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IDEOLOGICAL BASIS OF THE SOVIET DIPLOMACY

The Bolsheviks used the Marxist ideology. It divides the society in classes. 

Because of that the soviet communists always think in a different way than the 

“classic” politicians and diplomats from the beginning of the 20th century. Lenin 

and his followers were thinking in  supernational categories. Most of the leaders 

of RSDRP(b) were living in Europe. They are men with no motherland, 

banished from czarist Russia, threatened by exile, hard labor and execution. The 

Bolsheviks are counting on an brand new, different idea – internationalism. 

According to Lenin the workers in Russia and Germany had more common 

interests than with the bourgeoisie and the political classes in their own 

countries.

“They blame the communists that they want to abolish the fatherland and the 

nationality. The workers have no fatherland. You cannot take from them 

something that they do not have” 1 , wrote Marx and Engels in their Manifest of 

the communist party. This standpoint is accepted by the leadership of the 

1 Маркс К., Энгельс Ф. Манифест Коммунистической партии. – В: Маркс К., Энгельс Ф. Сочинения, 
Москва 1955, т. 4, с. 444.
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Bolsheviks. Lenin and his men corroborated another thesis of Marx – “The 

national division and confrontation of the people will start to fade with the rise 

of the bourgeoisie, the deepening of the freedom of trade, the world market, the 

uniformity of the industrial production and the connected to it lifestyle” 2.

From here evolve the ideas of the leader of the Bolsheviks on internationalism – 

“The internationalism can be just one kind: unstoppable work for the 

development of the revolutionary movement and revolutionary struggle in your 

own country and support (with propaganda, ideologically and materially) of the 

same fight, the same line and only it in all the countries around the world 

without an exception.” 3

These theses put the diplomacy of the emerging in the end of 1917 state on a 

totally new basis. The country in which the revolution won would become just 

the center and the cradle for the spreading of the communist ideas and ideals.

In this aspect Bolshevik Russia emerged as a threat for the existing system of 

international relations, because on ideological level the ruling circles in the state 

didn’t recognize some of the fundamental principles accepted in the whole 

world4. The soviet diplomacy would become innovator in the decisions to take. 

The political leaders do not ever stay in the ideological limits it had declared. 

Closely connected to the internationalist character of the USSR is the attitude 

towards the national states. It is often intertwined with the attitude towards the 

war as political instrument. Lenin thought that the revolutionaries should on 

purpose seek the disintegration of the states built on apitalist principles.

“Either we will let us be killed in the interest of the imperialist bourgeoisie or 

we will start to prepare the exploited and ourselves in order to expropriate the 

2 Ibid.

3 Ленин В. И. Положение дел в социалистическом интернационале. – В: Ленин В. И. Полное собрание 
сочинений, Москва 1969, т. 31, с. 170.

4 At the end of 1917 until the 1921 Socialist Russia had so scarce resources that it is comical to state that there 
was any significant menace coming from it towards any country and especially the Great powers.
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banks and the property of the bourgeoisie with as few as can be victims with the 

final goal to put end on the high prices and wars.” 5 , wrote the leader of the 

revolution in 1916 in Switzerland. Later he was talking about struggle against 

the Russian empire as something ordinary for every Russian revolutionary. In no 

case Lenin put the national feelings above the idea for unity of the working 

class. According to him is normal for a person to betray the interest of his nation 

in order to protect the revolution.

Often he is blamed for the signing of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk which took 

Russia out of the war6. Because of it his country lost 780 thousand square km. of 

its territories and 56 million of its population. The acceptance of such conditions 

is unprecedented national treason. This act of the soviet government became one 

of the main reasons for the emerging of the white armies and the start of the civil 

war. At the same time Brest-Litovsk saved the Bolshevik revolution. The threat 

coming from the German army is eradicated. The revolutionaries also fulfilled 

one of their promises – to stop the participation in the Great War.

That is one of the other ideas which became fundamental for the soviet 

diplomacy. The Bolsheviks declared that they were against the war and said that 

they did not accept it as instrument of the foreign policy. It is important to note 

that they are talking about wars among the national, “bourgeois” states and not 

about the revolution and revolutionary struggle. The pacifism is very important 

for the ideology of the soviet diplomacy. Bolsheviks almost made it a cult. At 

the same time the whole country and its governmental structures were made on 

military principles. Of course the main reason for this was the fact that they 

were elaborated during the Russian civil war. The idea of peace and its 

importance for the revolution was laid almost immediately after the start of the 

5 Ленин В. И. К постановке вопроса о защите отечества. – В:  Ленин В. И. Полное собрание сочинений, 
Москва 1973, т. 30, с. 223.

6 The Treaty was signed by the representatives of the Central forces on the 3rd of March 1918. You can see the 
whole text - Мирный договор между Россией, с одной стороны, и Германией, Австро-Веигрией, 
Болгарией и Турцией – с другой.  – В: Документы внешней политики СССР, Москва 1959, т. 1, с. 119.
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WWI. At that time Lenin defined the conflict as imperialistic7. The point of view 

of the Bolsheviks positioned them against the participation of the workers in it. 

At the same time the revolutionaries thought that it might become a 

revolutionary war and in this case they saw it as a chance for a change. Their 

peace propaganda was the main trump in their agitation in Russia. It was made 

in the way that it was serving only the working class but not the bourgeoisie.

“The strive for peace is one of the main symptoms for the disenchantment with 

the bourgeois lies about the “liberation” purpose of the war, the “protection of 

the fatherland” and other common aberrations. The socialist should be very 

careful about this symptom. All the effort should be aimed at the using of the 

strive for peace.” 8, wrote Lenin. He warned that the support just for the slogan 

for peace would be lie. In order to serve the goals of the revolution the end of 

the war should meet some conditions. In first place it should be rejection of all 

kinds of annexes, contributions and border changes. The Bolsheviks also wanted 

to be accepted the principle of self-determination of the nations9.

They followed strictly the ideas laid at the beginning of the global conflict. The 

popularity of these demands among the disappointed by the war Russians was 

enormous. The first decree of the Bolshevik rule is the “Decree for peace” 10. In 

it could be found all the messages which Lenin wrote at the start of the war. In 

this first document of the soviet foreign policy the leaders of the revolution 

wanted immediate negotiations and peace without annexations. In it is codified 

the right of every nation to have freedom and independence within the borders 

of every national state11. In the decree is shown one more idea that was 

enthusiastically accepted by the people – the publication of all secret treaties 

7 Ленин В. И. Принципы социализма и война 1914–1915 гг.  – В: Ленин В. И. Полное собрание сочинений, 
Москва 1969, т. 26, с. 313.

8 Ленин В. И. Вопрос о Мире. – В:  Ленин В. И. Полное собрание сочинений, Москва 1969, т. 26, с. 302.

9 Ibid.

10 Декрет о мире, в Документы внешней политики СССР, Москва 1959, т. 1, с. 11.

11 Ibid.
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signed by the tsarist government12. This gesture shows their determination to 

break with all traditions and principles which existed until the moment. The 

rulers of the Entente were convinced that they had to work with absolutely 

unpredictable political team and therefore at first they did not react to the moves 

of the soviets.

The revolutionary government fulfilled its promises. On the 31 of December 

1917 the Soviet of peoples commissars recognized the independence of Finland, 

which was declared by a note sent by the Senate of the Scandinavian country to 

the Bolsheviks13. During the first years of their rule Russian communist 

followed very closely the previously accepted ideological formulations14. In 

other cases like that of Ukraine, which accepted its independence with the Brest-

Litovsk treaty, the soviet government was not so kindly disposed. The cause for 

this is the idea that it was installed under German pressure. Another factor for 

the different fate of Ukraine is the fact that its territories became the main battle 

field of the civil war.

The system of using the self-determination just a couple of years later became 

one of the most important instruments of the soviet foreign policy. In Central 

Asia forces of the Red Army frequently “helped” of the self-determined socialist 

republics to suppress the opposition. In this way the young soviet state found an 

opportunity to widen its boundaries towards the frontiers of the former Russian 

Empire. The bases of this system are laid in November 1919 on the Second All 

Russian Congress of the communist organizations of the peoples of the East15. 

12 Ibid.

13 Постаиовлеиие Совета Народных Комиссаров о признании независимости Финляндской Республики. – 
В:  Документы внешней политики СССР, Москва 1959, т. 1, с. 71.

14 The Finnish problem continued to exist in the soviet foreign policy. Stalin ended it with force in the Winter 
war 1939 – 1940.

15 Ленин В.И. ДОКЛАД НА II ВСЕРОССИЙСКОМ СЪЕЗДЕ КОММУНИСТИЧЕСКИХ ОРГАНИЗАЦИЙ 
НАРОДОВ ВОСТОКА. – В: Ленин В. И. Полное собрание сочинений, Москва 1970 т. 39, с. 318.
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There Lenin and Stalin talked about unification of tartars, bashkirs, Kyrgyz 

people and Turkmen people in order to stand against the world imperialism16.

“It is clear that the revolutionary movement of the Peoples of the East could be 

developed successfully , but it could advance only if there is direct connection to 

the revolutionary struggle of our   Soviet republic against the international 

imperialism” 17 , stated the Bolshevik leader in his speech. This principle of 

support for the revolutionary movements, which had started as nationalist is 

deeply entrenched in the soviet diplomatic methods. The boom of this idea is 

after the WWII and is closely connected to the decolonization of the Third 

World. At this time USSR used it in the ties with the states which were fighting 

for their independence. Usually the next stage was inclusion in the soviet sphere 

of influence.

This case shows us a very interesting feature of soviet foreign policy. Although 

through quarter a century it has significantly changed after all it has continued to 

rely on the ideological base which was elaborated at the creation of the whole 

structure. If we focus on the principle of self-determination we can see that it is 

used selectively. In allies and satellites it is seen as unwanted phenomenon, but 

if we are talking about “vacant” territories or for an opportunity for disruption of 

the enemy block they are seeking every chance.

The idea for self-determination is closely connected to the point of view of the 

Bolsheviks about the world revolution. Lenin and Trotsky who were the main 

ideologists of the Russian revolt think that in order to grant its success it has to 

leave the borders of the Empire. They even thought that the revolution will not 

last if it don’t spread all over the globe.

16 Сталин И. В. Речь при открытии II Всероссийского съезда коммунистических организаций народов 
Востока 22 ноября 1919 г. – В:  Сталин И. В. Cочинения, Москва 1947, т. 4, 279–280.

17 Ленин В. И. ДОКЛАД НА II ВСЕРОССИЙСКОМ СЪЕЗДЕ КОММУНИСТИЧЕСКИХ ОРГАНИЗАЦИЙ 
НАРОДОВ ВОСТОКА. – В:  Ленин В. И. Полное собрание сочинений, Москва 1970, т. 39 с. 318.
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“If the Russian revolution does not provoke the whirl of the struggle in the West 

all the capitalist will unite and strangle our revolution” 18 , said Trotsky on the 

Second Congress of the Soviets. An year later in 1918 Lenin spoke about the 

nearness of the global revolution too19. Both of them were convinced that Soviet 

Russia will not survive in the opposition with the capitalist states. At the same 

time they were concerned that if the system is not spread it will start to distort. 

This thesis is fully developed in Trotsky’s book – “Permanent revolution” 20 , 

which was published in 1930.

The conviction in the eruption of global class conflict is very strong among the 

Bolsheviks. It can explain a lot of the steps of the early soviet foreign policy. As 

an example we can see the signing of the Brest-Litovsk treaty. Lenin was sure 

that sooner or later there will be an uprising in Germany and the agreement 

would be canceled21.

Another unusual idea used by the soviet diplomats is again based in the same 

period. During the discussions over the German military offensive before the 

treaty Leon Trotsky proposed that the Russian army lay down arms unilaterally. 

According to him the advancing german soldiers, who come from the lower 

classes would have turned against their commanders after they have seen the 

refusal to fight of their “Russian brothers” 22. This utopic idea was not accepted 

at that time but it gave offspring in later works of the revolutionaries.

Later in 1922 and 1923 Lenin and Trotsky were discussing the bureaucratization 

of the party and the soviet state and think that it is caused by the “settle down” 

18 Троцкий Л. Д. Первые шаги Советского правительства - http://www.komintern-online.com/trotl350.htm, 
27.03.2013.

19 Ленин В.И. Письмо Я.М. Свердлову и Л.Д. Троцкому. –В: Ленин В. И. Полное собрание сочинений, 
Москва 1970, т. 50, с. 185.

20 The full text of the book can be seen at – Троцкий Л.Д., Перманентная революция, - http://
www.magister.msk.ru/library/trotsky/trotl004.htm, 28.03.2013.

21 The Treaty was denounced by Soviet Russia at the end of 1918 after the Germans broke it and their army 
entered Ukraine.

22 Троцки Л. Д. Моя жизнь, Москва 1991, с. 366.

http://www.komintern-online.com/trotl350.htm
http://www.komintern-online.com/trotl350.htm
http://www.magister.msk.ru/library/trotsky/trotl004.htm
http://www.magister.msk.ru/library/trotsky/trotl004.htm
http://www.magister.msk.ru/library/trotsky/trotl004.htm
http://www.magister.msk.ru/library/trotsky/trotl004.htm
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of the revolution. The vision of the Global communist revolt is feed up by the 

political realities of the post war societies. The end of the Great War came 

mainly because of the economical exhaustion of the fighting parties. The social 

discontent is very high everywhere. Illustration of this process is Germany. In it 

was formed the biggest social-democratic and communist parties in the world at 

that time23. The disintegration of the Chinese Empire after the revolution of 

1910 and the advancement of left ideologies in Asia also contributed to the 

hopes of the Bolsheviks. Until 1923 communist revolts erupted on several 

places in Europe including Bulgaria.

It is clear that soviet foreign policy was involved in that process. Lenin and 

Trotsky saw Soviet Russia as the cradle of the revolution. It is not accidental that 

they started the Communist International, which was planned as global 

communist party. It was designed to guide the revolutionary process all over the 

world.

According to many historians and political scientists the idea for world 

revolution died during the fight for power in USSR after Lenin’s death. On the 

14th Congress of the party  in December 1925 Stalin tried to establish the thesis 

of the possibility to build socialism in one country. In this way he eliminated 

Trotsky who was passionate follower of the export of the revolution24. Due to 

the net of supporters made by him and the underestimation of the political 

position of the general secretary by his opponents the Georgian succeeded in 

remove the second man in the USSR. It seemed that the global revolution should 

fade.

According to me Stalin just temporary sacrificed his understanding for the 

spread of the communist revolt. He changed the instruments for the achievement 

of the same goal. From this time on USSR brought the revolution on the 

23 Kitchen M., A History of Modern Germany (Blackwell publishing, 2012), 218.

24 Gellately R. Stalin’s Curse (Oxford, 2013), 23.
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bayonets of the Red Army. According to most of the people this was 

imperialism, but for the soviet leaders it looked in different way.

As I already have written one of the main ideas of the soviet diplomacy is its 

absolute differentiation from the previous Russian state and the generally 

accepted norms. The examples for “unreglamented” action taken by it are 

indicative.

One of the most popular of them is the decision of Lenin to publish all secret 

agreements signed by the previous governments25. It is dictated by the political 

dividends which could be derived in their own society. At the same time the 

message that was sent to the diplomats around the globe is shocking. Soviet 

Russia was seen as a state with which would be difficult to have traditional 

relations.

Another unprecedented move of the Bolshevik government was the arrest of the 

British and French ambassadors in 1918. Although they had diplomatic 

immunity they became pawn in the foreign policy of Soviet Russia. They were 

accused of counter-revolutionary activities26.

“All the interned representatives of the English and French bourgeoisie, among 

whom is not a single worker, will be immediately released as soon as the 

Russian citizens in England, France and the regions occupied by the Entente 

forces and the Czechoslovak corpus stop to be repressed.” 27 , wrote in a 

diplomatic note the Commissar of the international relations Chicherin. The 

English representative Robert Lockhart is accused as the main organizer of an 

25 Ахтамзян А. и др., Летопис внешней политики СССР, Москва 1978, с. 7.

26 Заявление Народного Комиссара Иностранных Дел по поводу участия дипломатических 
представителей Англии и  Франции  в организации  заговоров  против   Советской
Власти. –В: Документы внешней политики СССР, Москва 1959, т. 1, с. 469.

27 Ibid., pp. 469–470.
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uprising against the soviet government28. He succeeded in leaving Russia as 

well as the other foreign representatives with diplomatic immunity. In spite of 

this the soviet state has dim attitude towards the “capitalist” diplomat, at least 

until 1924 when started the wave of recognition of the USSR. This process made 

Bolshevik diplomacy to start taking into consideration the global diplomatic 

rules and traditions.

The problem of the immunity has another side. The representatives of the new 

rule in Russia who worked abroad were frequently unrecognized by the 

authorities in the world powers. Sometimes it even got to assaults against them. 

In 1926 soviet diplomatic couriers travelling through Riga were attacked and 

one of them was killed29. The pressure by the enemies of the regime in Moscow 

was enormous. The vast diaspora of white immigrants which was formed during 

the Civil war was hindering the work of the soviet diplomats. They had to win 

recognition, to establish ties with politicians, who were not only with different 

conceptions from them, but also were subjected to pressure by the wealthy 

Russian aristocracy and influential inteligencia. The hardest to overcome 

obstacles were coming for the Bolsheviks from their fellow citizens who ran 

away from the communism.

One of the toughest questions in front of the Lenin’s foreign policy was that of 

the debts inherited by the Russian Empire. This problem stood at the base of the 

refusal of France and Britain to recognize the Soviet government at all. The 

stake was really big. All the foreign enterprises were nationalized by the 

Bolsheviks. At the same time tsarist government relied almost only on foreign 

loans which the payment of which was canceled by the communists.

28 The case of Lockhart became one of the causes for the Red terror in 1918. In fact the British, French and 
American representatives were accused upon real evidence. They had tried to contact anti-bolshevik groups and 
to organize internal coup détat.  For more information you can check the book of Lockhart  – Lockhart R. British 
agent (London, 1933) - http://www.gwpda.org/wwi-www/BritAgent/BATC.htm, 28.03.2013.

29 Попов. В. Дипкурьеры, Москва 1970, с. 170.

http://www.gwpda.org/wwi-www/BritAgent/BATC.htm
http://www.gwpda.org/wwi-www/BritAgent/BATC.htm
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The clash on this topic aroused on the international conference in Genoa in April 

1922. According to Karl Radek by the calculations of western press Russia owed 

to the Entente about 18 and a half billion gold roubles30. Officially the 

representatives of the western governments never named a concrete figure. The 

soviet diplomacy stunned everyone with its counteroffer. For almost two years 

the soviet statistics had made investigations on the damaged caused by the 

Entente participation in the Civil war. On the bases of this calculations they 

demanded from the Great powers payment of 39 billion gold roubles31. In this 

way the negotiations came to a halt and the conference also became a failure. In 

it the Bolshevik state proved in practice that it will not accept the heritage of the 

Russian Empire.

At the same time you can easily trace the pursuit of all the Bolsheviks of the 

unification of the peoples and regions which were ruled by the Tsar in the new 

Soviet state. It is possible to trace also some of the ideological concepts which 

were transfer from one regime to the other. In this case you can see the Russian 

and soviet messianism. During the monarchy Moscow was thought to be the 

“Third Rome”. In the visions of the Bolsheviks it became the heart of the world 

revolution. To some extent was also saved the idea of panslavism and the 

patronage of all Slavs.  Although I could be accused of deep relativism I dare to 

make a parallel between the patronage upon the Orthodox Christianity and the 

support and protection on the communist movements and ideology all over the 

globe.

In general terms these are the main ideas that have been laid at the foundation of 

the soviet diplomacy and foreign policy. It leaned on communist ideology, 

internationalism and the aspiration for export of influence. There were set really 

idealistic messages – the attempt for transparent policy of the government in 

30 Радек К. Генуэзская и Гаагская конференции - http://www.magister.msk.ru/library/revolt/radek003.htm, 
28.03.2013.

31 Претензии Советского государства к странам, ответственным за интервенцию и блокаду. – В: 
Документы внешней политики СССР, Москва 1962, т. 5, с. 295.

http://www.magister.msk.ru/library/revolt/radek003.htm
http://www.magister.msk.ru/library/revolt/radek003.htm
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front of the people, the struggle for peace and the strive towards equality and 

self-determination. Frequently the ideology served as a vindication for the real 

soviet foreign policy, which with the establishment of the state and the new way 

of rule became more and more pragmatic and “traditional” 32.

The historical development of the USSR led to evolution of its diplomatic 

system. During the next decades were found not only new ideas, but could be 

also observed full revision of some of the primary based once. In some cases as 

the pursuit of the global revolution we can say that is observed evolutional 

development of the theoretical bases.
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32 As traditional I have in mind working according to the international rules and practice. Significant role in this 
case is played by the professionalization of the diplomatic corpus, which immediately after  the revolution 
consisted mainly of amateurs – people who have never had any touch to the international relations.
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