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ROBERT C. TUCKER, 1918-2010

Robert Tucker produced scholarly work in a dauntingly wide-range of
scholarly fields, including Marx studies, comparative communism, lead-
ership theory, political culture, and current Soviet politics. His central fo-
cus throughout his career was the problem of Stalin: who he was, where
he came from, what he did and why, and what was the long-term impact
of the man and his era. Practically everything else in his work contributed
in one way or another to this central issue.

Other tributes and obituaries have tried to give some sense of Tucker’s
career and the full range of his activities." Here I want to restrict my re-
marks to two topics of direct interest to readers of this journal: Lenin and
NEP. Because of the wide range of Tucker’s activities, his contributions
in these two fields have not yet been given due attention. Nevertheless,
Tucker was a major figure in the historiography of both topics. A short
discussion can only bring out some highlights.

One signal contribution to Lenin studies was The Lenin Anthology
(Norton, 1975), still, I believe, the most widely-used collection of Lenin
writings. Tucker used over seven hundred pages to provide a picture of
Lenin in all his facets, from his glorification of revolutionary terror to his
plan for gradual cultural change. Particularly noteworthy is Tucker’s em-
phasis on Lenin’s last writings as a sort of charter for NEP. This emphasis
foreshadows the glorification of NEP during Gorbachev’s era.”

The introduction to The Lenin Anthology was a version of a chapter in
the first volume of Tucker’s Stalin biography Stalin as Revolutionary,
1879-1929 (Norton, 1973). This chapter represented a highly unexpected
and innovative move on Tucker’s part: he opened his biography of one
man (Stalin) with the life-story of another man (Lenin). This move was
amply justified by the role Lenin played in Stalin’s life as leader, mentor,
and, after Lenin’s death, as model for emulation. Tucker’s mini-
biography gave particular emphasis to Lenin’s idiosyncratic brand of po-
litical charisma.

Among other things, Stalin as Revolutionary is a classic study of the
NEP era. The high politics of the 1920s, dramatic and significant as they
are, have not attracted a vast amount of academic attention. The basic
works are easily listed: besides the relevant sections of E. H. Carr’s vast

1. The obituary that will appear in Slavic Review, spring 2011, is a collective effort by
five former Tucker students, including myself, Stephen Cohen, Rob English, Michael
Kraus, and Robert Sharlet.

2. Lars T. Lih, “Perestroika’s Revival of NEP: A Contemporary Chronicle, 1985-
1990,” The NEP Era: Soviet Russia, 1921-1928, 3 (2009): 1-34.



6 The NEP Era

study and Robert Daniels’ Conscience of the Revolution, there are three
political biographies, namely, Isaac Deutscher on Trotsky, Stephan Cohen
on Bukharin, and Tucker on Stalin. With due regard for the immense con-
tribution of all the authors listed here, I believe that the biographies of
Tucker and his former student Stephen Cohen bring out what was really
at stake in these struggles. The political infighting of the period is given
its due in the accounts of Tucker and Cohen, but underneath the personal
ambitions are seen the fateful choices that lead to the destruction of NEP
and the rise of Stalinism.

Tucker’s thoughts on Lenin and NEP also find expression in a number
of elegant essays. Since these essays were written in various times and
collected in a number of books, their significance is easily overlooked. In
my view, the perhaps overused word “seminal” can be legitimately ap-
plied to these essays devoted to Lenin and/or the NEP: “The Image of
Dual Russia” from The Soviet Political Mind (1971); “Lenin’s Bolshe-
vism as a Culture in the Making” and “Between Lenin and Stalin: The
Breakdwon of a Revolutionary Culture,” both from Political Culture and
Leadership in Soviet Russia (1987); “Lenin as Revolutionary Hero” (a
chapter in Stalin as Revolutionary as well as the Introduction to The Len-
in Anthology). Everyone interested in these two topics should be familiar
with these essays.

To read Tucker is to watch a dialectical mind at work. Every reader
will get something different from these essays, and the following discus-
sion takes up only what I find most meaningful in my own work. I shall
first discuss Lenin and the NEP, although this division is somewhat artifi-
cial. Indeed, one of Tucker’s contributions is to bring out the interconnec-
tion of these two topics.

The exceptional nature of one fundamental aspect of Tucker’s writings
on Lenin is apparent only to those of us familiar with mainstream aca-
demic work on Lenin and Russian Social Democracy: Tucker did not
despise Lenin. The academic mainstream on Russian Social Democracy
can be divided into a right wing and a left wing, but both wings are united
in a contempt for Lenin personally and politically that emanates from
every page. This contempt may or may not be justified, but it certainly
inhibits the imaginative and sympathetic reconstruction of Lenin’s out-
look that I believe central to the historian’s task.

At a memorial service for Tucker held at Princeton University on Sep-
tember 30, 2010, Stephen Cohen pointed out that the Cold War simply
did not exist as an influence on Tucker’s thinking. This observation ac-
counts for one feature of Tucker’s interpretation of Lenin that is more
meaningful than appears at first glance: Tucker did not define Lenin and
Bolshevism as a mirror image of Menshevism. Starting with Bertram
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Wolfe’s Three Who Made a Revolution in 1948, mainstream academic
scholarship has locked Lenin into a long series of binary contrasts with
Menshevism: elitist vs. democracy, conspiratorial vs. mass party, intellec-
tuals vs. workers, “consciousness” vs. “spontaneity,” centralism vs. de-
centralism, and so on and so forth. Ultimately, I maintain, these divisions
boil down to one: Soviet tyranny vs. the free world. This Cold War myth-
ic binary has long outlived the Cold War itself.

Tucker simply ignored this framework and listened carefully to what
Lenin was saying and how he was saying it. He then perceived what my
own research confirms to be the core of Lenin’s outlook, namely, his sce-
nario of class leadership: the party as missionaries spreading the word and
— most crucially and most overlooked — the Russian proletariat as leader
or vozhd of the narod. In Tucker’s words:

To understand Lenin’s political conception in its totality, it is im-
portant to realize that he saw in his mind’s eye not merely the mili-
tant organization of professional revolutionaries of which he spoke,
but the party-led popular movement “of the entire people”. . . . The
dream was a vision of an anti-state popular Russia raised up by prop-
aganda and agitation as a vast army of fighters against the official
Russia headed by the tsar (Political Culture and Leadership in Soviet
Russia, p. 39).

Another feature of Tucker’s Lenin studies was his interest in what may
be called Lenin’s afterlife, that is, the impact Lenin had on the top Bol-
sheviks and thus on the power struggle following his death. Here Tucker
used the concept of political culture to make the bridge. He portrayed
Lenin’s Bolshevism as a specific type of political culture marked not by
unity and internal logic, but rather by accretion over time of attitudes cre-
ated by a variety of situations. The post-Lenin Bolshevik leadership could
not and did not apply this heritage as a whole; each leader had to choose,
each according to their own definition of the crucial problems facing So-
viet Russia.

Tucker applied this framework in particular to Stalin’s coercive “revo-
lution from above.” He portrayed the events of the early thirties as a radi-
cal break with most parts of Lenin’s Bolshevism, but not with all. He
stressed heavily that Stalin had one source of genuine Leninist legitimacy,
namely, Lenin’s actions and justifications during the civil war of 1918-
1921. Nevertheless, the massive upheaval imposed by coercive collectivi-
zation was a massive rejection of Lenin’s final vision of socialist devel-
opment in Russia.
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My impression is that Tucker’s thesis has not fared well in the profes-
sion. One vulnerable aspect has been amply pointed out: evidence of Len-
in’s repressive outlook can easily be found in the NEP period, right up to
the end of Lenin’s political career. Based on this, a double continuity the-
sis has become even more firmly entrenched: continuity between “war
communism” and NEP, and therefore continuity between the Lenin era
and Stalin’s coercive collectivization.

In my view, there is indeed more continuity in the Bolshevik outlook
between the civil war and NEP than we find in the work of Tucker and
other writers who belong to a loosely defined “discontinuity school” (I
would include Stephen Cohen and Moshe Lewin, each in their own way).
But this continuity cuts both ways. Granted, many traits of the “repressive
civil war” do appear during the NEP period. But there are also many traits
of “NEP gradualism” that appear during the civil war period. In particu-
lar, Lenin’s most eloquent denunciations of the use of force to impose
various forms of collective agriculture on the peasants come precisely
from the period of so-called “war communism.” The academic main-
stream is very eager to see one kind of continuity and very disinclined to
see the other.

This correction of Tucker and others in the “discontinuity school” ul-
timately strengthens what I take to be their basic point: the coercive col-
lectivization that ushered in the Stalin era represented a sharp break with
Bolshevik tradition. I therefore predict that Tucker’s basic hypothesis still
has much life in it.

I would like to close these reflections with a few remarks on my per-
sonal relations with Bob Tucker. Along with Richard Wortman, Tucker
was my dissertation advisor for the doctorate I received from Princeton
University in 1984. I was thus one of the very last of Tucker’s advisees.
The topic of my dissertation — the politics of food supply in Russia from
1914 to 1921 — was not really one of Tucker’s areas of expertise, far-
flung as those were. I thus benefited more from Tucker’s general intellec-
tual integrity and outlook than from his concrete insights.

The topic of Bolshevik food-supply policy got me interested in so-
called “war communism,” which got me interested in Bolshevik ideology,
which got me interested in Lenin in particular — a focus that would have
surprised my graduate student self. Only after immersing myself in this
material did I come to realize the value of my former advisor’s concrete
insight into the heart of Lenin’s outlook. It therefore made perfect sense
to dedicate my study Lenin Rediscovered (Brill 2006, Haymarket 2008) to

3. For support of this point, see my “Lenin” (Reaktion Books, forthcoming, spring
2011).
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Bob Tucker. I explained my motives for this dedication in the following
words, which fittingly close this personal tribute:

The ideal person to write a study of Lenin’s What Is to Be Done?
would have to be someone equally at home in European Marxism and
Russian Bolshevism, someone who has written on Marx’s outlook as
well as on Soviet politics, someone who is engaged by the philosoph-
ical issues at stake as well as the political ramifications not only for
Russia but for revolutionary movements world-wide, someone who
can balance a sense of the importance of personality and of the im-
portance of political context. Unfortunately, Robert Tucker is en-
gaged in his own monumental study of Stalin. Therefore, I undertook
this commentary, following as I did so the path pointed out by Tuck-
er’s insightful description of What Is to Be Done? quoted several
times in the course of this study [and quoted earlier in these remarks].
I remember, way back when, how Bob congratulated me as I drove
back to Princeton loaded down with the fifty-odd volumes of Lenin’s
complete works. I also listened when just recently he did not just en-
courage me to write this study — he told me I Aad to write it. I there-
fore cannot imagine dedicating this book to anyone but Robert Tuck-
er.

Lars T. Lih



