settled'.® The threat of force she simply laughed off:
'On millions! Just try! You'll have to take the trouble to persuade
them and that's all there is to it.'® The programme finally adopted
accepted Plekhanov's reasoning calling on ' all strata of the
labouring and ̂exploited population' to embrace the Social Demo
cratic programme and join the Marxist Party.
Surveying the discussions of 1901—2 among the Iskra editors

one can hardly escape the conclusion that Lenin was actively
seeking a way to foreshorten the coming constitutional inter
lude and to hurry on the advent of the proletarian dictatorship.
His almost exclusive concentration on the negative aspects of
capitalist development; his belief that capitalism was'dominant'
in Russia and that war had immediately to be declared against it;
his domineering criticism of the Russian liberals; his determination
to work for immediate social revolution in the village; his concep
tion of the Party as a mobile flexible band of leaders; and, above
all, his definition of the proletarian dictatorship as the imposition
of socialist measures by a minority class—all these added up to a
picture not unlike the theory later formulated by Trotsky as that
of 'permanent revolution' and close enough to what actually
happened in the years 1917-20. It was not easy for Plekhanov to
formulate a coherent criticism of Lenin's theoretical progress
because he had always left the way open for just such an inter-

' Leninskii sbomik, ii, 80—1. ® Ibid. p. 81 n. ® Ibid. p. 88 n.
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pretation and it could come as no surprise when in June 1902 he
told Lenin that 'on 75% [of the issues] we are closer to each other
than to the [remaining editors]' J Whether aware of it or not, the
other four elearly thought too much in terms of Western models
to be able to grasp that Lenin was contemplating something very
different, ' something new
Lenin, in these years, thought of polities on a national scale as

a maeroeosmie version of internal Party polities. Once the leading
group was formed and elearly marked off, it eould afford to aeeept
help from outsiders eertain that eventually it would outwit and
overpower them. Objective eireumstanees might appear over
whelmingly hostile, but a small band determined to reaeh its
destination eould master the ' objective' hurdles for, as he put it in
What Is to Be Done?, 'the whole art of polities lies in finding and
taking a firm grip on that link .. . which guarantees the possession
of the entire chain On an all-Russian scale this meant exploiting
the anti-Tsarist bourgeois revolution to establish a regime domina
ted by the proletariat but supported by the peasantry as a prelude
to the pure proletarian dictatorship. And victory in Russia would,
as he wrote in 1902, even 'make the Russian proletariat the avant-
garde of the international revolutionary proletariat'.® (This idea
he erroneously attributed to Marx who, in reality, had spoken
not of the proletariat but of Russia as ' the avant-garde of revolu
tionary action in Europe '.^)
Early in 1905—by now leader of his own Bolshevik movement

and so unshackled—he could at last describe, in final form and with
characteristic boldness, the programme which he advocated:

The proletariat must carry through the democratic revolution to the end
and draw to itself the peasant masses in order with them to break the
resistance of the autocracy and paralyse the politically unstable bour
geoisie. The proletariat must carry through the socialist revolution and
draw to itself en masse the semi-proletarian elements of the popidation [the
poor peasants—J.F.] in order to break the resistance of the bourgeoisie and
paralyse the politically unstable peasantry and petty bourgeoisie.^

1 Itrid. Ill, 480. ® Lenin, Chto delaV?, p. 126. ® Ibid. p. 18.
* Marx and Engels, 'Predlslovic k russkomu izdaniiu 1882 goda' in Manifest
hommunisticheakoi partii (first published in 1848) (Moscow, 1948), p. 12.

® Lenin, 'Dve taktiki sotsi^'demokratii' (1805), Sochineniia (5th ed.), x, 90.
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Akimov

In 1897 Akserrod had declared that Russian Marxism had to

choose one of three different routes. It would, he hoped, continue
along the path laid down by Plekhanov, but it might deviate
either to the right and immerse itself in trade-unionism or to the
left in search of a Blanquist or Bakuninist short cut to socialism.
Time proved him right and it is hardly fanciful to see Aksel'rod,
Akimov and Lenin as coming over the years to personify this
tripartite division. Lenin lived to telescope together the prole
tarian-peasant and bourgeois revolutions and, in the period of
War Communism at least, he elearly dreamt that Russia could
take a direct road to socialism. Aksel'rod, in exile and forever
seeking Plekhanov's middle way, condemned Lenin's revolution
as Blanquist, Bakuninist and anti-Marxist. Akimov (Vladimir
Petrovich Makhnovets) died in Soviet Russia in 1921, an obscure
citizen active in the people's co-operative movement and workers'
education.

Akimov, like many revolutionaries, including Lenin, came from
a family which, apparently of solid middle-class status, yet seemed
destined to breed rebellious children. In the quiet provincial town
of Voronezh, the Makhnovets family was, perhaps, somewhat
unusual.^ The father, Petr Makhnovets, was a self-made man of
Lithuanian and Roman Catholic origin, the son of a blacksmith.
His medical training he received at the out of the way University
of Kazan. He was once described by his son as a conscientious
and devoted doctor, who for many years worked mainly among the
poor peasantry around Voronezh. In contrast, the mother of the
family was the daughter of landowners, of Russian nobility, and
was born into the Russian Orthodox Church. She grew up in St
Petersburg where she was given an excellent education in the
major European languages and where she attended lectures on
foreign literature at the university. Although, like her husband,
an avowed freethinker, she retained strong emotional attachments
to the ceremonies of the Russian Church.

On graduation from the Realschule (Scientific High School) in
Voronezh, their son Vladimir went to St Petersburg to study
engineering at the famous Technology Institute, a breeding

^ Much of the following information was supplied or conflrmed by Miss Lidiia
Makhnovets, who very generously gave me a long interview at her home
in Cormeilles-en-Farisis in July 1062.
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ground for revolutionaries. After two years there, 1891-3, he
abandoned his plans for an engineering career, convinced by
Populist ideas—and much to his father's annoyance—that a
qualified engineer was doomed to participate in the exploitation
of the workers. He now hoped to become a lawyer and to specialize
in the defence of the poor. In order to reach the level in Greek and
Latin demanded by the law faculty, he returned home for a year
of private study. Immediately he became involved in revolutionary
activity in Voronezh, where the first socialist workers' circles
were being formed, and he was soon put under observation by the
secret police {Okhrana),^ which had already included him while in
St Petersburg in its list of suspects.
For the time being, however, he escaped arrest, and in 1895 was

back in St Petersburg as a student of the law faculty. In the
capital, students were now for the first time attempting to agitate
among the industrial proletariat and Vladimir Petrovich was soon
caught up in this experiment. Although as yet not a Social
Democrat, he was closely connected with the illegal printing-press
run by the group of self-styled Young NarodovoVtsy which pub
lished some of the leaflets of the Union of Struggle and a brochure
by the young Lenin® (also at the law faculty and until recently
of Populist inclinations). Akimov survived the raid on the press
made by the police in June 1896, and took part in attempts to
re-establish illegal publication, but he was eventually arrested in
March 1897. Confined for more than a year in the Peter and Paul
Fortress in St Petersburg and sentenced to five years' penal exile,
he was dispatched to Antsyferova, a small settlement in Eastern
Siberia.® In September 1898 he escaped to European Russia and
from there to Geneva.

In Switzerland he entered the Union Abroad in which he was
generally regarded—and apparently saw himself—as an enthusias
tic disciple of Plekhanov. He advocated an amicable settlement
between the veterans and the 'youngsters' and was selected to
participate in the peace negotiations which took place in the latter
half of 1899. For a time he pressed hard for an agreement, but

» L. P. Menshchikov, Okhrana i revoliutsiia: k istorii tcdnykh politicheskikh
organizatsii, stuhckestvovavshikfivo vremetia samoderzhavia, i (Moscow, 1028),
214.

« P. Kudelli, NarodovoVtsy naperepuVi: Delo Lakhtinskd tipografli (Leningrad,
1925), pp. 7-28.
' V. Vilensldi-Sibiriakov and others (ed.), Deiateli revoliutsionnogo dtrizheniia

V Itossii: Bio-bibliograficheskii slovar'' (Moscow, 1927-84), v, 37.
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with him, as with so many others, personal contact with Ple-
khanov proved to be a disillusioning experience.^ He rapidly
became convinced that reunion with the Group was impossible
and that the ' youngsters' would have to retain at least a measure
of independence. When, in January 1900, it seemed that Grishin-
Kopel'zon had finally attained the long sought-for settlement,
Akimov expressed heated disapproval of the many concessions
which had been made to Plekhanov. In a letter circulated to

members of the Union, he maintained that 'the proposals of the
Group, adopted by the vote of 9 January 1900, are not only
extremely dangerous to our cause but actually fatal to it'. He
insisted that the secretary, Grishin, had not kept the members
adequately informed about the course of the negotiations and
accused him of ' appeasement politics
Akimov now did what he could to turn the Union into an

organization broadly based but with a clear-cut policy of its own.
He sought to win Rabochaia MysV away from its timid attitude
towards anti-Tsarist political incitem'ent and in January 1900 he
was in London where he met with its editors, Takhtarev, Alekseev
and Apolinariia lakubova. It was essential, Akimov argued, that
their policies be bolder, more daring. Although Takhtarev yielded
little, lakubova proved to be in broad agreement with Akimov,
and after the congress of the Union Abroad in April, the editors
of Rabochaia MysV surrendered responsibility for editorial policy
to the Social Democratic Committee in St Petersburg.
Akimov insisted, too, that the Union should attack the ideas

rather than the character defects of its opponents. In July 1900,
for instance, at a meeting of Social Democrats in Zurich, he
introduced a resolution which called for an end to personal abuse—
'a fruitless waste of the strength and resources of the Party'—
and demanded that the Union ignore those 'polemical attacks
which have nothing to do with questions either of principle or of
tactics'.® (His later publications confirm the impression that for
him the debate was futile unless it elucidated fundamental
differences of political principle.)

' An unpublished satirical poem written by Akimov and addressed to Ple
khanov attests to the bitter disappointment experienced by the former when
he came to know the latter. This poem is in the Archive of the Bund, New
York, to which 1 was generously given access.

® Sotsial-demokraticheskoe dvizhmie, pp. 291-2.
® The report of the police agent Rachkovskii, 14 September 1900, in L.
Mcnshclukov, Ruaskii politicheskii syak za granitsei, i (Paris, 1914), 78—4.
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Inevitably, his total lack of confidence in the Group earned him
Plekhanov's scorn. Thus, early in the summer of 1900, Akimov
demanded an apology from Boneh-Bruevieh, a young supporter
of the Group, who had sparked off a rumour that he was no more
than a pliant tool in the hands of poliee agents abroad. Boneh was
ready to explain his words before a Party court, but Plekhanov
opposed so pusillanimous a solution. 'Akimov's behaviour is
such', explained Plekhanov, 'that every revolutionary has the
right to—and must—ask himself: Is not this (somewhat deranged)
gentleman in the hands of a spy I Such an idea is so natural that I
consider it strange that it has not occurred to everybody familiar
with Akimov's behaviour. If I were in your place, I would state
this opinion in print. As for the abusive remarks addressed to
you by Akimov, you eould simply reject them in your public
statement and thenceforward pay them no more attention.'^

Nevertheless, in the following year, it was Akimov who, together
with Krichevskii, represented the Union in those negotiations for
a federal unification of the Social Democratic organizations
abroad^ which surprisingly produced a preliminary agreement.
Iskra's representative in these talks was Martov and it is possible
that the perplexed honesty attributed to him in Akimov's writings
of later years dates baek to their meeting of June 1901. Opinion,
of course, hardened against ratification during the summer months
and Akimov himself elearly placed few hopes in Iskra which at
this time he reportedly described as a non-proletarian, 'liberal
paper'.3
Now that the battle for control of the committees in Russia was

finally unleashed, Akimov and indeed almost the entire Makh-
novets family emerged as a real obstaele to the plans of the Iskra
group. Akimov's sisters were all determined supporters of Rabochee
Delo, were full of energy, dedicated revolutionaries and situated
at important strategic points. In Voronezh itself, the family home
had long been the accepted meeting-place for all the radicals and
revolutionaries in the city. Even a eonvineed follower of Iskra has
recalled that around the Makhnovets family 'which then [1900]
consisted of a mother and two sisters—luliia and Liudmila— . . .

grouped all those who were considered politically "suspect". Here
one could meet not only Social Democrats but old NarodovoVtsy

1 V. D. Bonch-Bruevicli, Izbrannye sochineniia (Moscow, 1961), vol. ii: Stati,
vospominaniia, pis^ma (1895-1914), p. 235.

s Leninskii sbomik, iii, 186-7 n. ® Ibid. p. 265.
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and even narodniki. The family was distinguished by its warmth
and hospitality.'^ Thus, when, in 1900, luliia Petrovna returned
from Switzerland as a firm opponent of Plekhanov, she was well
placed to rally the intelligenty and workers in Voronezh to the
support of Rabochee Delo, to begin to publish leaflets on a clandes
tine press, and to maintain contact with the Union Abroad.

Voronezh was an important transit point in the communications
system of the Russian Marxist underground and luliia Petrovna's
success there proved a source of considerable embarrassment to
the agents of Iskra. In particular, intimate familiarity with the
plans of Iskra enabled the Voronezh Committee, under her lead,
to publicize the partisan origins of the Organizational Committee
established at Pskov in November 1902. In an open letter, printed
on its hectograph, the Voronezh Committee protested bitterly
that the new Organizational Committee was

constituted in an extremely tendentious and nepotistic fashion which
promises no good ... To play the bodyguard of the Social Democratic
movement—^the role taken upon itself by Iskra—is very dangerous and
readily lends itself to heresy hunting . . . whoever dares to have his own
opinion is immediately whipped . . . We realize that, in response to our
views, the blows of the whip may rain down upon us in the form of
every kind of insinuation and accusation. But it seems that we Russian
citizens have accustomed ourselves to whips, and so we dare to say that
we most certainly do not consider Iskra worthy of prerogative powers.®

The letter concluded with the demand that representatives of the
largest group in St Petersburg and of the Union Abroad should be
included in the Organizational Committee. Iskra did not publish
this letter, but it did publish the reply of the Organizational
Committee which dismissed the complaints from Voronezh as
' illiterate and illogical and concluded that nobody was trying to
compel the Voronezh Committee 'to use our services'.* The
Voronezh Committee was ruled ineligible to send a delegate to the
Second Party Congress.
While luliia Petrovna marshalled support in Voronezh, another

Makhnovets sister, Lidiia, a medical student, was active in the
socialist movement in the capital and she was elected as a delegate
to the Second Party Congress by the &nti-Iskra St Petersburg
Labour Organization. A third sister, Liudmila, who was a student

> D. A. Varentsova, Sevemyi rabochii soiuz (Moscow, 1085), p. 28.
® VtoToi s"ezd RSDRP: Protokoly (Moscow, 1059), p. 731.
3 Ibid. p. 783. * Ibid. p. 785.
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at the Warsaw Music Conservatory, assisted in the transport
across the frontier of illegal literature, particularly of Rabochee
Delo. She was the only one of the four to escape arrest and
imprisonment during these years. Prior to the Second Congress,
Akimov lived in Belgium, where for a time he worked in the mines
in order, according to one contemporary, 'to be nearer the
workers, to learn about their way of life and their conditions of
labour'.^ Later, in the winter of 1902-8, he played a leading r61e
(together with Martynov and Kolokol'nikov) in a new journal,
Krasnoe Znamia [Red Flag\, which was intended for the Russian
worker and which presented the Marxist ideology of the Union
Abroad in a popular and non-polemical style.
At the Party Congress, both Akimov and his sister from St

Petersburg, Lidiia Petrovna, were delegates with full voting rights.
Their dogged critieism of the ofbeial leadership demanded con
siderable courage because they had to face a wall of contemptuous
hostility from the selected delegates who—^Martynov and the six
Bundists apart—were all in varying degrees committed to support
Iskra. In the third week of the Congress, at the twenty-eighth
session, Akimov and Martynov finally walked out in protest
against the deeision taken at that stage to elose down the Union
Abroad. But, by then, it had become clear that the unity of the
Ishra majority so impressive in the early stages was already a
thing of the past. Akimov and Martynov—^together with the
Bundists, who also subsequently left had helped to defeat Lenin
and to carry Martov's fateful definition of what qualifications
were required to be a Party member. Lenin's hard-earned and
monolithie unity withered in the fierce heat of prolonged and open
debate. Before he left, Akimov had time to note sardonically that
although the Union had been abolished, the ideological disputes
would clearly continue unabated,® albeit between unexpected
contestants. 'So-called Eeonomism' was dead; Menshevism and
Bolshevism were already alive and kicking.
Given little chance to speak at the Congress, Akimov decided

to publish the criticism of the Party programme which he had
hoped to expound at the Congress itself and in the same year, 1904,
he wrote his short history of the Social Democratic movement in
Russia. These two works are republished in this present volume
and will be discussed below.

' N. Volentinov, Vslrechi a Leninym (New Vork, 1058), p. 179.
2 Vtoroi s"ezd RSDRP; Proiokoly, p. 315.
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As soon as the news of the 1905 revolution reached the West, he
left Switzerland for Russia, full of hope that Tsarism was about to
crumble. In the copy of his newly published history which he left
behind in the library of his close friend, Mark Liber—the young
Bundist leader who was already in Russia—he wrote excitedly:
'You are now on the field of battle! As I too am about to depart, I
am leaving this booklet for you among your books for the day
when we have conquered.'^ In Russia, he first travelled extensively
in the west and south and addressed many meetings of workers
and peasants. From September he was very active in the Shoe
Workers' Union in St Petersburg, which he represented both in
the secretariat of the Central Bureau of Trade-Unions and in the

St Petersburg Soviet. At the same time, he was the most productive
contributor to the workers' weekly, Rabochii Golos [Labour Voice].
Although he was still a member of the RSDLP he remained critical
of the Party leadership, which he felt had been excessively slow to
support the unrest among the intelligentsia, the peasantry, and
even the workers. This was not the wisdom of hindsight—a plan
for giving far greater initiative to the elected representatives of
the workers had been drawn up in the last part of his Short
History, which he completed in the winter of 1904-5. (It is surely
not a coincidence either that he left for Russia many months
earlier than most of the revolutionaries—Lenin and Rosa Luxem

burg only went at the end of the year.) He was convinced from the
first that the armed uprising planned during the last months of
1905 was bound to end in disaster, although, subject to Party
discipline, he was not free to express his doubts within the Soviet.
Again, he believed that the Social Democrats should have played
a full part in the Duma elections. The Bolsheviks had erred in
their decision to boycott the elections, the Mensheviks in their
decision, albeit hesitant, to boycott the Duma itself.
Akimov was able to expound these views, first, at the Fourth

(Unification) Congress of the RSDLP, which was held in Stockholm
in April 1906 and, second, in a series of articles which he published
in 1907 (and again, in book form, in 1908). Resident in Stockholm
at the time of the Congress, Akimov asked leave to participate
despite the fact that he was not a delegate of any committee. His
unusual request met with a varied response. A number of delegates
wanted to refuse him admission. Others—almost half those present
—^wanted to permit him to attend without the right to speak. It

' Tills autographed copy is in the Archive of the Bund, New York.
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was Lenin who proposed that he be invited to play a full part in
the discussions of the Congress, and it was Lenin's resolution
which was carried.^ There was an element of rough justice in this
unexpected intervention of the Bolshevik leader on behalf of
Akimov. Since 1903 Lenin had, after all, come to regard Akimov
as his most consistent opponent, his most stimulating sparring
partner. Valentinov (Vol'skii) has recorded in liis memoirs of
Lenin, with whom he was on extremely close terms in the years
1908-4, that the name of Akimov was always on liis lips. 'In
[these] years ... if ever anybody differed in anything from Lenin's
ideas, he would at once drag in Akimov as a symbol of scorn:
"This smells of Akimov"; this is "Akimovism"; "You have
conquered, comrade Akimov"; this is "Akimov's revenge"; "an
alliance with Akimov"; "a concession to Akimov", "the triumph
of Akimov", etc.'® If, in 1906, Lenin wanted to permit his old
opponent to speak, it was doubtless in order to enable the Bol
sheviks to illustrate dramatically their thesis that the Mensheviks
were merely muddle-headed allies of Akimov. Thus, during the
subsequent debates, the Bolsheviks—^Aleksinskii, Lunacharskii,
Leonid Krasin, and Lenin—outdid one another in their ironic
praise of Akimov as 'more consistent, more logical, more daring
in his conclusions' than the wavering leaders of the Menshevik
bloc, who, they declared, shared—whether consciously or not—
the views of the renegade.
Yet these barbed compliments did not deter Akimov from insist

ing that it was essential to support the Kadets in their constitu
tional demands. He protested that this policy had been rejected
by the Bolsheviks and pursued with insufficient enthusiasm by
the Mensheviks. 'If, he said, 'the proletariat does not support
the demands of the Kadets which are progressive—although not
in themselves sufficient for its needs—then it risks being defeated
by the reactionaries . . . Thus, if the position of the Mensheviks
seems to lack consistent principles, the principles of the Bolsheviks
seem to be harmful to the movement® . . . Our fight is not in any
special way socialist or proletarian. Other forces also have a right
to take part in it.'* Such were the arguments which he again
developed in the following two,years when, going still- further, he
demanded the liquidation of the narrow revolutionary organization

> Cketvertyi (ob"ediniteVnyi) s"ezd RSDRP: Proiokoly (Moscow, 1959), p. 50.
* Valentinov, Vstrecki s Leninym, p. 180.
' Cketvertyi s"ezd, p. 290. * Ibid, p. 864.
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of the RSDLP and its voluntary submergence in those broader
associations which the workers could now legally organize for
themselves.

It was now, too, that Akimov pursued his study of specific
problems of Party history—the First Party Congress, the develop
ment of May Day—and the resultant articles were to be recognized
by the early Soviet historians as the most authoritative pre-
revolutionary source. When discussing the Party in general rather
than in detail, his researches only reinforced his earlier belief that
as yet the Russian Marxists had failed to meet the genuine needs
of the labour movement and the following passage can be seen as
his farewell to the Party in which he had worked since its creation;

It is called the party 'of the entire Empire' [rosmsArafa], but in practice
it contained for a long period only organizations dominated by Great
Russians. The Social Democratic organizations of the Polish, Jewish,
Lithuanian, Latvian, and Finnish nations had not come to any accord
with our party. It is called ' Social Democratic', but nine-tenths of its
members have so hazy an idea of the basic principles of Social Demo
cracy that with equal right they could be termed Social Revolutionaries
or even anarchists. On the other hand, the great majority of the Socialist
Revolutionaries could be members of our party with no less success than
its present members. Our party is called a party of workers. But in
practice, it usurped this title, just as a handful of reactionaries usurped
the title 'truly Russian' [the Union of the Russian People].^

Henceforward, he devoted himself to the workers' co-operative
movement—^legal work—^but he was still not able to escape the
persecution of the Okhrana, which in 1911 instituted proceedings
against him for his relatively moderate writings of 1907 and which
succeeded in having him sentenced to a year's imprisonment.
Once again he escaped abroad, and it was from Zurich that in 1912
he wrote a letter to the leading Russian daily, Russlde Vedomosti,
urging the Social Democrats to ally with the liberal progressive
bloc in the coming elections to the Fourth Duma.® When in 1918
the Tsar proclaimed an amnesty for certain political offenders,
Akimov returned to Russia, where he resiuned his activities in

the co-operative movement. It was this work which occupied him
under Tsarist and Soviet regimes alike, and which at one period
led him to act as a lecturer in the Workers' Shiniavskii University.
He died in Russia in 1921.

* Akimov, 'Stroiteli buduslichego', Obrazovanie, no. 6 (1007), pp. 82-8.
* Ruaakie vedomoali (18 June 1012), p. 2.
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In subsequent years his work as a pioneer historian of the Party
Was often discussed, his political role rarely. Martynov, writing
ni 1925 as a prominent Soviet Communist, did mention his former
comrade 'whom during long nocturnal conversations I vainly
tried to familiarize with the ABC of Marxism until eventually I
Washed my hands of him as a helplessly stupid and wilful man.'^
More charitable and more plausible was the Menshevik exile,
Valentinov, who met him in 1919 and found him little changed:
'I could not but admire his broad learning and great modesty.
Of course, there was much eccentric in him, but he was a trans
parently honest man, a democrat to the marrow of his bones, a
man who devoted himself miswervingly to work for society, devoid
of all arrogance and of any tendency to indulge in eloquent
phrase-mongering . . . convinced to his last breath that he should
serve the common good ... And this man who, with his democratic
view, had anticipated by a decade many of his Party comrades,
was considered by Lenin "practically an idiot" [poluidiotY"
Akimov died in obscurity mourned neither by Mensheviks nor
by Bolsheviks, but from 1907 at least he does not seem to have
wished for anything else. He had always hoped that one day, as
he put it, ' to be a socialist will no longer mean to be a conunittee-
man, an editor, an agitator, an illegal transport man, a printer, or
an agent of the Central Committee'.®

Akimov^s Marxism {1903-4)

Akimov did for the dying Economist faction what Lenin had tried
to do for Ishra and would do for Bolshevism: he developed its
ideas into a logical, unambiguous and uncompromising version
of Marxism. Totally opposed to each other, Akimov and Lenin
were united in their impatience with the equivocations on which
Plekhanov had built and yet they both remained recognizably
Plekhanov's pupils, armed with weapons from his armoury.
In the case which he developed against Iskra, Akimov took as

his starting-point the thesis that socialism could be built only by
a proletariat consciously ready for this, its ultimate mission in
history. This concept he knew could be coimted upon to unite
* Martynov-Piker, 'Vospominaniia revoliutsionera', Proletarskaia revoliutsiia,
no. 11 (46) (1925), p. 275.

* Valentinov, Vatrechi a Leninym, p. 180.
* 'Stroiteli budushchego', Obrawvanie, no. 6 (1907), p. 87.
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