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			Lenin

			Key information

			
					Born: 22 April 1870 in Simbirsk (Russia).

					Died: 21 January 1924 in Gorky (modern-day Nizhny Novgorod, Russia).

					Main achievements: creating the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR): Lenin was the main driver of the fall of the tsarist regime that ruled over Russia.

			

			Introduction

			Vladimir Ilich Ulyanov, who would go on to take the name Lenin, was from a background affiliated with the autocracy of the tsars who had ruled over the vast Russian Empire since the 16th century. The son of an aristocrat, he did not initially seem like a man who would have wanted a different future than the one expected by all the heirs from the same background as him, which was to follow in his father’s footsteps as a dignitary of the tsar. However, he would be responsible for one of the greatest revolutions in the 20th century and would become a legendary figure for the Russian proletariat.

			The political context of his birth turned out to be relatively calm. Tsar Alexander II (1818-1881), nicknamed ‘Alexander the Liberator’ following his decision to abolish serfdom in 1861, was the emperor. His reforms were going well, bringing hope for a relaxation of tsarist absolutism in favour of more modern policies, which would mean following the model of nations in the West.

			However, Lenin defied social determinism and led Russia into a political venture that would have a lasting and decisive impact on the modern world. He was only 17 years old when his brother Aleksandr (1866-1887), an idealistic revolutionary and active terrorist, was hanged for his contribution to conspiracies to kill Tsar Alexander III (1845-1894). Permanently affected by this tragic event and deprived of a brother who had been his role model, Lenin’s political outlook became more radical. From then on, between periods of exile, he resolutely fought against the reign of Tsar Nicholas II (1868-1918), who had come to power in 1894, and whose repressive regime led to Lenin’s first imprisonment in 1895. His April Theses and his influence on socialist militancy meant that he was the main protagonist in the October 1917 coup d’état, which led to the establishment of the first Soviet regime.

			Even now, Lenin remains one of the most renowned figures of Russian culture and politics. However, despite this, his standing is often questioned as historical research shows an increasing tendency towards deconstructing the mythical reputation that surrounded him for many years.

		


		
			Lenin’s life

			The Ulyanovs, from peasantry to nobility

			On 22 April 1870 (or 10 April 1870 according to the Orthodox calendar), Vladimir Ulyanov was born in Simbirsk, on the Volga River. At the time, the city resembled any other provincial Russian municipality, and was reaping the benefits of the fast urbanisation that the country had experienced in the 19th century, growing from 10 000 inhabitants in 1800 to 43 000 in 1870.

			
				
					Did you know?

					In 1924, the city of Simbirsk was renamed Ulyanovsk, as a tribute to Lenin.

				

			

			His parents had seven other children, four of whom died at a young age. For a long time, the Ulyanov family’s social origins raised questions. Lenin’s father, Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov (1831-1886), is believed to have come from serf ancestry, referring to a great-grandfather who was probably liberated well before the 1861 Emancipation Manifesto. From this emancipation onwards, the Ulyanov descendants gradually climbed the social ladder, as did Ilya Ulyanov who attained the prestigious duty of state administrator, enabling him to become a hereditary nobleman. This new social inheritance was handed down to his heirs, including Lenin.

			Kalmyk origins

			Lenin’s grandmother was Kalmyk, part of a Mongol population who had settled in Russia and were one of the many minorities that made up the Russian Empire. In 1771 Empress Catherine II (1729-1796) had reduced their autonomy and made them renounce their religion, Buddhism. Lenin had inherited some typical features from this grandmother, including his slanting eyes.

			Additionally, on his mother’s side, Lenin had varied cultural origins. His Jewish grandfather (whose mother was Swedish) had converted to Orthodox Christianity, which allowed him to occupy high positions and to be recognised de facto as a hereditary noble, much like his future son-in-law. An aristocrat by blood, Lenin stated several times that he was a hereditary noble at the end of the 19th century, thus fully owning his social status.

			Kazan Imperial University

			Lenin was only 16 when his father died. The following year, his older brother Aleksandr, the impassioned troublemaker of the family, was executed for his actions against the Russian monarchy. Despite this tragedy, Lenin passed all his exams and went to study law at Kazan Imperial University (in the now capital city of the Republic of Tatarstan). He went to secret meetings that praised Marxist theories and dreamed of the Russia of the future. But the authorities were quick to realise that a terrorist’s brother was suspicious himself, and he was punished to set an example: in December 1887, he was expelled from the university.

			The discovery of Marxist theories

			After being sent away from university, Lenin went to St. Petersburg, where he graduated with a law degree in 1892 as an external candidate. He went to work in Samara, without ever appearing in important trials. It was during this period that he and his future wife Nadezhda Krupskaya (1869-1939) discovered Marxist theories. He was arrested in 1895 and exiled following his release from prison one year later to near the River Lena, which supposedly inspired his famous nickname, ‘Lenin’.

			Break with Marxism

			Following a short exile to Siberia, Lenin and his wife moved to Switzerland in 1900, where they would live for 7 years. In 1902 he published his first significant work, What Is To Be Done?, in which he broke with Marxist doctrine by stating that communism was not the final solution to working-class struggles. In his opinion, it was essential to prepare a revolutionary vanguard in order to guide members of the working class towards a better future, even if that meant having to endure a dictatorship to get there.

			The Bolshevik party

			In 1903 he became the leader of the Bolsheviks (Russian for ‘the majority’) during the Second Congress of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party, after a split between those who agreed with his ideas (the Bolsheviks) and their rivals (the Mensheviks, Russian for ‘the minority’). Two years later, in March 1917 (or February according to the Orthodox calendar), the First Russian Revolution broke out, but Lenin opted to remain on the sidelines.

			
				
					Bolsheviks and Mensheviks

					The split between the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks took place during the Second Party Congress. During the Congress, Martov (Russian Social Democrat, 1873-1923) and Lenin clashed over the party’s arrangement. The former believed that they should authorise all their members, thus having loose membership criteria in order to have a coherent movement, while the latter envisioned a strongly centralised structure, made up of a limited number of professionals trained in leadership. There was a vote by show of hands in order to decide. As Martov ended up with the fewest votes, his group was named the Mensheviks.

					The two men had already disagreed on various points in the past: for example, Martov wanted to form an alliance with some bourgeois parties, while Lenin preferred to resort to violence.

				

			

			The revolutionary

			It was not until April that Lenin shook off his scepticism and returned to newly democratic Russia. Far from holding out hope for a Russian revolution, he was more insistent on the fact that the fall of tsarism could effectively pave the way for the arrival of his doctrine. He thus published his April Theses, which were nothing more or less than his party’s plan of action: he demanded immediate peace, without annexations or compensation – as the First World War (1914-1918) was ongoing and immersing the country in serious poverty – and expressed his desire to give the factories back to the workers and the land to the peasants. But the new Russian Prime Minister, Alexander Kerensky (1881-1970), who was in charge of the provisional government from the February Revolution, ordered his arrest, and Lenin was once again exiled, this time to Finland.

			A few months later, the government was already showing signs of weakness: peace had not been achieved, millions of lives had been lost and various internal crises had not been resolved. On 6 November 1917, following the October Revolution that ousted the liberal government, Lenin decided that the time was right for him to return to Russia. With the help of the Red Guards, an armed faction of the Bolshevik party, he seized power. He was the main thinker of this insurrection.

			The creation of the USSR

			As he had made clear in his doctrine, Lenin hastened to implement decrees to establish a dictatorship as, according to him, “While the State exists, there can be no freedom. When there is freedom there will be no State.” In the name of progressing towards happiness, he paved the way for the Red Terror.

			
				
					Did you know?

					On 30 August 1918, Lenin was the victim of an attack from which he would escape shaken, but unscathed. The perpetrator of this attack was Fanny Kaplan (1890-1918), a young woman aged 28 who admitted to having acted thus because she believed that Lenin had betrayed the Revolution. He was therefore far from being adored by all his contemporaries who had seen his rise to power. Between the rival factions of the Mensheviks and the Left Socialist Revolutionaries such as Fanny Kaplan, he was the object of a great deal of criticism.

				

			

			In March 1921, Lenin set up the NEP (New Economic Policy), which would relax the dictatorial regime – at least economically – and allow some freedom to be re-established in trade. A year later, Russia became the USSR (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics), with Moscow as its capital. Lenin was made its head of government.

			Having been left paralysed by a stroke a few months earlier, he now went around in a wheelchair and his health continually worsened. In January 1924, Lenin died at the age of 53. Shortly after his death, the Politburo (the Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union) ordered that he be cryogenically frozen until a better way of conserving his body was found. His body would eventually be embalmed and publicly displayed in Moscow in a mausoleum in Red Square, where it remains until this day.

		


		
			Context

			It would be incorrect to believe that Lenin alone was responsible for inspiring and motivating Russian revolutionary ideas. In reality, he was initially pessimistic about the outcome of such an upset, and merely followed the events and seized his opportunity at the right time. The revolution therefore began in an atmosphere conducive to the appearance of a large protest movement against Imperial Russia.

			Nicholas II’s autocracy: absolutism called into question

			While France experienced its first revolutionary upheaval in the 18th century, Russia did not have a clear and organised opposition to the absolute power of the tsars until the end of the 19th century. From 1894, the date of his coronation, onwards, Nikolay Alexandrovich Romanov (1868-1918), known as Nicholas II, ruled the country as an autocrat. This resulted in a set of disastrous conservative policies, as he was unable to surround himself with good advisers.

			The Stolypin government

			After losing a war against Japan from 1904 to 1905, and serious internal problems, Nicholas II refused to experiment with parliamentarianism, as he was far too attached to his dogma of autocracy. When he formed a new government, he chose Pyotr Stolypin (1862-1911) as Prime Minister. Stolypin implemented an unforgiving policy of repression against the revolutionaries. However, he wanted to undertake an agricultural reform aimed at improving the lives of poor farmers – as Russia was mostly agricultural. Although he was a reformer, Stolypin did not have the makings of a democrat and his reform never came to be, as he was assassinated by an anarchist in Kiev in 1911 before he could implement it.

			The Great War

			When the First World War broke out in Europe, Nicholas II and his country were not prepared. Their crushing defeat by Japan in 1905, which had weakened and humiliated the country, was still fresh in everyone’s memories and had led several soldiers into a rebellion. Nicholas II’s army was larger than the others, but it was old-fashioned, ill-equipped and behind in terms of technical and military progress compared with Germany. The Duma (legislative assembly) nonetheless voted to approve an exceptional budget for the war despite Lenin’s calls to abandon it.

			The first few months were disastrous for the Russian army, who were badly defeated at the Battle of Tannenberg (1914) by the Germans. The death toll for that year was huge: 1.2 million soldiers were killed, injured, missing or captured. The population’s morale was at its lowest point, while the need to send out more troops was becoming increasingly urgent and ammunition and equipment were becoming scarcer.

			Soon, the tsar decided to become the Supreme Commander of the army himself, a duty that, until then, had been reserved for a general. He therefore left St. Petersburg for Mogilev (the headquarters of the Russian army). However, in doing so, Nicholas II left a country that was far from content with its empress and her adviser, Rasputin (c. 1869-1916), an unknown Orthodox monk who was not particularly well liked by those who were close to the emperor and empress due to his bad influence on them.

			An unusual economic and political situation

			Throughout the 19th century, Russia lagged behind

			
			
			Russia shaken by revolutions

			Bloody Sunday

			
			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			February 1917
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