
Lenin’s health never fully recovered 
after the assassination attempt by 
Fanya Kaplan in 1918. In May 1922, he 
suffered the first in a series of strokes 
which left him unable to play an active 
role in government. A further stroke 
in May 1923 left him unable to speak. 
A struggle for leadership developed 
between Stalin and Trotsky. Following 
Lenin’s death on 21st January 1924, 
Stalin eliminated his rivals and by 
1928, he was undisputed leader of the 
Soviet Union.

• Leon Trotsky – Organised October 
1917 Revolution. 

• Grigory Zinoviev – 
• Bolshevik Party leader in Petrograd. 
• Lev Kamenev – 
• Bolshevik Party leader in Moscow. 
• Nikolai Bukharin – 
• Acknowledged as the best thinker 

in the Bolshevik Party. 
• Joseph Stalin – Commissar of 

Nationalities, Secretariat. In 1922, 
he was made General Secretary of 
the Communist Party.
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Key question: What was Lenin’s legacy to Russia?

By 1923, it was clear that the two main contenders for 
leadership were Trotsky and Stalin.                                                                                                     
• Stalin had various advantages. He used his job as General 

Secretary of the Communist Party to fill vacant positions 
with his own supporters and sack supporters of his 
opponents. Stalin was able to make sure that Lenin’s 
increasing suspicions of him did not become widely known. 

• Lenin’s Last Will and Testament were brought to the 
attention of the Politburo by his widow, Krupskaya. It 
warned the other Bolsheviks about Stalin:                                                                                      

• He had a clear vision and a programme for reform.
• He pushed for the October 1917 revolution, believing 

the time was right.
• He adapted the theories of Marx to create Marxist-

Leninism.
• He inspired the workers and the soldiers.
• He provided intellectual leadership with drive and 

determination.
• He was a gifted public speaker; he told the people what 

they wanted to hear.
• He had boundless energy and organisational powers.
• His slogans ‘Peace, Bread and Land’ and ‘All power to 

the Soviets’ proved to be popular slogans.
• He had tremendous political skills and played a central 

role in directing affairs after the Bolshevik seizure of 
power.           

• However, most members of the Politburo were more 
suspicious of Trotsky and chose to ignore the warning. 

• In Lenin’s funeral, Stalin successfully presented himself as 
the chief mourner, while Trotsky was seen as conspicuous 
because of his absence; Trotsky was ill and Stalin had 
tricked him into believing the funeral was the previous day. 
Trotsky was seen as arrogant and disrespectful of Lenin 
in not bothering to turn up for his funeral; onlookers saw 
Stalin as the natural heir to Lenin. Trotsky was forced into 
exile and was murdered by a Soviet agent with an ice-pick 
in Mexico.                                                                                        

Trotsky vs Stalin: 
the struggle for power                                                                        

Lenin as party leader

‘Stalin is too rude and this fault is not acceptable 
in the office of secretary. Therefore I propose to 

comrades that they find a way of removing him from 
his post.’                  
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Possible successors to Lenin



Russia in transition 1905-1924

Key question: What was Lenin’s legacy to Russia?

Lenin left behind a country which had gone through a 
tremendous change in a relatively short period of time. He 
had made unpopular decisions such as the introduction of 
War Communism but had done so in order to secure victory 
of the Reds and the establishment of a communist state. His 
decision to abandon War Communism in favour of the NEP 
was criticised by party radicals, but in reality, it helped to save 
the Soviet Union from collapse. He also pushed through the 
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk realising that they had to have peace to 
survive.

‘He was a revolutionary whose thirst for blood 
could never be quenched.’ 

(A British newspaper of Lenin’s obituary, 1924)

‘His whole genius consists of his ability to say what these 
people want to say but do not know what to say.’

(V.Serge, a Bolshevik supporter, 1917)

Historians disagree about the extent of Lenin’s 
achievement. Regarding Lenin’s contribution to the 
October Revolution, some have portrayed him as the 
central figure, while others have tended to emphasise 
the importance of other factors, such as the unpopularity 
of the Provisional Government in its continuation of the 
war and the role of Trotsky as president of the Petrograd 
Soviet and commander of the Red Guards who directed 
the troops in the Bolshevik seizure of power.
1. Some historians describe him as a tyrant. Lenin 

seized power in Russia illegally and by force when 
he closed down the elected Constituent Assembly. 
He also suppressed democracy and free speech and 
maintained power using brutal tactics of terror. Russia 
was subjected to a gigantic social experiment in which 
many millions died.

2. Other historians would say he was a hero. He showed 
great determination in opposing the Tsar’s system and 
overthrowing it in 1917. He attempted to build a ‘brave 
new world’ but died before the job could be finished. 
They claim that terror and dictatorship were only 
temporary measures to cope with the huge problems 
Russia faced after 1917. It was Stalin who betrayed the 
ideals of the Communist Revolution.

However, Lenin’s legacy was not all positive
1. Lenin had built a one-party dictatorship and a system of 

terror in order to control Russia during the difficult years 
after the 1917 October  Revolution. During the 1920s and 
1930s, Stalin exploited this (the harsh nature of the purges) 
to create an even stronger totalitarian system.

2. Many questions were left unanswered at the time of 
Lenin’s death. What direction should the economy take? 
How should the USSR be governed? The future direction 
of the Communist Party was unclear. When should 
the government move away from the ‘Dictatorship of 
the Proletariat’ and try to build the perfect communist 
classes society? Little progress was made towards perfect 
communism under Stalin. Instead of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat, there was the dictatorship of Stalin.

3. Lenin’s body was embalmed and placed on public display. 
A ‘cult of personality’ was created that turned Lenin and 
then Stalin into god-like figures. Stalin started to re-write 
history to make it look as though he had been the key 
figure next to Lenin in the Revolution. These tactics were 
used to justify Stalin’s increasingly severe rule.

Knowledge Organiser 7: The importance of Lenin

Lenin’s legacy                                                               Assessing Lenin


