V. I. LENIN

From War and Revolution

One of the great castiaucs vt the First World War was the Russian l
empire, including the czar, his family, many of the members of their -

class, and its centuries-old autocratic system. The burden of war was
stiaply too much for Russian society to bear. The disillusionment in
the army and civilian society, along with the overwhelming costs of

was, fueled uprisings among civilians and the army and Czar Nicholas :

It was forced to abdicate in February of 1917. The government that
emerged, under Alexander Kerensky, proved unable fo satisfy the

growing demands of peasants, veterans, and urban workers for “land, ;

peace, and bread,” a slogan that V. 1. Lenin {1870-1924) and the

communists exploited, successfully seizing power from the moderate

parliamentarians in October of that year.

As a Marxist, Lenin believed that he could establish a socialist s0¢i-
ety in Russia, but he argued that Russian conditions {e.g., economic
underdevelopment; the devastation of war; the opposition of Europe,
the United States, and Russian nobles to the revolution) made a demo-
cratic transition impossible. According to Lenin, a self-appointed gov-
ernment acting in the interests of the working class was the oanly way
t0 a socialist Soviet Union, Lenin called this government “the dictator-
ship of the proletariat.” was one of Lenin’s fiercest
critics on this point, arguing that capitalism in Russia was not suffi-
ciently developed to allow for a democratic socialist ‘revnlution, and
that dictatorial means would result in dictatorial ends.i, -

Lenin delivered his “War and Revolution” address in May of 1917,

during the fateful summer that followed the liberal February revolu- |
tion and preceded the Bolshevik revolution in October. How did |

Lenin view the First World War and Russia’s continued participation

in it? What did he hope to accomplish in the summer of 19172 How
did he hope to accomplish it? The most important news for Russia’s
allies, England and France, in the summer of 1917 was the United

States” entry into the war on their behalf. What was Lenin’s reaction ;

to this development?

Thinking Historically

According to Lenin, what were the causes of the First World War?
What did he believe to be the main cause of the Russian revolution
that occurred in February? What were the consequences of that revg.
lution? What did he think would be the causes of a new revolution in
Russia?

What we have at present is primarily two leagues, two groups of capital-
ist powers. We have before us all the world’s greatest capitalise powers —
Britain, France, America, and Germany — who for decades have dog-
gedly pursued a policy of incessant economic tivalry aimed at achieving
world supremacy, subjugating the small nations, and making threefold
and tenfold profits on banking capital, which has caught the whole
world in the net of its influence. That is what Britain’s and Germany’s
policies really amount to. . , .

These policies show us just one thing — continuous economic ri-
valry between the world’s two greatest giants, capitalist economies, On
the one hand we have &gl a country which owns the greater part of
the globe, a country which ranks first in wealth, which has created this
wealth not so much by the labour of its workers as by the exploitation
of innumerable colonies, by the vast power of its banks which have de-
veloped at the head of all the others into an insignificantly small group
of some four or five super-banks handling billions of rubles, and han-
dling them in such a way that it can be said without exaggeration that
there is not a patch of land in the world today on which this capital has
not laid its heavy hand, not a patch of land which British capital
has not enmeshed by a thousand threads. . . . '

On the other hand, opposed to this, mainly Anglo-French group,
we have another group of capitalists, an even more rapacious, even
more predatory one, a group who came to the capitalist banqueting
table when all the seats were occupied, but who introduced into the
struggle new methods for developing capitalist production, improved
techniques, and superior organization, which turned the old capitalism,
the capitalism of the free-competition age, into the capitalism of giant
ndicates, and cartels. This group introduced the beginnings of
te-contro capitalist production, combining the colossal power
of capitalism with the colossal power of the state into a single mecha-
nism and bringing tens of millions of people within the single organiza-
tion of state capitalism. Here is economic history, here is diplomatic
history, covering several decades, from which no one can get away, It is
the one and only guide-post to a proper solution of the problem of war;
it leads you to the conclusion that the present war, too, is the outcome
of the policies of the classes who have come to grips i it, of the ¢wo




supreme giants, who, long before the war, had caught the whole world,
all countries, in the net of financial exploitarion and economically di-
vided the globe up among themselves. They were bound to clash, be-
cause a redivision of this supremacy, from the point of view of capital-
ism, had become inevitable. . . .

The present war is a continuation of the policy of conquest, ‘of
the shooting down of whole nationalities, of unbelievable atrocities
committed by the Germans and the British in Africa, and by the B_rni_.g_i___s‘h
and the Russians in Persia — which of them committed most it is diffi-
cult to say. It was for this reason that the German capitalists looked
upon them as their enemies. Ah, they said, you are strong because you
are rich? But we are stronger, therefore we have the same “sacred”
right ro plunder. That is what the real history of British and German fi-
nance capital in the course of several decades preceding the war
amounts to. That is what the history of Russo-German, Russo-British,
and German-British relations amounts o, There you have the clue to
an understanding of what the war is about. That is why the story that
is current about the cause of the war is sheer duplicity and humbug,
Forgetting the history of finance capital, the history of how this war
had been brewing over rhe issue of redivision, they present the matter
like this: Two nations were living at peace, then one attacked the other,
and the other fought back. All science, all banks are forgotten, and the
peoples are told to take up arms, and so are the peasants, who know
nothing about politics. . . _

. . . What revolution did we make? We overthrew Nicholas. The
revolution was not so very difficult compared with one that would have
overthrown the whole class of landowners and capitalists. Who did the
revolution put in power? The landowners and capitalists — the very
same classes who have long been in power in Europe, . . . The [Febru-
ary} Russian revolution has not altered the war, but it has created orga-
nizations which exist in no other country and were seldom found in
revolutions in the West. . . . We have all over Russia a network of Sqw-
etél ohWorkers’, Soldiers’, and Peasants’ Deputies. Here is.a revolution
which lias not said its last word yet. . .. . ' o
... In the two months following the revolution the Industnahlsts
have robbed the whole of Russia. Capitalists have made staggering
profits; every financial report tells you that. And when the workers,
two months after the revolution, had the “audacity” to say they wanted
to live like human beings, the whole capitalist press throughout the
country set up a howl.

C;errthe qgestion of America entering the war I shall say this. People
argue that America is a democracy, America has the Whlt'e House. 1
say: Slavery was abolished there half a century ago. The anti-slave war
ended in, 1865. Since then multimillionaires have mushroomed. They
have  vhole of America in their financial grip. They are making
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ready to subdue Mexico and will inevitably come to war with Japan
over a carve-up of the Pacific. This war has been brewing for several
decades. All literature speaks about it. America’s real aim in entering
the war is to prepare for this future war with Japan. The American
people do enjoy considerable freedom and it is difficult to conceive
them standing for compulsory military service, for the setting up of an
army pursuing any aims of conquest—a struggle with Japan, for in-
stance. The Americans have the example of Europe to show them what
this leads to. The American capitalists have stepped into this war in
order to have an excuse, behind a smoke-screen of lofty ideals champi-
oning the rights of small nations, for building up, a strong standing
army. . . .

- - - Tens of millions of people are facing disaster and death; safe-
guarding the interests of the capitalists is the last thing that should
bother us. The only way out is for all power to be transferred to the So-
viets, which represent the majority of the population. Possibly mistakes
may be rade in the process. No one claims that such a difficult task
can be disposed of offhand. We do not say anything of the sort. We are
told that we want the power to be in the hands of the Soviets, but they
don’t want it. We say that life’s experience will suggest this solution to
them, and the whole nation will see that there is no other way out. We
do nor want a “seizure” of power, because the entire experience of past
revolurions teaches us that the only stable power is the one that has the
backing of the majority of the population. “Seizure” of power, there-
fore, would be adventurism, and our Party will not have'it. . . .

Nothing but a workers’ revolution in several countries can defeat
this war. The war is not a game, it is an appailing thing taking a toll of
millions of lives, and it is not to be ended easily.

-~ The war has been brought about by the ruling classes and only
a revolution of the working class can end it. Whether you will get a
speedy peace or not depends on how the revolution will develop,

Whatever sentimental things may be said, however much we may
be told: Let us end the war immediately — this cannot be done without
the development of the revolution. When power passes to the Soviets
the capitalists will come out against us. Japan, France, Britain — the
governments of all countries will be against us. The capitalists will be
against, but the workers will be for us. That will be the end of the war

which the capitalists started. There you have the answer to the question
of how to end the war. ‘



