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ABSTRACT. According to the prevailing scholarly view, made popular by Neil
Harding, Lenin is said to have derived his well-known theory of working-class
consciousness in What Is To Be Done? from G. V. Plekhanov, the father of Russian
Marxism. Is this article I demonstrate, however, that Plekhanov and Lenin dis-
agreed quite sharply on this question. Plekhanov did not believe that workers would
fail to develop a socialist consciousness in the absence of external intervention.
Indeed, Plekhanov was a thorough-going optimist about proletarian capacities,
and while he did assign an important role to the intelligentsia in the process
of consciousness-raising, that role was carefully circumscribed. An exhaustive
review of Plekhanov’s writings before November 1903, when he broke with
Lenin, reveals just how unorthodox Lenin’s most famous argument was in the
context of Russian Social-Democratic theory.
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Of all of Lenin’s arguments, none is more well known that his dis-
cussion of spontaneity and consciousness in What Is To Be Done?
(1902). In the second chapter of that pamphlet Lenin claimed that
workers were not spontaneously socialist in their inclinations but
spontaneously bourgeois. If left to themselves, proletarians engaged
only in a trade-union struggle for higher wages and better working
conditions but did not press for a revolutionary transformation of
the capitalist system itself. Marx had demonstrated, however, that
socialism was in the objective interests of the working class, and
Lenin therefore concluded that if the proletariat was ever to realize
its class interest the socialist idea would have to be brought to it “from
without” by those who understood Marx’s science – the radical bour-
geois intelligentsia. Because there was no internal dynamic within
the working class that might drive it in a socialist direction, an
enlightened external agent was needed to initiate the revolutionary
transformation of proletarian consciousness.1

This is a striking argument with obvious authoritarian implica-
tions, and scholars have therefore been concerned to investigate its
origins and its consistency with turn-of-the-century Russian Social-

Studies in East European Thought 49: 159–185, 1997.
c 1997 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands.

VICTORY: PIPS No.: 95368 HUMSKAP
157.tex; 12/07/1997; 1:50; v.6; p.1



160 ROBERT MAYER

Democratic thought. An earlier generation of commentators often
claimed that Lenin’s theses were unorthodox,2 but the scholarly
consensus has changed markedly in the past two decades. Nearly
every commentator who has discussed the question in recent years
has argued that Lenin’s doctrine was consistent with the prevail-
ing views of his Russian Social-Democratic comrades. Indeed, most
scholars now claim that Lenin derived his argument from the “father
of Russian Marxism,” G. V. Plekhanov. Long before Lenin pub-
lished his famous pamphlet Plekhanov is said to have articulated
similarly pessimistic views about working-class capacities, and this
would suggest that Lenin’s authoritarianism was deeply rooted in
the Russian Social-Democratic tradition. According to this inter-
pretation, Lenin did not introduce alien views into Russian Social-
Democratic theory but merely drew on those ideas that lay ready to
hand.

Although this argument about the Plekhanovist origins of Lenin’s
pessimism was first set forth by Samuel Baron in 1963,3 recent com-
mentators have been much more influenced by the case presented
by Neil Harding in the first volume of Lenin’s Political Thought.
According to Harding, Plekhanov had “a positively instrumental
view of the working class. Often in his writings the proletariat was
conceived of as but the chosen instrument of intelligentsia designs;
its historical role was to help and assist the intelligentsia.”

The workers, Plekhanov insisted, did not and could not know the full nature of
their position and their objectives within society. There was, in his view, a lag of
working-class consciousness behind the development of the objective conditions
within society. Only the determined activity of the “revolutionary bacilli” : : : could
overcome the lag of consciousness.4

Like Lenin, Plekhanov is said to have denied that the proletariat
was spontaneously socialist; like Lenin, he apparently believed that
consciousness had to be brought from without into the workers’
midst. Harding therefore insisted that we “accept What Is To Be
Done? for what it represented at the time – a restatement of the
principles of Russian Marxist orthodoxy.”5

Harding’s argument itself has become a kind of orthodoxy in
the scholarly literature on Lenin.6 Even critics of his work tend to
accept this interpretation of Plekhanov. Alfred Meyer, for instance,
sharply criticized Harding’s work in a review but conceded that
“Harding convincingly brings out the peculiar features of Russian

157.tex; 12/07/1997; 1:50; v.6; p.2



PLEKHANOV, LENIN AND WORKING-CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS 161

Marxist orthodoxy and shows Plekhanov as a genuine pioneer of
Leninism.”7

In this paper, however, I contest Harding’s influential interpreta-
tion. Lenin’s argument about working-class consciousness in What
Is To Be Done? was not consistent with the orthodoxy of the Russian
Social Democrats. Plekhanov was indeed the chief spokesperson of
that orthodoxy, but he did not believe that workers would fail to
develop a socialist consciousness in the absence of external inter-
vention. Plekhanov was a thorough-going optimist about proletarian
capacities, and while he did assign an important role to the intelli-
gentsia in the process of consciousness-raising, that role was care-
fully circumscribed. An exhaustive review of Plekhanov’s writings
before November 1903, when he broke with Lenin, will reveal just
how unorthodox Lenin’s most famous argument was in the context
of Russian Social-Democratic theory.

This paper contrasts the views of Plekhanov and Lenin on the
problem of spontaneity and consciousness. Its aim is not only to set
the record straight on this important issue and restore Plekhanov’s
reputation but also to highlight the democratic character of Russian
Marxism, a feature of this body of thought that has been neglected
in recent discussions. Despite what is commonly said, Russian
Social Democracy was in fact the most democratic brand of Social-
Democratic theory in Europe at the turn of the century, certainly
more democratic than its German counterpart. Failure to recognize
this obscures the distinctiveness of Leninism, which emerged as
a novel form of Marxism after 1900 only by abandoning crucial
elements of Plekhanov’s more democratic theory.

THE POPULIST ORIGINS 1873–1879

Plekhanov began to work out the fundamental elements of Russian
Social-Democratic theory in the early 1880s, after a period of intense
study of the writings of Marx and Engels. Yet the principal source
of his doctrine regarding the capacities of the working class and
the intelligentsia’s role in the workers’ movement was not Marxist
theory itself, I believe, but the Russian Populist ideology in which
he had been steeped as a youth.8 Plekhanov began his revolutionary
career as a Populist of the Bakuninist school, and the Russian
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Social-Democratic orthodoxy he came to articulate bore the traces
of Populist ideology. That ideology, as we shall see, was quite opti-
mistic about the abilities of the common laborer and assigned but a
subsidiary role to the intelligentsia.

The views of the Russian Populists on the question of revolu-
tionary consciousness were heavily influenced by Mikhail Bakun-
in’s final work, Statism and Anarchy (1873).9 A long, rambling and
often tedious analysis of Great Power conflicts in Europe and the
prospect for social revolution, Statism and Anarchy is best known
for its hostile references to Marx’s socialism. The Russian revo-
lutionary youth, however, were attracted much more by Bakunin’s
advice about how to further the cause of revolution in Russia, advice
contained in a special appendix to that work. Bakunin warned the
student youth that “no scholar is in a position to teach the people
: : : how the people will and must live on the day after the social
revolution.”

What we call the people’s ideal has nothing in common with those political and
social schemes, formulas and theories developed in isolation from popular life
by bourgeois scholars : : : at their leisure, and graciously offered to the ignorant
crowd as the necessary form of its future system.10

Bakunin was opposed to attempts to bring socialist ideas to the
masses from without, in part because he believed that such attempts
would fail to win over converts and in part because he suspected
that such attempts revealed an authoritarian impulse to shape others
to one’s liking. Bakunin claimed that if a socialist ideal “had not
developed in the consciousness of the people, at least in its basic
features, one would have to give up all hope for a Russian revolu-
tion.” Such an ideal could only be “advanced from the very depths of
popular life,” as “a result of popular historical experience, its aspi-
rations, sufferings, protests and struggle.”11 Socialism had to come
from within those who were to enact it or it would not come at all.

Fortunately for the Russian socialist, Bakunin argued, socialist
aspirations were already present within the Russian masses, and thus
there was no need to import such ideals from without. He assured
his readers that

we have neither the desire nor the least intention to impose on our own or another
people any kind of social organization drawn from books or invented by us, for
we are convinced that the popular masses carry in their more or less historically
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developed instincts, in their urgent needs and conscious and unconscious aspi-
rations, all of the elements of their future organization. We find this ideal in the
people itself.12

Following Herzen and others, Bakunin claimed that the Russian
peasant was already an instinctive socialist. That instinct had been
engendered “not by means of book learning but by the natural accu-
mulation of experience and thought” within the rural commune,
with its ancient system of collective ownership. Practice had already
created the subjective precondition for socialist transformation.
Thus, Bakunin taught, revolutionaries could find in Russia “instinc-
tive aspirations that would correspond to [their] social-revolutionary
ideal.” What the intelligent should bring to the peasant was “noth-
ing other than a clear, complete and logical expression of his own
instinct, so that in essence you have not given him anything, you
have not brought him anything new, but only clarified to him what
existed within him long before he met you.”13

This understanding of the function of the revolutionary intelli-
gent is clearly quite different from the theory set forth in What Is
To Be Done?. Bakunin was insistent that socialist aspirations were
an indigenous product of the working masses, the inevitable con-
sequence of their own experience and struggle. Revolutionaries did
not have to bring socialist consciousness into the masses but merely
articulated what working people intuitively felt.

Although revolutionary theories abounded in Russia during the
1870s, Bakunin’s teaching best suited the radical climate of the day
and decisively influenced the program of Zemlia i Volia (Land and
Liberty), the Populist organization in which Plekhanov began his
revolutionary career.14 As Plekhanov’s comrade P. B. Akselrod later
observed, the Zemlia i Volia Populists

refused to propagate socialist theories borrowed from the West and : : : adapted
all revolutionary activity to the views and customs of our people already deeply
rooted in them as a result of a long historical process. The sole criterion for
evaluating the revolutionary significance of a proposed activity within the people
was the complete correspondence of this activity with the people’s historically
developed ideals and opinions.15

The aim of these self-styled Populists was not to bring revolution
from without but to develop it from within, drawing on that which
was already implicit in the people and making it explicit. The task
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of Zemlia i Volia was only to convince the people to be in practice
what they were already thought to be in spirit.

Although many examples of this Bakuninist doctrine could be
cited in the publications of Zemlia i Volia, the single best expression
of the Populist view was contained in the programmatic article of
the organization’s journal, published in October 1878. Written by
Sergei Kravčinskii, a close friend of both Bakunin and Plekhanov,16

its formulations continued to guide the revolutionary intelligentsia
long after Zemlia i Volia had disintegrated. Speaking for the new
generation of “socialist-populists,” the article declared that “only
those cultural forms have a future that are rooted in the minds and
the aspirations of the popular masses. We do not believe that it is
possible to create by means of preliminary work ideals different from
those developed by the people’s entire previous history.”17 If socialist
instincts were not already present in the Russian masses it would
be fruitless to preach socialism to them. “The foundation of every
genuinely revolutionary program must be the popular ideals created
by history in a given time and place.” The task of the revolutionary
intelligentsia was simply “to develop the future socialist system
from those elementary foundations of socialism that have already
been created in the minds of the people.”18

Of course to achieve this goal a revolution was needed, but
Kravčinskii cautioned that the Populists themselves could not
“make” this revolution:

Revolutions are the affairs of the popular masses. History prepares them. Revolu-
tionaries do not have the power to adjust anything. They can only be the instru-
ments of history, expressing popular aspirations. Their role consists only in
organizing the people in the name of its aspirations and demands and in elevating
it to the struggle for their realization – to assist in the acceleration [sodeistvovat’
uskoreniiu] of that revolutionary process that is occurring in the present period in
accordance with the inviolable laws of nature. Outside that role they are nothing;
within its bounds they are one of the most powerful factors in history.19

Here was the basic theory of the revolutionary Populists. They did
not try to bring socialism from without but merely accelerated a
revolutionary process already underway. Socialist revolution would
occur even without their assistance, but the intelligentsia could per-
form a valuable service by hastening the process.

This doctrine was quite different from the pessimistic view
espoused by Lenin in 1902. The Bakuninists and the Populists would
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have disagreed sharply with Lenin’s assertion that workers could
not arrive at socialist consciousness through their own efforts and
that socialism therefore had to be brought to them from without by
the bourgeois intelligentsia. Lenin’s whole approach reeked of the
doctrinaire socialism about which Bakunin (and Marx) had warned
repeatedly. As Lev Tikhomirov explained in the final issue of Zemlia
i volia, the Populist was convinced “that in the already existing
popular worldview is to be found all the elements needed for a very
tolerable social system, and therefore our whole task amounts only
to realizing it – that is, we simply join the centuries-old popular
struggle and try to secure for it a successful outcome”20

Within a few years Russian Populism splintered into different
factions. Some, like Tikhomirov, became increasingly pessimistic
about the abilities of the people and abandoned Populism for terror-
ism. Plekhanov, on the contrary, remained true to the Populist
philosophy of revolutionary action even after he became a Social
Democrat.

PLEKHANOV’S ORTHODOXY 1879–1899

Plekhanov himself frequently pointed out the similarity between
orthodox Populism and Russian Social Democracy in later years. In
a 1906 essay he observed that

as regards theory a Social Democrat has nothing in common with a Populist, but
as regards practical activity the Social Democrat is in general not so far from the
Populist as might seem during the heat of argument. There is one general feature
that establishes a close link between them. Both tie all chances of success to the
self-activity of the masses; both are firmly convinced that their own work makes
sense only if it awakens the masses. In this regard the Populist has much more in
common with the Social Democrat than, for example, with the narodovolets. And
this has been too little noted up to now.21

According to Plekhanov, the crucial point of similarity between
Populism and Marxism was the conviction that the masses them-
selves must make their own revolution. The intelligentsia could aid
that process and help it to occur more quickly, but they must not
push the masses aside or try to replace them.

It was precisely this commitment to popular self-activity that led
Plekhanov to break with the majority of Zemlia i Volia in 1879
as the latter turned from agitation among the working people to
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the terrorist struggle against the autocracy.22 Plekhanov was not
opposed to political assassination in principle, but he believed that
increasing reliance on it as a method of struggle took resources
away from attempts to rouse the masses to action and betrayed a
disturbing pessimism about the capacity of the people to make their
own revolution. After all, the average laborer could not participate
in a conspiratorial campaign of terror or the coup d’etat in which
it was supposed to culminate. Speaking of the disputes that divided
Zemlia i Volia, Plekhanov later explained that

This history of these disagreements is usually depicted as if the populists of the old
school stood for peaceful activity while the terrorists wanted revolution. In fact
the argument was about whether to continue the revolutionary or insurrectionary
attempts within the people or to give up on them and limit revolutionary action to
the struggle of the intelligentsia against the government.23

From beginning to end of his career, and with hardly any exception,
faith in the ability of the common people was the guiding principle
of Plekhanov’s philosophy.

After Zemlia i Volia broke apart in 1879, Plekhanov and a few
others formed an agitational group called Chernyi Peredel (Black
Repartition) that carried on the traditions of orthodox Populism.
This organization, however, failed to attract many adherents and
quickly withered in the oppressive conditions occasioned by the
terrorist struggle of Narodnaia Volia (The Popular Will) against the
autocracy. Forced into exile in 1880, Plekhanov and his comrades
began to study and to translate the classic texts of Marxist theory
over the next several years and soon exchanged their Populist views
for Social-Democratic Marxism.24 As I have indicted, however,
the transformation from Populism to Marxism was not as great as
might be imagined. While abandoning many Populist principles, the
founders of the Group for the Emancipation of Labor (GEL) con-
tinued to adhere to the core principle of popular self-activity and the
Populist understanding of the role of the intelligent in the revolu-
tionary movement. As Andrzej Walicki notes, “one might even say
that Plekhanov became a Social Democrat because he wanted to
remain true to the old ‘Land and Liberty’ program, which proclaimed
that ‘Revolutions are made by the masses and prepared by
history.’ ”25

Indeed, the continuity between the two movements is apparent in
the charter work of Russian Social Democracy, Plekhanov’s Social-
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ism and the Political Struggle, published in 1883. In the preface to
that work Plekhanov recognized that some might criticize GEL for
having abandoned Populism, but he insisted that “the desire to work
within the people and for the people, the certainty that ‘the emanci-
pation of the working class must be the affair of the working class
itself’ – the practical tendency of our Populism is as dear to me as
before.”26 And this democratic commitment fundamentally shaped
his understanding of the way the proletariat was supposed to come
to class consciousness. To be sure, when Plekhanov went over to
Marxism he abandoned his former conviction about the instinctual
socialist tendencies of the Russian peasant. Whereas before he had
emphasized the resilience of the rural commune, now he saw it as
torn by class conflict and bound to dissolve as capitalist agriculture
developed. In general Plekhanov became extremely pessimistic
about the revolutionary potential of the peasantry. But none of this
diminished Plekhanov’s faith in the abilities of the urban working
class, a faith nourished by several years of direct agitation in workers’
circles in the late 1870s. As a Marxist Plekhanov of course did not
see the proletariat as socialist from birth, but he did believe that
the class would eventually become socialist, even if left to its own
devices.

This point is made in a long passage in the second part of Socialism
and the Political Struggle, on the process by which workers come
to revolutionary consciousness. Reminiscent of Marx’s discussion
in the Communist Manifesto, Plekhanov argued that “only gradually
does the oppressed class become clear about the connection between
its economic position and its political role in the state. For a long
time it does not understand even its economic task to the full.”
But eventually workers begin to organize in order to improve their
economic situation. “Little by little the process of generalization does
its work : : : and the oppressed begin to be conscious of themselves
as a class.” At this stage, however, the proletarians are still reformist
but not yet revolutionary or socialist. “For a long time they fight only
for concessions” Plakhanov observed.

Only in the next and last stage of development does the oppressed class come to
a thorough realization of its position : : : It does not appeal for the curbing of its
exploiters to those who constitute the political organ of that exploitation. It knows
that the state is a fortress serving as the bulwark and defense of its oppressors, a
fortress which the oppressed can and must capture and reorganize.
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Nowhere in this passage does Plekhanov mention the intelligentsia,
let alone suggest that the proletariat is dependent on it to attain
socialist consciousness. Practice itself is shown to lead the class
beyond the economic struggle to socialist revolution. And far from
maintaining that by themselves workers fixate at the level of trade-
union consciousness, Plekhanov claimed that “only by going through
the hard school of the struggle for separate little pieces of enemy
territory does the oppressed class acquire the persistence, the courage
and the development necessary for the decisive battle.” Though wary
of “economism,” Plekhanov did not see it as the inevitable tendency
of proletarian class struggle.27

Later in this section Plekhanov posed the question of whether
simple workers could “understand ‘abstract’ questions of social
economics and socialism, if not better than, then at least as well
as, people who have spent decades on their education.” He answered
that in fact “these people know Ricardo never having even seen the
cover of his works.” Daily experience of capitalist production made
it easy for workers to grasp the Marxist critique, he claimed, for
they lived what Marx had described. “Modern scientific socialism”
was not “the invention of some leisurely benefactor of humanity”
but was “a generalization from those very phenomena which we
all come across : : : in our daily life.”28 The theory summarizes and
explains the worker’s experience, it does not contradict it.

To be sure, Plekhanov did assign an important role to the socialist
intelligentsia in the process of consciousness-raising. In the third
section of the pamphlet he declared that “as long as the working
class has still not developed to the point of being able to resolve its
great historical task, the duty of its supporters is to accelerate [usko-
renie] the process of its development, to remove the obstacles that
prevent the growth of its strength and consciousness.”29 As should
be apparent, this statement is consistent with the orthodox Populist
teaching – even borrowing its terminology – and does not imply an
inability on the part of workers to achieve socialist consciousness
by their own efforts. In the absence of intervention by the intelli-
gentsia the process of radicalization would take longer to unfold, but
it would not come to a halt altogether since capitalism itself “creates
both the objective and the subjective possibility for emancipating
the laborers.”30
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In this and other works Plekhanov repeatedly argued that it was
the responsibility of the socialist intelligentsia to “create” or “train”
the “elements for the formation of the future workers’ socialist party
in Russia.” The intelligentsia “must become the leader of the work-
ing class in the forthcoming emancipation movement, clarify for it
its political and economic interests : : : and prepare it for an indepen-
dent role in the social life of Russia.”31 Without external help the
small and undeveloped working class in Russia would take decades
to mature. The intelligentsia could hasten this process and prepare
the class to act on its own by bringing knowledge and organizational
skills to it. But Plekhanov also recognized that the intelligentsia
could do much harm. The Populists (including Plekhanov himself)
had hindered the maturation of the workers in the 1870s by condemn-
ing political struggle and encouraging them to remain at the stage of
economic “guerrilla warfare.” When the Northern Union of Russian
Workers included political demands in its program, Plekhanov noted,
the Populist intelligenty had “recommended that the workers carry
on the struggle on economic ground.” In this instance it was the
educated outsiders who preached a kind of “economism.” Fortun-
ately, Plekhanov observed, “our workers’ movement very soon out-
grew this first phase of its development” and went over of its own
accord to political struggle.32 In a later work about Russian Workers
in the Revolutionary Movement (1891) Plekhanov gleefully pro-
claimed that “future historians of the revolutionary movement in
Russia should note this fact, that in the Seventies demands for polit-
ical freedom appeared in the workers’ programs earlier than in the
programs of the revolutionary intelligentsia.” The Northern Union,
he noted, had “a Social-Democratic tinge” several years before he
and his comrades went over to the Marxist standpoint.33 Indeed, it
was the workers’ example that helped to make Plekhanov a Social
Democrat.34 By no means was Plekhanov pessimistic about working-
class capacities.

This understanding of what the intelligentsia could and could not
do for the workers is also to be found in Our Differences (1885),
Plekhanov’s long polemic against the remnants of Narodnaia Volia.
Quoting Marx’s “Preface” to Capital on “shortening and lessening
the birthpangs,” Plekhanov declared that “this ‘shortening and less-
ening the birthpangs’ constitutes : : : one of the most important tasks
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of the socialists.” Like midwives the revolutionaries could facili-
tate a process already underway, but they did not have the power to
alter the fundamental “laws of history.”35 An advocate of dialectical
thinking, Plekhanov believed that there was an internal dynamic
driving capitalist society toward socialism. He therefore spurned
the approach of those who “appeal to some other, outside force that
would be able to make up for the inadequate inner self-activity in that
society and reform it, if not against the will of its members, then at
any rate without their active and conscious participation.”36 If revolu-
tion was to occur, the catalyst would have to come from within the
working class, not from without. Plekhanov scoffed at those who,
“in appealing to our intelligentsia : : : expected social miracles from
its activity and presumed that its devotion would be a substitute for
popular initiative, that its revolutionary energy would replace the
inner striving of Russian social life towards a socialist revolution.”37

He flatly denied that the intelligentsia could “play the role of a benev-
olent providence : : : upon whose will it depended whether the wheel
of history would turn one way or another.” The will was no substitute
for an internal dynamic; at best it could only accelerate the rate of
change of that which was already occurring. As he explained, “the
emancipation of a given class can be its own affair only when there
is within it an independent emancipation movement.”38

It is in this light that we should interpret the most commonly cited
line from Our Differences, Plekhanov’s claim that the Social Demo-
crat “will bring consciousness into the working class, without which
it is impossible to begin a serious struggle against capitalism.”39

Read in the context of his other statements this does not mean that
workers cannot come to consciousness on their own; it means that
workers cannot struggle for socialism without consciousness, which
the intelligentsia helps to develop. Plekhanov’s point was that “the
more or less early victory of the working class depends, among other
things, on the influence on that class of those people who understand
the meaning of historical development.”40 The victory itself was
assured, but it could be hastened by concerted effort now.

Perhaps the best evidence for the contention that Plekhanov antic-
ipated Lenin’s claims in 1902 is to be found in the first draft program
of GEL (1883), which declares that “not only the success but even
the very possibility of such a purposeful movement of the Russian
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working class depends to a great extent on the work : : : of the intelli-
gentsia in its midst.”41 According to Jay Bergman, “one only had to
read the Group’s program : : : to see that its authors openly acknowl-
edged what Lenin alter claimed in What Is To Be Done? – namely,
that without the intervention of Marxist revolutionaries, workers
could not advance beyond ‘trade-union consciousness’ and perceive
the advantages of socialism.”42 This is an overstatement, for the lan-
guage of the first draft is qualified, but more important is the fact
that all reference to the role of the intelligentsia was purged from the
final draft. D. B. Riazanov (an Iskra opponent) suggested that this
change resulted from the Group’s “disappointment at the failure of
the revolutionary intelligentsia to come over at this time to the point
of view of scientific socialism.”43 The Group apparently concluded
that the workers would have to – and could – develop on their own,
and they therefore deleted all reference to the intelligentsia.

This interpretation is strengthened when we examine Plekhanov’s
other writings published at the end of the decade. In an essay entitled
“How To Obtain a Constitution” (1888) he urged “our revolutionary
youth to assist” the workers’ movement and “awaken the conscious-
ness of the working class.” But he prefaced this appeal with the
declaration that

I certainly do not think that the fate of Russia lies in the hands of several hundred or
several thousand young people : : : The decomposition of the old economic order
is taking place absolutely independently of the influence of the intelligentsia, as is
the increase in the numbers of the working class and the gradual maturation of its
consciousness.44

The proletariat was already beginning to come to consciousness by
itself, he claimed. Likewise in A New Defender of Autocracy (1889)
Plekhanov argued that “by going among the workers, bringing them
science, awakening the class consciousness of the proletarians, our
revolutionaries from among the ‘intelligentsia’ can become a power-
ful factor of social development.” But he added that “the absence of
allies among the ‘intelligentsia’ will not prevent our working class
from becoming conscious of its interests, understanding its tasks,
advancing leaders from its own ranks and creating its own workers’
intelligentsia.”45 His optimism about working-class capacities could
not be more clearly stated.

By now it should be evident that the orthodoxy Plekhanov set
forth after his conversion to the Marxist standpoint was sharply at
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odds with the pessimistic sentiments to which Lenin gave voice in
1902. Only a tendentious selection of fragments from Plekhanov’s
writings could turn him into a theoretical precursor of Lenin’s theory
of working-class consciousness. Plekhanov was optimistic – in
retrospect, excessively optimistic – about what the proletariat could
achieve by itself. Indeed, the thesis Lenin advanced in 1902 was com-
pletely inconsistent with the materialist theory of history Plekhanov
spent much of the 1890s defending. Over and over again he argued
that the development of consciousness was determined by the devel-
opment of material relations, although the pace of that development
could be affected by the intervention of those who understood in
what direction material relations were moving. “The course of ideas
lags behind the course of things,” Plekhanov explained in “The His-
torical Development of the Doctrine of Class Struggle” (1900), but

even within the ranks of one and the same class consciousness does not develop
equally quickly: some of its members grasp the essence of the given order of things
earlier, others later. This makes it possible for the advanced elements to influence
ideologically the backward, and for socialists to influence those proletarians who
have not yet gone over to the socialist worldview.46

Socialists, however, should not fool themselves that they could
implant ideas which the given material relations would not sustain.
Plekhanov opposed the voluntarist position of certain latter-day
Populists precisely “because it hinders the intelligentsia from assist-
ing the development of [proletarian] consciousness.” It leads them
“to oppose the heroes to the crowd and to imagine that the crowd is no
more than an aggregate of zeroes, the significance of which depends
only on the ideals of the hero who stands at their head.”47 Subjec-
tivists overestimate what the intelligentsia can accomplish, and this
leads them to dangerous fantasies with authoritarian implications.
The workers must emancipate themselves, Plekhanov insisted. All
the intelligenty could do was aid a process that would unfold even if
they tried to hinder it.

RESPONDING TO THE “ECONOMISTS” 1900–1902

In his biography of Plekhanov Baron claimed that the founder of
Russian Social Democracy became more pessimistic about working-
class abilities toward the turn of the century. At this time Plekhanov
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became embroiled in the struggle against Eduard Bernstein and
the Russian “economists,” and as a result “the role of the intel-
ligentsia in the socialist movement had become magnified in his
mind.” Plakhanov’s scepticism about the socialist tendencies of the
proletariat is said to have been especially evident in his polemic
against the “economists,” A Vademecum for the Editorial Board of
Rabochee Delo (1900). According to Baron, in this work “Plekhanov
went to extremes in overemphasizing the importance of Social-
Democratic leadership in the labor movement.”48 And Harding
concurs: “Plekhanov’s argument [in the Vademecum] was the same
as the one which Lenin was later to employ so centrally in What Is
To Be Done?.”49

In fact Plekhanov’s views did not change at all. Though his tone
was quite sharp in this pamphlet, Plekhanov merely repeated the
acceleration thesis he had been defending for fifteen years – a thesis,
as we have seen, at odds with Lenin’s pessimism in What Is To Be
Done?.

Space does not permit a detailed examination of the “economist”
controversy that raged within Russian Social Democracy at the
turn of the century.50 The conflict was sparked in part by personal
animosity (and fueled by Plekhanov’s well-known haughtiness), but
theoretical issues were also at stake. Those who had the “economist”
label pasted on them by the members of GEL accused that organiza-
tion of artificially pushing the workers into political struggle against
the autocracy while neglecting the economic struggle in which the
proletariat engaged spontaneously. The “economists” feared that
under the guise of “acceleration” the Social-Democratic intelligenty
were trying to exploit the Russian proletariat and draw it prematurely
into a political struggle that would principally benefit educated radi-
cals eager for a democratic republic. S. N. Prokopovich, for instance,
warned against “all attempts to force the natural course of develop-
ment of the workers’ movement.”51 If the workers did not recognize
the need for political struggle at the present moment, it was not the
business of the intelligenty to push them into it. The intelligent who
had genuine faith in the capacities of the proletariat should allow it
to come to consciousness in its own way and to identify its own class
interests. The educated outsider was supposed to serve this sponta-
neous process not attempt to accelerate it, for in Prokopovich’s mind
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acceleration was but one step away from imposition. “Economism,”
in short, constituted a kind of dare: If the workers could become
conscious socialists by themselves, why not let them?

Plekhanov’s reply to the “economist” dare is contained in the
Vademecum. The central weakness of “economism,” he argued,
was a failure to recognize that classes did have objective interests
of which their members were not always conscious. Plekhanov
asked,

Are the workers always aware of their own interests and of their position among the
other classes? We, the advocates of the materialist view of history, do not think that
this is always so. We do not doubt that the consciousness of people is defined by
their social existence. The appearance of new aspects of that existence determines
the new content of consciousness. But the determination of consciousness by
existence is an entire process, which is accomplished during the course of a more
or less prolonged period of time. This is why the workers are for a long time not
always aware of their “real interests.”52

As an example Plekhanov noted that some German workers still
failed to vote for the Social-Democratic Party although it was in
their interest to do so. Given this lag between consciousness and
objective reality, it was the function of the intelligentsia – those with
superior education – to analyze

the economic : : :and social-political situation of a given country, which determines
the economic interests and political tasks of the working class. Having itself
become clear about these interests and these tasks, it must immediately proceed
to clarify them for the working class. It must try to accelerate this process, so that
the content of consciousness is adapted to the form of existence.53

If the “economists” believed that the orthodox had misunderstood the
objective state of things and the tasks following from it, they ought
to correct the latter’s analysis and identify a new set of objective
interests to realize. They had no grounds, however, to reject the role
of accelerator unless they no longer wished to be Social Democrats.
A revolutionary who refused to “assist this acceleration” and “speak
about those interests of which the workers are still not conscious”
would merely be “a fifth wheel in the carriage” – in other words,
redundant.54

Nowhere in this polemic did Plekhanov suggest that workers were
incapable of attaining complete consciousness without the external
intervention of the bourgeois intelligentsia. Indeed, the whole ten-
dency of his materialist argument contradicted this Leninist thesis
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since Plekhanov assumed that existence would eventually alter
consciousness anyway. The educated socialist – “whether from the
intelligentsia or the workers does not matter”55 – merely reduces
the amount of time this process would take and helps the backward
become more advanced more quickly.

Plekhanov’s reply to the “economists” merely repeated the argu-
ments he had long defended, but Lenin’s contribution to the debate
broke new ground. In a set of manuscripts written at about the same
time as Plekhanov’s Vademecum (late 1899), Lenin decided to agree
with the “economists” that the orthodox Social Democrats were
imposing alien tasks on the working class, but he then argued that
without this external influence the workers would fail to emancipate
themselves.56 Although both Plekhanov and Lenin wanted to defend
the intelligentsia against “economist” criticism, their arguments were
significantly different.

Elsewhere I have reconstructed in some detail the evolution of
Lenin’s argument in What Is To Be Done?.57 Lenin was heavily influ-
enced at this time by an idea he had encountered in Karl Kautsky’s
Das Erfurter Programm (1892), a highly influential explication of
German Social-Democratic theory. In the latter sections of this com-
mentary Kautsky argued that Marx had succeeded in “fusing” the
workers’ movement and socialism, but that before him the two had
existed separately and had often been at odds.58 Lenin turned this
idea against the “economists,” arguing that the workers would only
become socialists if socialist theory was brought to them from with-
out and fused with their spontaneous economic struggle. The real
inspiration for Lenin’s argument in What Is To Be Done?, then,
was Kautsky’s brand of Social-Democratic theory, which was not
entirely consistent with Plekhanov’s more optimistic doctrine.59 In
this sense Norman Levine is justified in speaking of a “Germaniza-
tion of Lenin,” an influence especially evident in Lenin’s turn-of-
the-century writings.60 In any case, Harding is certainly mistaken
when he declares that “Lenin’s formulations in polemic with the
Economists might well have been sharper but they were hardly
innovatory.”61
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THE RECORD OF A DISPUTE 1902–1903

Lenin wrote the bulk of What Is To Be Done? in great haste in the last
two months of 1901. Shortly before the new year he asked Plekhanov
and Akselrod to read the first half of the manuscript,62 but according
to Harding “there is no evidence of any significant contemporary
disagreement within the Iskra camp on his main themes. ‘Plekhanov
and Akselrod merely made minor suggestions in the draft which
Lenin adopted.’’́63

This interpretation is at odds with Plekhanov’s own account of his
reaction to Lenin’s manuscript. In an article written after his break
with the Bolsheviks, Plekhanov claimed to have recognized Lenin’s
deviation at once:

When I read the draft of the pamphlet What Is To Be Done? I immediately told
Lenin and other members of our editorial group that I saw in it a great many
theoretical errors. Regarding “spontaneity” and “consciousness,” in particular, I
pointed out to Lenin that it was – in Hegel’s works – wie aus der Pistole geschossen,
and I insisted that he revise those passages that seemed incorrect to me.

Not one to back down, not even before the imperious Plekhanov,
“Lenin objected that the pamphlet was being issued in his own name
and that this lessened considerably the editorial board’s responsi-
bility for it.” Plekhanov was not satisfied with this answer and con-
tinued to insist on changes. In the end “Lenin, while defending his
position, all the same promised to ‘repair’ the inadequate passages I
had indicated to him in his pamphlet.” But according to Plekhanov,
“when the pamphlet What Is To Be Done? appeared, it turned out
that Lenin had made almost no changes in it.”64

Lenin later suggested that Plekhanov’s account was false. In a
March 1905 article he declared that “Plekhanov’s assertion that our
relations cooled on account of What Is To Be Done? is absolutely
untrue.”65 He claimed that the two had argued at that time about the
draft party program, not about his pamphlet.

Plekhanov’s account, however, is corroborated by two letters writ-
ten by Akselrod in the spring of 1902. In March Akselrod told
Plekhanov that

as for Frei’s [Lenin’s] polemic with Rabochee Delo : : : I see that you were right. I
read my own views into his words, but when reading the proofs I became convinced
that you understood him better than me. Generally speaking Frei’s work in certain
respects seems to me to have important defects and to be too extreme [v svoem
rode vabank].66
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And at the end of May Akselrod wrote to I. O. Martov that “you are
mistaken in attributing Plekhanov’s irritation entirely to the argu-
ments in Munich concerning the [party] program.” The two had also
argued about What Is To Be Done?, Akselrod explained. He went
on to say that “regarding the latter, I was struck by how little atten-
tion was paid to our common criticisms. But I was inclined at that
time not to blame him, for it would have been impossible for him to
fully understand what we wanted from the tersely formulated sum-
mary of our debates.” Still, in a face-to-face encounter Plekhanov
“again stated his obstinate desire for V. I. to consider the views of his
comrades.” In conclusion Akselrod confided to Martov that he was
amazed at “how little he [Lenin] considers the critical observations
of close comrades.”67

The evidence suggests, then, that Plekhanov and Akselrod did
criticize Lenin’s pamphlet before publication. Plekhanov, as usual,
communicated his dissatisfaction to Lenin bluntly. Akselrod, as
usual, kept his criticism to himself in order not to exacerbate
the already tense relations within the Iskra group. As Plekhanov
informed Zasulich in a March 1902 letter, “when I was at your place
I asked Pavel [Akselrod] to support me in my criticism of the pam-
phlet. He would not do it, but now he seems to regret it.”68 Both
were dismayed, however, that Lenin ignored their comments and
published the manuscript with few changes.69

But even if Lenin was right that he and Plekhanov had clashed
only over the language of the party program and not his pamphlet,
their differing formulations of one of the program’s clauses indicates
that they did not agree about the capacities of the working class. In
his first draft, written in January 1902, Plekhanov claimed that

as these inevitable contradictions of capitalism grow and develop, the dissatisfac-
tion of the working class likewise grows : : : and in its midst the consciousness
spreads ever wider and more quickly that only through its own efforts can it throw
off the yoke of economic dependence.

In this formulation working-class consciousness develops sponta-
neously. But in his notes Lenin objected that “the spreading of
consciousness” of the need for social revolution did not automat-
ically accompany the “spontaneous growth of indignation” in the
proletariat but “must be introduced by us.”70 Plekhanov, it turned
out, had failed to see that the class was not, and could not be, spontan-
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eously revolutionary and socialist – a point Lenin insisted on
vehemently at this time.71 In the end the language of the final
draft reflected a compromise between Plekhanov’s formulation and
Lenin’s, and it was sufficiently vague as to admit of various inter-
pretations.

After Lenin published his pamphlet without revisions, Plekhanov
decided that something had to be done to limit the damage Iskra’s
cause might suffer from Lenin’s unorthodox assertions. Writing after
his break with Lenin, Plekhanov claimed that in the winter of 1903
he penned “two articles for Iskra in which [he] purposely raised the
question of the relation of the heroes to the crowd and resolved it in
an entirely non-Leninist manner.”72 Although he did not identify the
two articles, one of them was clearly “The Ides of March,” which
appeared eight months before the split between Lenin and Plekhanov.
In that article Plekhanov revisited the issue of spontaneity and con-
sciousness and argued that “the ideas of scientific socialism do not
contradict the spontaneous tendency of things and in general do not
diverge from it but serve as its conscious expression”73 This formu-
lation was indeed at odds with the argument of What Is To Be Done?,
but few probably recognized the veiled criticism it contained. It is
also noteworthy that Plekhanov failed to defend Lenin’s argument
when it was publicly criticized by Riazanov in the spring of 1903.
Riazanov devoted ten pages of a book on Iskra’s draft program
to Lenin’s unorthodox assertions, but Plekhanov’s rejoinder passed
over those arguments in silence.74

Plekhanov could not avoid saying something about What Is To Be
Done?, however, when that work became a focal point of criticism at
the Second Party Congress (July-August 1903). At the eighth session
of the Congress, when the assembled delegates turned to debate
Iskra’s draft program for the party, A. S. Martynov (an Iskra oppo-
nent) spoke first and delivered a long, detailed critique of Lenin’s
argument in the second chapter of What Is To Be Done?. Not having
been privy to the behind-the-scenes conflict between Lenin and
Plekhanov over the party program, Martynov mistakenly believed
that Iskra’s draft had been decisively influenced by the unorthodox
Lenin. He therefore sought to expose Lenin’s unorthodoxy to the
other delegates in order to convince them to rewrite the draft
program before them. Martynov declared from the podium that
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“Comrade Lenin sees a conflict between the ideology of the prole-
tariat and its mission; I prefer to see a conflict between Lenin’s thesis
and the one repeatedly expressed by Marx and Engels.” Martynov
then proceeded to explain the orthodox teaching about working-class
consciousness, quoting long passages from Marx’s works.75

According to V. P. Akimov (another Iskra opponent), while
Martynov spoke “the vast majority of delegates had even left the
hall. The rest were busy with ‘their own affairs’. Only the Chairman,
Plekhanov, listened to Martynov with demonstrative attention.”76

Plekhanov must have felt somewhat uncomfortable. We know that
he agreed with the gist of Martynov’s critique, but as an ally of
Lenin it would have been damaging to admit this in public. When he
responded to Martynov the following morning, however, Plekhanov
found a way to disagree with his opponent without addressing the
substance of his argument. Martynov claimed that the draft pro-
gram reflected Lenin’s unorthodoxy. Plekhanov knew this was not
so since he had fought bitterly with Lenin the previous year over
the program, the published version of which was a compromise
document. Plekhanov could therefore honestly tell the delegates that
Martynov was wrong about the allegedly Leninist character of the
draft program. Side-stepping Martynov’s argument, Plekhanov then
declared that “Lenin did not write a tract on the philosophy of history
but a polemical piece against the ‘economists,’ who said that we must
wait until the working class itself advances, without help from the
‘revolutionary bacilli’.”77 Plekhanov later recalled that “Comrade
Martov understood [this] explanation as a gentle way of announcing
my disagreement with Lenin as the author of the pamphlet What Is
To Be Done?, and that was true.”78 It was indeed a lame defense, for
Lenin had made general, theoretical claims in the second chapter of
his pamphlet. Plekhanov’s defense was opportunistic as well, for he
sacrificed principle to political expediency in defending an argument
he knew was flawed.

Martov was not the only member of the audience who detected
a difference between Lenin and Plekhanov. After listening to
Plekhanov’s speech, Akimov spoke next and declared that the claims
of What Is To Be Done? were “completely inconsistent with what
Plekhanov wrote in his commentaries [on the draft program]. I am
convinced that Plekhanov does not agree with Lenin.”79 Although
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Iskra’s supporters laughed at Akimov’s assertion at the time, his
observation was correct. In his commentary to the draft program,
written shortly after the publication of Lenin’s booklet, Plekhanov
stated that the party “tries with all its might to accelerate the devel-
opment of the class consciousness of the proletariat.”80 Akimov, who
was no friend of Plekhanov, recognized that “this idea permeates all
of Plekhanov’s works, from the first to the latest,” and he there-
fore concluded that there was a “profound disagreement” between
Plekhanov and Lenin on this issue. “Anyone who says that Social
Democracy accelerates the development of the proletariat’s class
consciousness obviously expresses an idea diametrically opposed to
the idea of the man who finds it necessary to bring socialist con-
sciousness to the proletariat ‘from without’.”81 Like Riazanov and
Martynov, Akimov immediately saw that Lenin’s claims were incon-
sistent with the Russian Social-Democratic orthodoxy, the chief
spokesperson of which had been Plekhanov.

In short, even before Plekhanov broke with Lenin in late 1903,
it was evident that the two did not agree about this particular issue.
Although Plekhanov did influence Lenin’s thinking in important
ways,82 Lenin certainly did not derive his most famous argument
about working-class consciousness from the father of Russian Marx-
ism.

A RUSSIAN DEMOCRATIC TRADITION

According to Harding, “Lenin’s views of the Party as presented in
his writings from 1899 to 1902 are not to be regarded as extraor-
dinary, innovatory, perverse, essentially Jacobin or unorthodox. On
the contrary, they had long been canvassed in Iskra and accepted by
Lenin’s co-editors, who were the only ones who could be reason-
ably described as having a claim to expressing the orthodoxy of
Russian Marxism.”83 I have demonstrated above that this interpre-
tation is largely incorrect, at least with regard to the question of
proletarian consciousness. Although it is true that Lenin’s argu-
ment was not derived from Jacobin sources,84 I believe that his
views about working-class capacities were indeed extraordinary,
innovatory, unorthodox and perverse. Never once in his writings had
Plekhanov suggested that socialism must be brought from without to
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the workers, and he immediately rejected the idea when he encoun-
tered it in Lenin’s pamphlet. The argument was far too paternalistic
for Plekhanov given his democratic sensibilities, and he feared what
others might think of the Social Democrats if Lenin’s views were
mistaken for the party’s orthodoxy.

There is a tendency in historical studies of Leninism to explain
the anti-democratic elements of Lenin’s thought in terms of the
Russian context in which he acted. Lenin is said to have been
decisively influenced by the Russian Jacobin tradition or Russian
Social-Democratic theory, or by the repressive tsarist regime against
which he fought. Perhaps certain facets of Lenin’s thought can be
explained in this way, but we should not overlook the possibility
that Lenin might have broken with these traditions and invented
something unprecedented. In the end Lenin’s argument about spon-
taneity and consciousness in What Is To Be Done? was his own
invention – influenced by German Social-Democratic theory, to be
sure, but unique nonetheless.85 The argument was certainly not the
product of the Russian Social-Democratic tradition to which Lenin
had been exposed in the 1890s, for that body of thought was in fact
consistently democratic.86 There were democratic traditions within
Russian culture before the revolution, and Leninism took shape only
as it broke with these democratic traditions.
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