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The Russian Revolution and the 
Contemporary Left: Inspiration 
or Model?

Neil Davidson

I

Since the consolidation of the Stalinist regime in late 1920s, mainstream 
interpretations of the Russian Revolution have essentially rested on two 
theses, widely shared across the political spectrum by tendencies which 
otherwise have little in common. The ‘continuity’ thesis holds that there 
was no difference, except in degree, between Russia under Lenin and Russia 
under Stalin; the period from 1917 to 1991 therefore constitutes an indivis-
ible whole. The ‘legitimacy’ thesis holds that, not just the USSR, but all the 
Stalinist regimes had to be collectively treated as the inevitable outcome of 
attempting to carry out a revolutionary socialist programme: in short, they 
represented the realisation of Marxism, not a deviation from it. The Stalinist 
outcome of the Russian Revolution and its sequels was inevitable and would 
be reproduced by any further attempts to overthrow the capitalist order. 

The centenary of the Russian Revolution has of course provided ample 
opportunity for these positions to be rehearsed, with varying degrees of 
sophistication. The radical left has responded by reaffirming the existence 
of a break between the original revolutionary moment of liberation and its 
subsequent bureaucratic negation, with only the former having any affin-
ity with Marxism and the latter – whatever its rhetorical claims otherwise 
– providing a non-Marxist model for subsequent revolutions in the Global 
South. There are, of course, important differences of opinion over when 
the break occurred and the nature of the society which emerged after-
wards; but these are in some ways less important than the way in which, 
within this overall perspective, members of the radical left tend towards 
one of two attitudes towards the contemporary relevance of October 1917. 
Quite often, as in the case of this author, they are torn between them.

One regards the Revolution as a purely historical moment – one to be 
defended, of course, but rather in the manner which the left responded 
to attacks on the French Revolution during the 1989 bicentenary, by 
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protecting the honour of an important part of the socialist tradition while 
denying it has any direct relevance today, except perhaps as an inspiration. 
Adherents of this position argue – rightly – that the Russian Revolution 
took place under very specific conditions which no longer exist. Feudal 
and tributory absolutisms comparable to the Tsarist state have long since 
vanished. No society now consists of a population of which eighty per 
cent are peasants and, even where there are still majority peasant popu-
lations, they are fully integrated into the capitalist mode of production. 
Finally, we are unlikely to witness another global inter-imperialist con-
flict of the sort which provided the context for the Russian Revolution 
– not because imperialism has ceased to exist, but because deployment of 
the nuclear and chemical weaponry it now possesses is unlikely to allow 
humanity the opportunity to reconfigure society on a revolutionary basis. 

The other attitude regards October as a continuing model for contem-
porary revolutions. Changes have indeed taken place; but nevertheless, 
even in the West, organisations and strategies developed more than a 
hundred years ago must in all essentials be maintained. Upholders of this 
position argue – again, rightly – that the Russian Revolution cannot be 
treated in the same way as the French, or any of the other classic bour-
geois revolutions. These are genuinely historical in that their objective 
(the creation of a world of capitalist nation-states) has been achieved; but 
the objective of the Russian Revolution (the overthrow of those nation-
states and their replacement by a global socialist republic) has not and, 
consequently, the Russian experience will have to act as a reference point 
for future attempts to reach that goal. Victories, even temporary ones, 
have not been so frequent that we can afford to completely disregard the 
most important and longest-lasting of them. 

The problem underlying both attitudes is the absence of more recent, 
successful, examples of working-class revolution which can replace 1917 
as the high point of the revolutionary tradition. For the first position 
there is simply an absence; for the latter the absence can be filled, but 
only by ascribing a universal significance to the Russian Revolution which 
it never possessed, even in 1917. The difference between our world and 
the one in which Lenin led the Russian working class to victory is far 
greater than the difference between his world and that of Marx. The irony 
of that victory was, of course, that Lenin had to overthrow everything 
that he and the Bolshevik Party had believed about the nature of Russian 
Revolution. It is, to say the least, conceivable that we may have to do like-
wise in relation to future revolutions. This is one reason why faithfulness 
to Lenin is best demonstrated by adherence to his method, rather than by 
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simply reiterating positions which he held at any particular point. Lenin’s 
change of position in 1917 does however raise the question of whether 
the October Revolution should have taken place at all, or whether it was 
simply a heroic, but doomed accident of history. 

II

The socialist revolution obviously depends on certain material conditions, 
in terms of both the expansion of the productive forces, to the point where 
the outcome of the revolution could meet human needs on basis of equal-
ity, and the associated growth of the working class, to the point where 
it could act as the social force capable of bringing about the revolution. 
When were these conditions met? An exact date is obviously impossible 
to identify for the either, but most historians have accepted that 1848-9 
did indeed signal, not the revolutionary maturity of the working class, 
but the emergence for the first time of a genuinely global economy. The 
appearance of a working class large and militant enough to overthrow the 
new capitalist world occurs some decades after this, following the con-
solidation of bourgeois states in Central and Southern Europe, North 
America and Japan during the 1860s. If a symbolic date is required then 
we might settle on 1889, the year during which the Second International 
was launched. Confirmation might also be found in the literature of the 
time. William Morris’s News from nowhere, first published in 1890, a year 
after the International was reborn, is perhaps the first novel to imagine a 
socialist future not as a miraculous or unexplained event, but as the result 
of a revolutionary process which became possible at the time the book was 
written. Yet this periodisation elides a central issue. The material condi-
tions for socialist revolution might have existed in Western and Central 
Europe, North America, Australasia and Japan; they clearly did not in the 
colonial and semi-colonial world – that is to say, across most of world, 
including Russia.

The revolution which the thinkers of the Second International expected 
to take place in Russia would be bourgeois-democratic in nature, although 
the working class would have to lead the peasant majority of the popula-
tion: this was what known as ‘permanent revolution’. By the Revolution 
of 1905, the notion had, for the first time since Marx and Engels first raised 
the slogan in 1848-9, become part of general discourse of the centre and 
left wings of the Second International in Central and Eastern Europe, as a 
means of encapsulating how the working class would have to carry out the 
bourgeois revolution in Russia. Of the leading figures only Lenin refused 
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the actual term and only Trotsky invested it with a significantly differ-
ent content. The dominant theme of Lenin’s writings before 1917 was 
that a revolutionary alliance of the proletariat and peasantry would over-
throw tsarism, but that this revolution would be followed by a prolonged 
period of bourgeois democracy and capitalist economic development, 
after which a second, socialist revolution would at some future point be 
possible, depending on the speed with which capitalist industrialisation 
proletarianised the peasantry and several other factors. Any attempt to 
force the pace of history would be blocked by Russia’s socio-economic 
backwardness. Trotsky, on the other hand, argued that the nature of 
Russian Revolution was not fixed in advance but rather depended on what 
happened after the overthrow of the absolutist regime. For Trotsky, there 
were two reasons why a Social Democratic government would have to 
take more radical action than allowed for by the formula of ‘bourgeois-
democratic’ revolution. 

The first was that, on the basis of the 1905 Revolution, above all the 
emergence of the soviets, workers would likely take over factories, expro-
priate the owners, and run the enterprises themselves. What attitude should 
a Social Democrat government take to such actions? They would clearly 
be in breach of capitalist property relations and consequently beyond the 
supposedly bourgeois limits of the revolution. If the government acted to 
restore the previous owners, it would betray its own supporters, weaken 
its social base and thus encourage the bourgeoisie to resist any further 
attempts to dispossess them. But if the government did not restore the 
former owners and instead supported working-class seizures of private 
property, then it would openly be declaring itself in conflict with capi-
talism. Such a conflict would not be confined to the native bourgeoisie, 
since so much of Russian capital was foreign in origin, although ruling-
class solidarity against the threat of revolution would impel other states to 
intervene regardless of any actual investments their national capitals might 
have had in Russia. 

The inevitability of intervention is the second reason why Trotsky 
believed the Russian Revolution would be forced to move in a socialist 
direction, by acting as an inspiration to the global working class and exert-
ing a powerful claim on their solidarity, the most effective form of which 
would be further working-class revolutions. The implications of this argu-
ment are that these revolutions would be undertaken not only in support 
of the Russian Revolution, but because workers in other countries would 
also seek to replicate its socialist aims on their own behalf. Revolutions 
cannot be initiated acts of will, however; they require in addition a series 
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of crises, the existence of which outside of Russia was itself an indica-
tion of the way in which the world system formed a totality. The socialist 
revolution in the West was therefore necessary for the Russian Revolution 
to survive on a socialist basis, not only as a source of immediate class soli-
darity in the struggle against counterrevolution but also as the mechanism 
that would make available to the new regime the financial, technological, 
and scientific resources that would enable it to overcome the inherit-
ance of tsarist backwardness. Without these twin supports the Russian 
Revolution would, at best, start and finish as a bourgeois revolution. 

Although Lenin is often said to have adopted Trotsky’s version of 
permanent revolution after February 1917, his reasons for arguing for a 
socialist outcome to the Russian Revolution were different, if compatible. 
For him, the imperialist stage of capitalism had first unified the world, 
by enmeshing every corner of the globe in the circuits of capital, and 
now threatened to destroy it through war. In this context, the Russian 
Revolution could not have a purely ‘bourgeois’ significance, nor was 
the prospect of a prolonged period of internal capitalist development an 
attractive one, even under democratic conditions, given that the descent 
into barbarism had removed any element of progressiveness from the 
capitalist system. Lenin’s scathing comments on the fourth anniversary of 
October list in some detail precisely which benefits the Russian bourgeoi-
sie had failed to deliver, even when presented with the gift of state power. 
But if the bourgeoisie’s capacities were affected by the advent of imperial-
ism as a stage in capitalist development: so too was the proletariat – or at 
least, the Western proletariat. 

What Lenin called ‘opportunism’ within the working-class movement 
had arisen first in Britain, then in all the nations that played an oppressive 
role within the imperialist system. According to Lenin, the bourgeoisie 
used the super-profits from imperialism to ‘bribe’ trade union officials and 
the upper strata of the working class into compromising with or openly 
capitulating to the system, leading to the phenomena of opportunism, 
social patriotism, and reformism more generally. If Lenin’s explanation 
for the existence of reformism was flawed, his account of the effect of 
reformism in retarding socialist revolution in the West was, however, more 
realistic. In Russia, where the hold of reformism was weaker, workers 
could be won more easily to a revolutionary socialist perspective. In this 
respect there is a difference in emphasis between Trotsky and Lenin. For 
Trotsky, the peculiar nature of Russian capitalist development – not least 
its taking place within the context of a repressive, undemocratic absolutist 
state – meant that the working class tended to be more politically militant 
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and theoretically advanced than its Western counterparts. For Lenin, the 
Russian working class simply had, so to speak, fewer opportunities for 
opportunism, given that the Russian bourgeoisie had less capacity for 
‘bribery’. Russian workers had then benefited from the brittleness of the 
tsarist state, which had shattered relatively easily at the first manifestation 
of working-class and peasant resistance. The former were not necessarily 
better organised or more class conscious than their Western counterparts, 
but they had been provided with an opening that the latter had not. There 
were, however, two respects in which Lenin’s reasons for arguing for a 
socialist outcome to the revolution were similar to those of Trotsky. 

One was the nature of the institutions thrown up by the workers and 
soldiers themselves: the soviets or workers’ councils. Trotsky wrote rel-
atively little about the nature of soviet rule, then or subsequently. The 
soviets had a far more important role for Lenin. Once the revolution had 
begun, he realized very quickly the full significance of the innovation 
they represented and the possibilities opened up by the situation of ‘dual 
power’. Lenin was right that no one in the Russian context had foreseen 
the implications of a situation in which opposed state authorities strug-
gled for mastery, not from different territorial locations, as in the English 
and the French Revolutions, but from competing social institutions. The 
‘democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry’, which Lenin 
now called to be abandoned, had assumed the continued existence of a 
bourgeois parliament, as befitted the capitalist society over which it would 
rule. The emergence of an alternative form of government meant that this 
assumption could now be dropped.

The other way in which Lenin’s thought was compatible with Trotsky’s 
was over the significance of the revolution’s international setting. This 
too represented a shift in Lenin’s thought. Although always upholding 
proletarian internationalism, he had not previously seen the Russian bour-
geois revolution as being dependent on support from other revolutions. 
But, ever the realist, Lenin understood that a bourgeois republic in Russia 
was acceptable to the global ruling class, but a socialist republic was not. 
Neither the soviets nor the revolution that rested upon them could on 
their own survive the combination of internal bourgeois opposition and 
external imperialist intervention. A recurrent theme of Lenin’s writings, 
from 25 October 1917, was that without revolutions in the West the 
Russian republic could not survive.

The condemnation which the Bolsheviks received from the reform-
ist and centrist wings of the socialist movement was not because of the 
risks involved in launching a bid for power on the expectation of external 
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support; in most cases the international context was simply ignored, and 
the internal lack of development in Russia given as sufficient reason for it 
being unprepared for socialist revolution. Kautsky argued precisely that 
the attempt to establish socialism in Russia was premature: in the absence 
of both capitalist development and democratic institutions the revolu-
tion could only ever have been bourgeois in nature. On this basis socialist 
revolution should, however, have been possible in Germany; but no – if 
socialist revolution was impossible in Russia because it was too backward, 
it was unnecessary in Germany because it was too advanced: elections 
would suffice. As this sophistry suggests, the objective was to avoid revo-
lutionary conclusions whatever the situation.

This may all seem like ancient history, but it has contemporary reso-
nances. Shortly after the collapse of the USSR, three very different writers 
– Peter Wollen, Meghnad Desai and Robin Blackburn – all invoked 
Kautsky’s arguments about Russian backwardness to explain it. For 
Desai in particular the entire experiment had failed because the Bolsheviks 
did not understand what Marx had apparently understood, namely that 
capitalism will not be overthrown until it has exhausted its potential to 
expand. On this reading interpretations which emphasise the degeneration 
of the revolution through isolation and the external pressure of the world 
system, are simply missing the point: there was no degeneration because 
there was never a working-class revolution in the first place. In these argu-
ments the international nature of both the system and the working class 
has simply vanished.

It is true that that the Bolsheviks could offer no guarantees of success: 
October involved what is sometimes referred to as a ‘wager’ on the revo-
lution. The concept of the wager was first introduced into Western culture 
by the Roman Catholic philosopher Blaise Pascal during the seventeenth 
century. Pascal’s argument was that since we cannot know for certain 
whether God exists or not by way of our reason, we have to gamble on his 
existence. Pascal argues that we have everything to gain from wagering on 
the existence of God, but everything to lose – that is, eternal life – from 
wagering against it. Later Marxists secularised the argument, beginning 
with Lucien Goldmann in his classic study of Pascal and Racine. Following 
him, Alasdair MacIntyre, who pointed out that ’the wager of action’ is not, 
or at least should not be, undertaken in a spirit of voluntarism: we under-
stand that only certain actions are possible at any time with the possibility 
of success. But how do we acquire this knowledge? Not as observers, but 
as participants pledged to bring about the very outcome on which we had 
placed our bet. At certain places and times the overall contradictions of 
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the era will lead to genuine ‘revolutionary situations’, but the revolution-
ary’s task is not to passively wait for these but to help bring them about 
and take the opportunities they present. Even then, a successful outcome 
cannot be guaranteed, only that our actions can make it more or less likely. 
But for all the unpredictability of the outcome, refusal to play can lead to 
only one result: certain defeat. This idea – which can be found in different 
ways in the writings of Connolly, Gramsci and Lukacs – surely informed 
Lenin’s practice between the February and October revolutions, above 
all in his relentless insistence that the specific moment has to be seized or 
the occasion may pass, no matter how propitious the general conditions 
may be. 

III

The Bolsheviks should not then be criticised for making a ‘wager’ the 
outcome of which could not be foreseen. Critique should start – given the 
importance which they placed on spreading the revolution to the West – 
for failing to take sufficient account of the differences they had themselves 
identified between Russia and the imperialist heartlands of capitalism. One 
of the major debates in the early Communist International (1919-24) was 
the extent to which the more advanced countries – above all, Germany 
– required different strategies and tactics from those which had proved 
successful in Russia. The Bolsheviks’ initial view was that assumptions 
about the universal applicability of the Russian experience were deeply 
problematic. The West was different from Russia in three key respects: 
it lacked a revolutionary peasantry, but on the other hand it possessed 
a more confident, experienced bourgeoisie and a far stronger reformist 
tradition among the working class. However, shortly after Lenin’s ‘Left-
Wing Communism’ was published in 1920, the direction of the Bolshevik 
and Comintern leaderships began to move firmly away from this kind of 
differentiation towards an ever-greater emphasis on the universal signifi-
cance of the Russian experience, including in Lenin’s own work. There 
seems to have been two reasons for this reversal. 

One was the need to counter the twin problems of centrism and ultra-
leftism within the Comintern. The former downplayed or opposed the 
need for a revolutionary strategy on the grounds that Western parlia-
mentary democracy rendered an insurrectionary overthrow of the state 
unnecessary; the latter tended to reject Bolshevik tactics – above all the 
united front and participation in parliamentary elections – on opposite 
grounds, namely that under Western conditions these would simply lead 
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to a strengthening of reformism. Both in their different ways started 
from the differences between the West and Russia, which in turn led the 
Bolsheviks to minimise them. 

A second reason for Bolshevik denial of Western difference was the 
conflation of this issue with another: the universal need for Communist 
Parties on the Russian model. This was a powerful argument, since the 
only country to have developed this kind of organisation was also the 
only one to have achieved a successful revolution, but it did not require 
pretending that there were no significant differences between Russia and 
the West. Indeed, in the absence of the socially explosive situation pro-
duced by uneven and combined development in Russia, it is arguable that 
the revolutionary party was actually more important in the West, not least 
in developing and maintaining working class consciousness. The point is 
rather that organisational forms and revolutionary strategies have to be 
appropriate to the situations in which the former have to operate and the 
latter have to be advanced.

In any event, even before the consolidation of Stalinism in the late 1920s, 
there was no further serious attempt within the ‘official’ Communist 
movement to argue for different strategy and tactics in the West than in 
Russia. When the argument did revive, it did so from the inside of the 
fascist prisons in which Gramsci was incarcerated from late 1926. His 
central point was that it was not in fact the greater strength of civil society 
which distinguished the West from the East, but the nature of the state.

Capitalist states did indeed have greater repressive powers than their 
pre-capitalist forerunners or contemporaries. This was not, however, their 
only distinguishing characteristic. Equally important was their flexibility, 
which enabled them to make gradual structural reforms in ways that pre-
capitalist states had not, resulting either in their overthrow by revolution 
or destruction in war. The same type of flexibility is also constitutive of 
contemporary capitalist states, even those in the Global South or former 
‘East’. However backward they may be in many other respects, they have 
a far greater capacity for absorption and renovation under pressure. The 
states in question need not be ‘democratic’ and representative institutions in 
and of themselves do not necessarily form a ‘bulwark’ against overthrow. In 
fact, if we take bourgeois democracy to involve, at a minimum, a representa-
tive government elected by the adult population, where votes have equal 
weight and can be exercised without intimidation by the state, then it is a 
relatively recent development in the history of capitalism. Far from being 
intrinsic to bourgeois society, representative democracy has largely been 
introduced by pressure from the working class and extended by pressure 
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from the oppressed. It is true that mass suffrage has not proved as dangerous 
to capitalism as the bourgeoisie initially feared it would; but recognizing this 
does not involve accepting the much more sweeping claim that it is the main 
source of popular legitimacy for the capitalist state. Most capitalist states in 
the West and the system over which they presided were afforded legitimacy 
by their working classes before the vote was extended to them. 

The key factor in securing the adherence of the subaltern is surely 
not democracy, but the concept most closely associated with Gramsci, 
hegemony, which may include democratic institutions, but not necessar-
ily so. The mechanisms through which hegemony is maintained need not 
be wholehearted endorsement of capitalism. All that capitalism requires 
is to maintain a majority of the working class in circumstances which are 
bearable compared to the imaginable alternatives. One reason why an 
irreplaceable component of capitalist hegemony is nationalism, both as 
a source of psychic compensation and as a means of political mobilisa-
tion, is to prevent the most oppressed and exploited from acquiring the 
tools which would allow them to resist. The Russian Revolution never 
encountered these obstacles, and it is futile to try and discern a strategy 
for dealing with the specific forms of the capitalist state and bourgeois 
hegemony from that experience, no matter how important it may be for 
other reasons, which may explain why it has been so difficult to build 
revolutionary organisations.

The relatively healthy period of the Russian Revolution did see the 
only successful attempts to build genuinely mass revolutionary parties in 
the West. Unlike subsequent attempts they were not built by recruiting 
ones and twos but grew from four mechanisms, which were sometimes 
combined: 1) merger with several organisations of a comparable size; 2) 
an influx of members following secession from a mass reformist organ-
isations; 3) affiliation by militants organised in a trans-union rank and 
file organisation; or 4) collective adherence by elements of a campaign or 
social movement. These were only possible on the basis of a generalised 
move to the left and in no case did they leave the host organisation unaf-
fected, so that exponential growth almost invariably meant the original 
revolutionary party acting as the nucleus of a new formation, rather than 
simply undergoing quantitative growth: the Communist Party of Great 
Britain was not simply an enlarged British Socialist Party; the Communist 
Party of Germany was not merely an expanded Spartacus League. Yet 
these formations had only a handful of years to develop before first the 
Zinovievite then the Stalinist structures imposed on them by the Russian 
bureaucracy crushed their creative life.
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This is not an argument against revolutionary organisation, but rather 
for such organisations to adopt appropriate revolutionary strategies. It 
was impossible to build revolutionary organisations in the West during 
the era of High Stalinism. But even when it became politically feasible 
again, around 1968, revolutionary parties, conceived on broadly Leninist 
lines, nowhere achieved sustained growth beyond a membership of the 
single-figure thousands. Why not? One reason could be that the entire 
aim of building the revolutionary party was a delusion: the working class 
will simply never attain revolutionary class consciousness in sufficient 
numbers, to make the project viable. I reject this. It could be more plausi-
bly argued that the universal failure to build mass revolutionary parties is 
not working-class incapacity, but a series of temporarily insurmountable 
objective conditions – not such as to make exponential growth an impos-
sible goal, but to hold it within certain limits. There is obviously some 
truth in this, but to argue that this can explain failure to build anywhere 

over the subsequent fifty years is stretching credulity to breaking point: it 
is effectively to say that revolutionary parties can only be built in excel-
lent conditions – in effect, in revolutionary conditions. But the entire case 
for revolutionary organisation, from the German Revolution of 1918-19 
onwards, is that it has to be built before a revolutionary situation arises. 

But perhaps the project has not failed, but has simply been confused 
with another goal. The need to build a cadre of socialists, who have led in 
the class struggle, who are capable of working with others and are trusted 
by them, and who can carry a collective argument in a disciplined way 
– all this seems to remain essential, but this is not the same a building a 
‘mass revolutionary party’. Why on earth would anyone other than a tiny 
minority of the already politically committed join such a party unless the 
situation was desperate or hopeful enough to make it plausible course of 
action? In other words, a revolutionary organisation has to be built before 
but we should not expect it to be a mass revolutionary party. And this is 
one lesson we can learn from the Russian Revolution, since the Bolshevik 
Party itself only became a mass party between February and October.

It is certainly not the only lesson. Above all, t he emergence of the 
soviets shows us how forms of working-class democracy and struggle are 
essential for the posing an alternative to bourgeois rule, without which no 
party, be it ever so revolutionary, can substitute for. These forms have not 
ceased to emerge. The most important recent developments in this respect 
have indeed occurred in Latin America – not in the activities of Chavez, 
Morales, Correa or any other elected leader, but the new forms of collec-
tive organisation which emerged first in Argentina between 2000-1 in the 
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form of the piqueteros (‘picketers’) and asambleas (‘assemblies’), and then 
in Bolivia between 2003-5 in the form of the neighbourhood assemblies 
and workers’ regional committees, which organised from the vast slum 
city of El Alto to blockade La Paz. The emergence of new organisational 
forms in Argentina and Bolivia is of crucial importance for revolutionar-
ies, since they present, if only in embryo, the possibility of an alternative 
to the bourgeois state, not merely the attempt to use it for the benefit 
of the working class and the oppressed. These forms may not resemble 
those which emerged in Petrograd in 1905 or 1917, but why should this 
be surprising? We should recall that the soviet experience was perhaps 
the most important element in shifting Lenin’s view about the nature of 
the Russian Revolution. Perhaps the greatest lesson of October may be 
to recognise new examples of working-class creativity when they appear 
and allow them to influence our own expectations of, and hence ability to 
effectively take part in, the revolutions to come. 
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