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In the bad books
The enraged Russian
revolutionary was more
bureaucrat than brute,
writes MARK EDELE.

POISON PEN: Lenin was
the Russian version of
the desktop murderer.

HEROES 
& VILLAINS

Heroes and Villains is an initiative
organised by Dr Michael Ondaatje
of the University of Newcastle to
engage readers on important and
controversial figures in world
history. This is the ninth in a series
of articles written by national and
international scholars.

WHEN Vladimir Il’ich
Ulianov was 17, his
older brother,
Aleksandr, was hanged
as a terrorist.

He was not to be the first or last such
casualty in the escalating war between
an increasingly repressive police state
and an ever more militant minority of
revolutionary intellectuals, which had
started in the 1870s and would continue
well beyond the Russian Revolution of
1917.

Nor was he blameless: he had been
party to an attempt to kill the tsar
himself, Alexander III, whose
predecessor had already fallen victim
to a terrorist’s bomb.

Nevertheless, the execution of the
older brother helped to radicalise the
young Vladimir Il’ich. While
abandoning the tactic of direct action
against those in power, he would grow
up to become tsarism’s, liberal
society’s, and other socialists’ most
formidable foe.

Vladimir was born in 1870 in a
provincial town of some 40,000
inhabitants, Simbirsk on the river
Volga. His father was an enlightened
bureaucrat who had risen from humble
origins to enter the nobility, his mother
the daughter of a rich, noble doctor.
The parents were liberal and educated,
but loyal to the existing regime.

After his brother’s execution their
son drifted increasingly to the left. At
university, he was swept up in student
protests, made the scapegoat because
of his family’s affiliation with a
terrorist, and was expelled, giving him
time to reflect on such injustice and
read his brother’s books. Eventually, he
returned as an external student and
passed his exams.

A lawyer now, he moved to the
capital, St Petersburg, in 1893, where
he continued his love affair with the
revolutionary underground. These
were years of radical soul searching
after the ‘‘crazy summer of 1874’’ when
thousands of students had ‘‘gone to the
people’’ to preach them socialism.

The Russian peasants had greeted
the city boys and city girls with their
outlandish ideas, funny clothes, and
shining eyes with less than open arms
and the disaster (or farce, depending
on one’s standpoint) of this foray into
‘‘ordinary Russia’’ had left the
intelligentsia in deep crisis. Some, like
Vladimir’s brother Aleksandr, did what
radical minorities with no social
support tend to do (unless they become
neutralised as academics or otherwise
integrated into the mainstream) – they
turned to terrorism.

Others looked for different paths,
and Karl Marx’s writings, which
somewhat strangely had passed the
censor, seemed to lead the way.
Vladimir Ulianov quickly established
himself as a leading interpreter of this
new gospel, which at first was a
somewhat academic pursuit, as no
working class to speak of existed in this
agrarian country. This state of affairs
changed in the 1890s, when a state-
sponsored industrialisation program
created the world’s most densely
concentrated proletariat in a few urban
centres, including Petersburg. In 1917,
the man who now called himself Lenin
would lead this increasingly
radicalised working class to victory in a
coup against the rest of the country.
Soon thereafter, the disintegrated
Russian Empire descended into a
frightful civil war, which Lenin’s
faction, the Bolsheviks, managed to
win, by hook and by crook, by 1921.

Lenin was not a physically
bloodthirsty man. He did not usually
carry a gun, like many of his comrades,
and was not prone to do the dirty work
himself. His interest in violence was of
a more refined, intellectual sort.
Brutality was necessary in the struggle
of the revolution against the counter-
revolutionary forces of darkness, who
quickly included other socialists as
well. Not a killer himself, he was the
Russian version of the desktop
murderer – an intellectual turned
revolutionary bureaucrat who

executed not by wielding a gun, but by
putting a pen to paper.

Despite his well-documented record
of exceedingly harsh decisions
regarding the livelihood and life of
others, Lenin has been seen as a hero
by some, professional historians and
amateurs alike. Such soft Leninism
usually seizes upon the indisputable
support the Bolsheviks had among the
revolutionary workers of Petrograd
and in the ranks of the army in
November 1917.

Discussing away Bolshevik cruelty of
the Civil War as a mere reaction to the
terror of the opposing sides, these
sympathetic accounts then jump to the
years of the New Economic Policy of
the 1920s, a ‘‘tactical retreat’’ into small-
scale business and private farming
which Lenin pushed through against
considerable resistance within the
Bolshevik party. The ‘‘good Lenin’’ also
includes the author of the ‘‘testament’’,
written a year before his death in 1924
by a man already disabled and sick. It
found all potential successors wanting
and in particular warned of his own
protégé, Stalin, as altogether too rude
for the powerful position of General
Secretary of the Party.

Those who see him as a villain focus
on his intellectual infatuation with civil
war as the only truly revolutionary act
(and thus far from a simple reaction to
the deeds of others), his destruction of
the Constituent Assembly in early 1918
(where the Bolsheviks had won a

minority of seats), his
exhortations that true
revolutionaries shot
people, or the appalling
Red Terror unleashed after
the Bolshevik coup by a
group which saw itself as
the historical heirs of the
French Jacobins. The
liquidation of the
rebellious sailors of
Kronstadt of March 1921–
bona fide revolutionaries
who protested against the
Bolshevik dictatorship – is
another event frequently
tallied on the negative side
of this life, as is his
mentorship and promotion
of Stalin.

The partial economic
liberalisation of the 1920s, critics
continue, was not accompanied by its
political counterpart. Quite the
opposite. In 1922, shortly before a
stroke took him out of action, Lenin
instigated a show trial against rival
socialist politicians, who were dragged
in front of a kangaroo court to once and
for all cement the power of the
Bolsheviks.

Lenin was also personally
responsible for another path breaking
operation against people opposed to
the dictatorship of his party. Also in
1922, 160 ‘‘bourgeois intellectuals’’ –
university lecturers, literary critics,
historians, sociologists, philosophers,
agronomists, publicists, and students,
engineers, politicians, and even
doctors – were arrested, told that Soviet
power had no use for them, herded
aboard ships and deported from the
land of Lenin’s socialism. To add insult
to injury, they had to pay for their
tickets themselves in addition to the
‘‘customs’ duties’’ they had to fork out
for the few personal effects they were
allowed to take.

One recent collectionof formerly
unknown writings of the chief Bolshevik
goes even further. It includes a
document of 1919,where Lenin appears
as a thinlyveiled anti-Semite, decreeing
to treat ‘‘theJews . . . with aniron rod’’.
After some thought, the leader added
some redpaint in themargins: ‘‘Express
it politely: Jewishpetty bourgeoisie’’
(The Unknown Lenin,p. 77).

Some hero, indeed. It is largely
hindsight which makes him seem a
relatively benign specimen of the
dictators of the 20th century. Without
Stalin, Hitler, or Pol Pot, he would have
made it on the winners’ rostrum in the
competition for its chief villains.

Dr Mark Edele is Associate Professor of
History at the University of Western
Australia
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