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RicuarDp Pipes’s masterly works The Russian
Revolution and Russia under the Bolshevik Regime
are regarded as the classic treatments of the
seminal transforming event of the twentieth
century. Drawing on these two books, Professor
Pipes now gives us in A Concise History of the
Russian Revolution a succinct and compelling
interpretation of the “sequence of violent and
disruptive acts” whose political, social, and
ideological consequences will continue to be
felt for generations to come.

The author discusses the factors that made
the Revolution possible (though not inevitable);
recounts Lenin’s seizure of power and the mur-
der of the Romanovs; describes the civil war
between Whites and Reds, the brutal famine of
1921, and the subsequent consolidation of the
Bolshevik state; shows how the Stalinist system
was primarily Lenin’s creation; and argues that
much of what the Communists did was truly
Russian in character rather than imported from
the West.

As learned as it is accessible, A Concise History
is likely to become the standard one-volume
account of the radical upheavals that ushered in
the seventy-five-year rule of a remorseless
utopian ideology.
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Introduction

The word “revolution” has an interesting etymology. When asked by
Soviet sociologists what it meant to them, Russian peasants responded
“samovolshchina,” or, roughly, “doing what you want.” In modern adver-
tising, “revolutionary” has come to mean “radically new,” and hence, by
implication, “improved.” When used in everyday speech, it is another
way of saying “drastically different.” From such usage one would hardly
suspect that the word had its origins in astronomy and astrology.

“Revolution” derives from the Latin verb revolvere, “to revolve.” It
was originally applied to the motions of the planets. Copernicus called
his great treatise which displaced the earth from the center of the uni-
verse, On the Revolutions of Celestial Bodies. From astronomy, the word
passed into the vocabulary of astrologers, who claimed the ability to pre-
dict the future from the study of the heavens. Sixteenth-century
astrologers serving princes and generals spoke of “revolution” to desig-
nate abrupt and unforeseen events determined by the conjunction of
planets—that is, by forces beyond human control. Thus the original sci-
entific meaning of the word, conveying regularity and repetitiveness,
came, when referring to human affairs, to signify the very opposite,
namely, the sudden and unpredictable.

The word was first applied to politics in England in 1688-89, to
describe the overthrow of James II in favor of William IIT and Mary. As
the price for his crown, the new king had to sign a Declaration of Rights
by which he committed himself not to suspend laws or levy taxes without
parliamentary approval, thus inaugurating a process that would end in
the triumph of popular sovereignty in England. This was “the Glorious
Revolution.” It affected only the country’s political constitution.

The American Revolution a century later had broader implications, in
that it both asserted the country’s independence and altered the relation-
ship between the individual and the state. It combined the principles of
popular sovereignty and personal liberty with what came to be known as
the right to national self-determination. But even so, it confined itself to
politics. The culture of the United States, its judiciary system, its guar-
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antees of life and property—all inherited from Great Britain—remained
unaffected by the Revolution.

The first modern revolution was the French. In its initial phase it was
largely spontaneous and unconscious: In June 1789, when the represen-
tatives of the three estates swore the Tennis Court Oath, an act of defi-
ance that launched the Revolution, they spoke not of revolution but of
“national regeneration.” But in time, the leadership of rebellious France
passed into the hands of ideologues who saw in the collapse of the
monarchy a unique opportunity to realize the ideals of the Enlighten-
ment—ideals that went far beyond the limited political scope of the
English and American revolutions, aspiring to nothing less than the cre-
ation of a new social order and even a new breed of human beings. Dur-
ing the reign of the Jacobins, measures were conceived and sometimes
enacted that in their boldness of conception and brutality of execution
anticipated the Communist regime in Russia. “Revolution” henceforth
began to refer to grandiose plans to transform the world—no longer to
changes that happened but to changes that were made.

Nineteenth-century Europe witnessed the emergence of professional
revolutionaries, intellectuals who devoted themselves full-time to study-
ing the history of past upheavals in quest of tactical guidelines, analyzing
their own time for signs of coming upheavals, and, once they occurred,
stepping in to direct spontaneous rebellion into conscious revolution.
Such radical intellectuals saw the future as marked by violent distur-
bances, and progress as requiring the destruction of the traditional sys-
tem of human relations. Their objective was to set free the “true” human
nature suppressed by private property and the institutions to which it
gave rise. Radical communists and anarchists imagined the coming rev-
olution as thoroughly transforming not only every political and socio-
economic order previously known, but human existence itself. Its aim, in
the words of Leon Trotsky, was “overturning the world.”

This trend reached its culmination in the Russian Revolution of 1917.
Although the breakdown of the Russian monarchy was due to domestic
causes, the Bolsheviks, who emerged the winners of the post-tsarist
struggle for power, were internationalists consumed by ideas common to
radical intellectuals in the West. They seized power to change not Rus-
sia but the world. They regarded their own country, the “weakest link in
the chain of imperialism,” as nothing more than a springboard for a
global upheaval that would completely alter the human condition and, as
it were, reenact the sixth day of Creation.
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The causes of post-1789 revolutions have been many and complex.
The impulse of twentieth-century observers, influenced as they are by
socialist and sociological ways of thinking, is to attribute them to
grievances of the population at large. The assumption is that they were
acts of desperation and as such beyond judgment. This view exerts
strong attraction in Anglo-Saxon countries, where ideologies have never
played a prominent role. But the notion that every revolution that hap-
pens is inevitable and therefore justified holds true only in a limited
sense. Obviously, in a country whose government accurately reflects the
wishes of the majority of the people, peacefully yielding office when it
loses the people’s confidence, and where the people live in reasonable
prosperity, violent revolutions are unnecessary and hence unlikely; every
election is a peaceful revolution of sorts. But this obvious truth does not
imply its opposite: that where violent upheavals do occur, the population
desires a complete change of the political and economic system—that is,
a “revolution” in the Jacobin and Bolshevik sense of the word. Histori-
ans have noted that popular rebellions are conservative, their objective
being a restitution of traditional rights of which the population feels
itself unjustly deprived. Rebellions look backward. They are also specific
and limited in scope. The cabiers des doléances (lists of complaints) sub-
mitted by French peasants in 1789 and, under a different name, by Rus-
sian peasants in 1905, dealt exclusively with concrete grievances, all of
them capable of being satisfied within the existing system.

It is radical intellectuals who translate these concrete complaints into
an all-consuming destructive force. They desire not reforms but a com-
plete obliteration of the present in order to create a world order that has
never existed except in a mythical Golden Age. Professional revolution-
aries, mostly of middle-class background, scorn the modest demands of
the “masses,” whose true interests they alone claim to understand. It is
they who transform popular rebellions into revolutions by insisting that
nothing can be changed for the better unless everything is changed. This
philosophy, in which idealism inextricably blends with a lust for power,
opens the floodgates to permanent turmoil. And since ordinary people
require for their survival a stable and predictable environment, all post-
1789 revolutions have ended in failure.

The existence of popular grievances is thus a necessary but not suffi-
cient explanation of revolutions, which require the infusion of radical
ideas. The upheavals that shook Russia after February 1917 were made
possible by the breakdown of public order under the strains of a world
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war with which the existing government could not cope. What drove the
country into the uncharted waters of extreme utopianism was the fanati-
cism of intellectuals who in October 1917 took advantage of the spread-
ing anarchy to seize power in the name of the “people” without daring
even once, either then or during the next seventy years, to secure a pop-
ular mandate.

"The Russian Revolution was arguably the most important event of the
century now drawing to a close. It not only played a major part in pre-
venting the restoration of peace after World War I, it had a direct bear-
ing on the rise in Germany of National-Socialism and the outbreak of
World War II, which the triumph of Nazism made inevitable. In the half
century that followed Allied victory in World War II, the Communist
regime that had emerged from the Revolution kept the world in a state
of permanent tension that at times threatened to result in yet another
global conflict. All this now seems safely relegated to the past. Yet to pre-
vent it from recurring, it is essential to know how such things happened;
for implicit in the history of all modern revolutions, but especially the
Russian, is the momentous question of whether human reason is capable
of leading humanity from its known imperfections to an imagined per-
fectibility. The incontrovertible failure of the Russian Revolution in
1991, when the Soviet Union fell apart and its Communist Party was
outlawed, can be interpreted as conclusive proof that utopianism
inevitably leads to its very opposite, that the quest for paradise on earth
ends in hell; but it can also be seen as merely a temporary setback in
mankind’s quest for an ideal existence.

To the author of these lines, who has studied the subject for most of
his life, the Russian Revolution appears as the unfolding of a tragedy in
which events follow with inexorable force from the mentality and char-
acter of the protagonists. It may offer comfort to some to think of it as
the result of grand economic or social forces and hence “inevitable.” But
“objective” conditions are an abstraction; they do not act. They merely
provide the background to subjective decisions made by a relatively small
number of men professionally active in politics and war. Events appear
“inevitable” only in retrospect. The documents on which the story that
follows is based show only human individuals pursuing their own inter-
ests and aspirations, incapable or unwilling to make allowances for the
interests and aspirations of others. There were many times when the
author felt tempted to admonish the protagonists to stop and think as
they rushed before his eyes headlong-toward a catastrophe that in the
end would engulf them all, victors and vanquished alike. One emerges
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humbler from the experience, and less sanguine about humanity’s capac-
ity to change itself.

The present book is a précis of my Russian Revolution (199o) and Rus-
sia under the Bolshevik Regime (1994). These two books describe in detail
and with full documentation the history of Russia’s “Time of Troubles”
between 1899 and 1924. Granted that the interest of history lies in
details, many readers concerned with the subject cannot find the time to
read two volumes totaling 1,300 pages supported by 4,500 references. It
is with them in mind that T wrote The Concise History. The book follows
closely the pattern of the two volumes, omitting what can be omitted,
condensing the rest, and limiting references to the barest minimum.* All
the information in this volume can be verified with reference to the two
books from which it is derived. In the few instances where new informa-
tion is introduced, I have indicated the sources.

Richard Pipes

* The sequence of the first four chapters of The Russian Revolution has been altered, and Chap-
ter 5 of Russia under the Bolshevik Regime (“Communism, Fascism, National-Socialism”) has been
omitted. The concluding section of The Russian Revolution, “Reflections on the Russian Revolu-
tion,” has been reproduced with almost no changes.
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chapter

RUSSIA IN 1900

t the turn of the twentieth century, Russia exhibited striking

contrasts. A French scholar of the time, Anatole Leroy-

Beaulieu, compared her to “one of those castles, constructed
at different epochs, where the most discordant styles are seen side by
side, or else those houses, built piecemeal and at intervals, which never
have either the unity or convenience of dwellings erected on one plan
and at one rush.” Eighty percent of the population consisted of peasants
who in the Great Russian provinces led lives not significantly different
from those of their ancestors in the Middle Ages. At the other extreme
were writers, artists, composers, and scientists fully at home in the West.
A vigorous capitalist economy—Russia at the time led the world in the
production of petroleum and the export of grain—coexisted with a
regime of political censorship and arbitrary police rule. Russia claimed
the status of a great world power, an ally of democratic France, and yet
she maintained an autocratic regime that granted the population no
voice in government and severely punished any expressions of discontent
with the status quo. Alone of the great powers, she had neither constitu-
tion nor parliament. These contradictions gave the impression of imper-
manence—the sense, at any rate among the educated, that things could
not possibly go on like this much longer and that with the advent of the
new century, Russia would leap into modernity, catching up with western
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Europe and perhaps even outstripping her. For reasons that will be
spelled out below, the peasants also expected great changes, although of
an economic rather than a political nature. The feeling, voiced by
another French visitor, Jules Legras, that Russia seemed somehow
“unfinished” reflected the expectations of change which filled some with
excitement and others with apprehension.

The Peasantry

griculture provided the economic and social basis of late-tsarist

Russia. Approximately four-fifths of her population consisted of
peasants who tilled the land and, in the northern provinces, also pursued
industrial side occupations. A balloonist flying over central Russia would
have seen an endless landscape of cultivated fields, divided into narrow
strips, interspersed with forests and meadows, scattered among which,
every five to ten kilometers, lay villages of wooden huts. Cities were
small and far between.

To an extent inconceivable in the West, Russia’s rural population was
a world unto itself. It was integrated neither into society at large nor into
the administrative machinery. Its relationship to the officialdom and the
educated class resembled that of the natives of Africa or Asia to their
colonial rulers. The peasantry remained loyal to the culture of old Mus-
covy and lived untouched by the Westernization to which Peter the
Great had subjected the country’s elite. Russian peasants wore beards,
spoke their own idiom, followed their own logic, pursued their own
interests, and felt nothing in common with the beardless agents of
authority or landed gentry who exacted from them taxes, rents, and
recruits, giving nothing in return. They owed loyalty exclusively to their
village, or, at most, to its canton (volost).

Until 1861, about one-half of the Russian peasants were serfs, subject
to the arbitrary authority of their landlords. (The other half consisted of
state and crown peasants, administered by government officials.)
Although serfs lacked civil rights, they were not slaves. For one, they
were not supposed to be publicly traded. Also, they worked not on plan-
tations but on individual allotments, a portion of which they tilled for
the landlord as their rent payment (if they did not pay it in cash or pro-
duce) and the rest for themselves; what they grew on their own allot-
ments was theirs to consume or sell. Essentially, they were tied to the soil
and met their obligations to the landlord either by performing labor
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2. Russian peasants, late nineteenth century.

(customarily, three days a week) or by paying him rent. Although not
protected by the courts, they enjoyed safeguards provided by customary
law which neither landlords nor officials felt free to ignore.

In February 1861, Tsar Alexander II signed a decree that instantly lib-
erated the serfs, giving them land and providing them with the equiva-
lent of forty-nine-year mortgages with which to compensate their
onetime landlords for the acreage they had lost. The principal legacy of
serfdom, which had lasted for over 250 years, was to estrange the peas-
ant from society at large and imbue him with the feeling that the world
was a lawless place in which one survived by force and cunning. This
mentality made it very difficult to mold him into a citizen.

The life of the Russian peasantry revolved around three institutions:
the household (dvor), the village (derevnia or selo), and the commune (z2ir
or obshchina).

The household, the basic unit of Russian rural life, was a joint family:
father and mother, unmarried daughters, and married sons with their
wives and children. It typically had between six and ten members. Under
the climatic conditions prevailing in Russia, with a short growing season
that called for extremely intensive but brief bursts of work in the spring
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and fall, large households fared better than small ones. The household
was organized in a strictly autocratic manner, with its head—called the
bol’shak—enjoying complete authority over its members and their
belongings. On his death, the dvor usually dissolved, the individuals
dividing the common property and moving out to set up their own
households. This practice made for a lack of continuity in Russian rural
life. In sharp contrast to their counterparts in Western Europe and
Japan, Russian villages were in constant flux.

Two features of the household require emphasis because they explain
a great deal of the Russian peasant’s social behavior. The individual
member of a household had no private property (except for his personal
effects), since all its belongings were at the disposal of the bo/shak. He
also had no personal rights, his interests being subordinated to those of
the joint family. Thus the Great Russian peasant had no opportunity to
acquire a sense either of individual rights or of private ownership—qual-
ities indispensable for modern citizenship. He was accustomed to living
under the arbitrary authority of the bo/shak and to collective ownership
of the means of production.

The Russian village was an agglomeration of log cabins lining both
sides of a road running through it. It had no formal organs of self-
government. The village headman (starosta) was appointed, often against
his will, by government officials, and could be removed by them. In that
sense, again in sharp contrast to the situation in Western Europe and
Japan, the Russian village was fluid and unstructured.

The commune was not unique to Russia—similar institutions have
been identified at earlier periods of history in other parts of the world.
But by 1900, for all practical purposes, it could be found only in Russia.
It was a system of organizing the holding and cultivation of land starkly
different from modern conceptions of ownership.

The commune was an association of peasants entitled to a share of the
Jand at the commune’s disposal. Although it coincided in many respects
with the village, it was not identical with it because villagers who did not
have access to the communal land, such as rural teachers and priests, did
not belong. In some regions a large village might have more than one
commune. The commune subdivided the acreage at its disposal into
many narrow strips. At various intervals, dictated by local custom, usu-
ally between ten and fifteen years, it “repartitioned” the strips among
households to allow for the changes in their size brought about through
deaths, births, and departures. The purpose of such reallotments was to
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3. Village assembly.

ensure that every household had enough arable land to feed its members
and meet its tax obligations. The strips were assigned on the basis of soil
quality and distance from the village.

In 1900, in the central provinces of Russia, virtually all peasant house-
holds were organized into communes. In the borderlands of the
empire—in what had been the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, in
the Ukraine, and the Cossack regions of the southeast—individual farms
prevailed. Membership in a commune did not prevent its members, indi-
vidually or in association, from buying noncommunal land in outright
ownership from landlords or other private owners. On the eve of the
Revolution, these peasant-proprietors held as much land as did landlords
and merchants.

All affairs of the commune were settled by the village assembly, an all-
male body composed of the heads of households. Decisions, reached
unanimously, were binding on all. They dealt with such matters as the
schedule of agricultural work, the allocation of taxes, and disputes
between households. They also decided religious allegiances, and later,
after Russia was given a parliament, political affiliations that committed
all members to vote for the same party.

The commune had many drawbacks. The system of strip-farming
wasted a great deal of the peasant’s time by forcing him to move, with his
draft animals and equipment, from strip to strip. Repartitions encouraged
him to invest the least and extract the most out of the land, contributing
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4. Strip-farming as practiced in central Russia, c. 19oo.

to soil exhaustion. Finally, it maintained on the land unproductive peas-
ant elements, inhibiting the growth of a vigorous yeomanry. Its egalitari-
anism leveled downward.

Nevertheless, the commune survived all challenges because it had the
backing of both government officials and the peasants themselves. The
government liked the commune, and passed laws that made withdrawal
from it all but impossible, because it ensured the accurate payment of
taxes and other state obligations, and promised (at any rate, in theory) to
save Russia from massive rural unemployment. The peasant cleaved to it
even more strongly. He held it as an article of religious faith that God
had created land, like air and water, for the benefit of all mankind, for
which reason it could be cultivated but not owned. The communal sys-
tem ensured (again, in theory) that every peasant had access to an allot-
ment of land. In his view, it was both fair and inevitable that all the land
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in Russia should be taken away from private owners and turned over to
the communes. Russian peasants at the turn of the century confidently
expected the Tsar any day to carry out such a grand national “repart-
tion,” and distribute to the communes all the land in private hands. It was
this anticipation based on a retrospective belief in an age long past, when
land had been available in unlimited quantities, that made the Russian
peasant a potential recruit of revolutionary intellectuals.

There was general agreement at the turn of the century that Russia
faced a grave and intensifying agrarian crisis due mainly to rural over-
population. With an annual excess of fifteen to eighteen live births over
deaths per 1,000 inhabitants, she had the highest population growth in
Europe. An allotment of land which at the tme of Emancipation in the
1860s had fed two mouths, forty years later had to feed three; the result
was the emergence of a landless or land-poor rural class that the com-
mune was meant to forestall. In the past, the Crown had provided fresh
lands to its growing population by conquest. This it could no longer do,
as the Empire had reached the utmost limits of easy enlargement and
could continue to expand only at the risk of unleashing a general war.
The peasant was too poor and too set in his ways to shift from extensive
to intensive agriculture, which would have increased yields and enabled
him to manage with less land. Industry, while expanding rapidly, could
absorb only a fraction of the excess rural population. And overseas emi-
gration, which had saved Europe from a similar predicament, was not a
solution, in part because the Russian could not conceive of living in a
country that did not profess the Orthodox faith and in part because,
being used to communal life, he could not pull up his stakes and leave to
seek his fortune abroad. So the population pressures intensified with
each year, and with it the danger of a rural explosion.

Russia’s industrial working class grew out of the peasantry. The
majority of Russians classified as workers were part-time employees of
railroads and textile firms hired seasonally, when they were not needed
to help out with plowing or harvesting. The majority of Russian facto-
ries, for this reason, located not in the cities but in the countryside, to be
near the labor force. Only in mining and the technologically advanced
industries, such as metallurgy and machine-building, centered in the
Urals, the Ukraine and St. Petersburg, did there develop a class of full-
time skilled workers, separated from the village both economically and
psychologically. In all, Russia at the turn of the century probably had no
more than 1 million full-time factory workers, compared with some 100
million peasants. Tsarist legislation forbade the workers to organize into
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unions, and even modest efforts to form educational circles or mutual
help associations met with severe punishment.

The mind of the Russian peasant, crucial as it was for the history of
modern Russia, has not been seriously studied: intellectuals seem to
have regarded the peasant as a backward creature, deliberately kept in
ignorance by his masters, and therefore unworthy of serious attention.
But what urban intellectuals took for ignorance was, in fact, a kind of
intelligence adapted to the conditions under which the peasant had to
live—namely, a harsh climate and a government that treated him ex-
clusively as an object of exploitation. He was entirely self-reliant and
counted on no one, not even fellow peasants. Of his patriotism, Leo Tol-
stoy had this to say:

I have never heard any expressions of patriotic sentiments from the people,
but I have, on the contrary, frequently heard the most serious and
respectable men from among the masses give utterance to the most absolute
indifference or even contempt for all kinds of manifestations of patriotism.

The peasant’s religious sentiments and inborn xenophobia made it pos-
sible to arouse him against foreign invaders. But it provided no grounds
for an appeal for sacrifices on behalf of the nation. During the Revolu-
tion and Civil War, Russian generals met with nothing but disappoint-
ment when they attempted to rally the peasants against the Communists
with patriotic slogans; Communist appeals to class resentment and greed
proved much more effective.

As late as the eighteenth century, the Western European peasant did
not much differ from his Russian counterpart at the beginning of the
twentieth. But a number of innovations introduced in the nineteenth
century transformed Europe’s passive rural subjects into active citizens:
universal education, the creation of a national market, political parties.
All were missing in the Russia of 19oo. As a result, the Russian peasant
was neither socialized nor politicized. He remained an outsider.

Official Russia

he government of Russia at the turn of the century displayed the
same contradictions as the country at large. On top, a cumber-
some bureaucratic machine claiming unlimited power; below, a popula-
tion left largely to its own devices. Paradoxically, the average Russian,
living under an autocratic regime, had less contact with government and
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felt less the impact of politics than did the citizen of democratic England,
France, or the United States. This became evident during World War 1,
when tsarism had greater difficulty mobilizing the population for the
war effort than did the Western democracies.

Until 1905, Russia was ruled by an unlimited monarchy. All power
emanated from the Emperor. The Criminal Code made it a felony to
question his authority or to express a desire for a change of government.
All proposals, including those originating in official circles, to bring rep-
resentatives of the population into the decision-making process, if only
in an advisory capacity, were rejected. Political authority was regarded as
the property of the dynasty, which each tsar held in trust and was duty-
bound to pass on, undiluted, to his heir.

Absolutism had been, of course, the prevalent form of government in
the rest of continental Europe until the nineteenth century, at which time
it gave way to popular sovereignty. In Russia it outlasted the nineteenth
century. It also assumed here more extreme forms. Even at the height of
absolutism, Western kings respected the private property of their subjects,
violations of property rights being regarded as a hallmark of tyranny.
A fifteenth-century Spanish jurist articulated the principle underlying the
Western political system when he wrote that “to the King is confided
solely the administration of the kingdom, and not dominion over things,
for the property and rights of the State are public, and cannot be the pri-
vate patrimony of anyone.”! Ownership provided an effective limitation to
royal authority, even that which acknowledged no formal limitations. In
Muscovite Russia, by contrast, as in the so-called “Oriental despotisms,”
the Tsar both ruled and owned his realm. He claimed all the land and nat-
ural resources, he monopolized wholesale and foreign trade, and, as if this
were not enough, laid claim to the lifelong services of his subjects. The
upper class served him directly, in the army or bureaucracy, while com-
moners tilled either his land or that of his servitors. This kind of “patri-
monial” regime represented the most extreme type of autocracy.

The patrimonial regime in Russia began to dissolve in the middle of
the eighteenth century. In 1762, the Crown exempted nobles from com-
pulsory state service and not long afterward gave them title to the land
which until then they had held conditionally. The notion of private
property struck root during the nineteenth century, gaining greater
respect from the authorities than did the personal rights of its owners.
The abolition of serfdom in 1861 destroyed the remaining vestiges of
the patrimonial social structure. In one respect, however, patrimonialism
survived, and that was in the realm of political authority. The Tsar con-
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5. Nicholas II and family shortly before the outbreak of World War 1.

tinued to treat sovereignty as his private asset, and the state officialdom
as well as the armed forces owed him personal loyalty: civil servants and
officers swore allegiance not to the state or the nation but to the person
of the Tsar. Government officials, too, continued to be regarded as the
Tsar’s private servants.

An autocratic system required an autocrat not only in name but in
personality, someone who enjoyed the prerogatives of power and knew
how to use them. As chance would have it, Russia in 19oo was governed
by a man who lacked every quality required of an effective autocrat
except the sense of duty. Nicholas II had limited intelligence and a weak
will, shortcomings for which he tried to compensate with occasional out-
bursts of stubbornness. He enjoyed neither power nor its perquisites. He
once confided to a minister that he insisted on the autocratic system not
because it afforded him personal pleasure but because the country
needed it. Apart from his wife and children, he cared only for Russia and
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the army; he found his keenest pleasure in outdoor exercise. All else left
him cold. Witnesses agree that he had never appeared as happy as he did
after abdicating.

His wife, Alexandra Fedorovna, was made of different stuff. A native
of Germany and a granddaughter of Queen Victoria, she very quickly
assimilated the patrimonial traditions of her adopted country. Aware of
her husband’s weakness, she constantly badgered him to act the true
autocrat, to be another Peter the Great. “You and Russia are one and the
same,” she would tell him; or “Russia loves to feel the whip.” Without
her influence, Nicholas might have yielded to public pressures and
agreed to play the role of a ceremonial monarch, which could have
averted the Revolution.

The question arises: Why did Nicholas—and not he alone but many
thoughtful Russians as well—insist on preserving an outdated political
regime in the face of mounting opposition from the country’s educated
elite? Liberals and radicals of the time dismissed as self-serving the
claims made for autocracy. But in view of what ultimately happened,
these claims deserve at least a hearing.

The monarchist case against replacing autocracy with a constitutional
monarchy rested on two arguments.

One held that Russia was too vast and ethnically too diverse to have an
effective parliamentary regime. Her population was not integrated, but
lived in scattered, self-contained communities lacking in a sense of com-
mon nationhood or even statehood. The peasantry adhered to a primi-
tive anarchism that was incompatible with responsible citizenship; it was
likely to interpret parliamentary opposition to the Crown as a sign that
government was weak and that it could seize with impunity private (i.e.,
noncommunal) land. Only strong personal authority, standing aloof
from ethnic and partisan strife, unrestrained by constitutional formali-
ties, could hold such a country together.

Secondly, it was argued that parliamentary institutions would almost
certainly be dominated by liberals and socialists who would not cooper-
ate with a constitutional monarch. Amateur politicians, their heads fille ?\
with utopian ideas learned from Western literature, they would be satis-
fied with nothing less than the abolition of the monarchy and its replace-
ment with a republic in which they would exercise full power. The result
would be anarchy and civil war.

Although events proved many of their worries justified, the monarchists
had no prescription for solving the political crisis other than repression.
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To this end, the Crown employed five instruments: the civil service, the
security police, the landed gentry, the army, and the Orthodox Church.
The Russian bureaucracy was in many respects unique. Descended
from the domestic staffs of medieval princes, it continued to act as the
personal staff of the monarch rather than as the civil service of the
nation. A Russian official served entirely at the pleasure of the monarch
and his own immediate superiors. He could be dismissed without cause
and without the right of appeal. He could not resign without permission.
Such practices made for servility. Totally dependent on his superiors, the
Russian civil servant was virtually untouchable in his dealings with ordi-
nary people. In tsarist Russia, a government official, as a representative
of the autocrat, could not be brought to trial except by the consent of his
superiors. That consent was rarely forthcoming, since an employee’s
misbehavior reflected badly on those who had appointed him and, ulu-
mately, on the judgment of the Tsar himself. This situation encouraged
browbeating and corruption. The obverse of servility was bullying.
Although the ministries in St. Petersburg included many qualified and
honest public servants, the rank and file of the civil service was filled with
unscrupulous careerists. One of the peculiarities of the Russian system
was that admission into the civil service required neither a school
diploma nor the passing of a qualifying examination: a candidate merely
had to demonstrate the ability to read and write and to perform elemen-
tary mathematical calculations. In effect, unquestioning obedience and
loyalty were the main qualifications for admission and promotion.
Perhaps the most striking feature of the Russian civil service was the
system of “ranking” introduced by Peter the Greatin 1722. Every mem-
ber of the service had to have a rank, or chin, of which there were four-
teen. One began at the lowest, fourteenth rank and worked his way up
the career ladder. Originally, attainment of the eighth rank bestowed
hereditary nobility, but by 1900 a civil servant had to reach the very ele-
vated fourth rank to be so honored. It had been Peter’s intention that
each advance in responsibility be accompanied by an advance in rank.
But Peter’s successors perverted the system. Catherine the Great, having
come to the throne by a coup that resulted in the death of her husband,
Tsar Peter III, sought to make her position more secure by buying off
the nobility and the bureaucracy. During her reign, advancement in rank
came to depend not on the assumption of greater responsibility but sim-
ply on seniority: after serving in one rank for a specified period of time,
usually three or four years, the holder was automatically promoted to the
next higher rank. And since it was also the custom that only holders of
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chin could perform administrative functions, the Russian civil service
turned into a closed caste. Except in the highest posts, to which appoint-
ments were made directly by the Tsar, no one could hold a governmen-
tal position without ¢hin. This practice had two consequences: It isolated
the civil service from society at large, and deprived it of the talents of
those who were not career bureaucrats.

Russia’s principal executive organs, the ministries, did not substan-
tially differ from their Western analogues, although they did display
some peculiar features. Until 1906 there was, in effect, no cabinet and no
prime minister. Each minister reported directly to the Tsar and acted on
his instructions without consulting fellow ministers. This practice was
motivated by the fear that cabinet discussions of Imperial directives
would encroach on the Crown’s prerogatives. The resulting lack of a
coordinated policy caused considerable disarray in administration.

The provincial administration suffered from understaffing. Although
tsarist Russia has the reputation of a tyranny, and tyranny conveys the
image of a heavy hand of arbitrary authority, the vast majority of Russians
rarely came in contact with the state. The number of administrators,
whether measured in proportion to territory or population, was only a
fraction of what it was in contemporary France or Germany. The expla-
nation lay in fiscal constraints. The Russian Treasury lacked the resources
required properly to administer the immense realm and relied instead on
a combination of arbitrary authority vested in provincial governors and
the self-government institutionalized in the peasant commune.

Thus, while tsarist authority was unlimited, its scope was narrow. For
all practical purposes, the authority of the Imperial government ended at
the eighty-nine provincial capitals where resided the governors and their
staffs; below this level yawned an administrative vacuum. The provincial
subdivisions had no permanent government representatives: such offi-
cials as they saw came on flying visits, often to collect tax arrears, and
then vanished from sight. The representatives of the ministries posted to
the provincial capitals owed responsibility to their home offices and did
not cooperate with one another.

The most important ministry was that of the Interior, which had charge
of administering the country and ensuring domestic security. The Minis-
ter of the Interior nominated the governors, who in their discretionary
powers resembled Oriental satraps. One of these powers was a Governor’s
right to request the Minister of the Interior to place his province under
Reinforced or Extraordinary Safeguard, a kind of martial law that autho-
rized him to suspend civil rights and shut down private institutions. The



16 A Concise History of the Russian Revolution

Minister of the Interior also supervised non-Orthodox subjects, including
the Jews, as well as the dissenting branches of Orthodox Christianity. In
addition, he enforced censorship and managed prisons.

But the greatest source of the Minister’s power lay in the administra-
tion of the political police. The Department of Police, established in
1880 following a nearly successful terrorist attempt on the life of Alexan-
der II, was unique in that Russia alone had two distinct branches of the
police—one to maintain law and order among the people, another to
protect the state from them. The Police Department concerned itself
exclusively with enforcing political conformity, to which end it could
engage in open or secret surveillance, search and arrest, imprisonment,
and, by administrative fiat—that is, without a trial—exile for periods of
up to five years. Through a network of agents it penetrated every facet of
the country’s life; its foreign branches even tracked émigrés. Such mea-
sures were considered necessary to counteract an unprecedented wave of
political terrorism by radical extremists, which in the decade preceding
World War I claimed the lives of thousands of government officials.
They made late tsarist Russia in many respects the prototype of a mod-
ern police state.”

To the outside world, the Imperial bureaucracy presented the image
of perfect unanimity; it never aired its disagreements in public. The
secrecy under which it operated much of the time reinforced this
impression. In reality it was divided into two contending factions, one
liberal-conservative, the other reactionary. Liberal-conservative offi-
cials, concentrated in the Ministries of Justice and Finance, while con-
ceding that Russia required a strong central government, saw the
existing system as hopelessly outdated. They wanted Russia to be gov-
erned by laws—laws, to be sure, issued by the autocrat who was account-
able to nobody, but who should still be obliged to observe his own
ordinances. They also believed that the government would be strength-
ened by the involvement of conservative elements of society, if only in a
consultative capacity. They further wanted to end the isolation of the
peasants by abolishing laws that kept them in the commune and subject
to special rural courts. Through such measures they believed Russians
would gradually be weaned to more modern forms of government.

Their reactionary opponents viewed the population at large as the
property of the monarch, and any sign of public initiative as “insubordi-

* Other countries, too, had their security pdlice. But, as in the case of the FBI, their powers
were restricted to investigating potential subversion. They had no authority to punish.
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nation.” The government, in their view, could not submit to the rule of
law because that would fatally weaken it, opening the floodgates to pop-
ular unrest. In the words of one Minister of the Interior:

The sparse population of Russia, scattered over an immense territory, the
unavoidable remoteness from courts which results from this fact, the low
economic level of the people and the patriarchal customs of the agrarian
class, all create conditions demanding the establishment of an authority
which in its activities is not restrained by excessive formalism, an authority
promptly able to restore order and as quickly as possible to correct viola-
tions of the population’s rights and interests.”

Russians of this persuasion did not oppose changes but insisted that they
be initiated and implemented from above, by the government.

Behind this attitude lay the conviction that “society”—that is, every-
one not in government service—was in a very real sense an enemy of the
state. This perception prevailed in the Department of the Police, the
most reactionary wing of the reactionary faction. According to its one-
time chief, the outlook of the tsarist security police rested on the fol-
lowing propositions: “that there are the people and there is state
authority, that the latter is under constant threat from the former. ..
Hence, any public occurrence assumes the character of a threat to state
authority. As a result, the protection of the state . .. turns into a war
against all society. . . .”* This attitude, dominant in the Ministry of the
Interior and its branches, impeded reforms. Unfortunately for Russia,
radical intellectuals, especially radical terrorists, played into the hands
of the reactionaries.

Even so, it should have been obvious that over the long run the posi-
tion of the reactionaries could not be maintained. For one thing, Russia’s
ambitions to be a great power forced her to encourage higher education,
which was incompatible with a regime that treated its people as if they
were disobedient children. Alexander Herzen, a political writer of the
mid-nineteenth century, expressed this contradiction as follows:

They give us a comprehensive education, they inculcate in us the desires,
the strivings, the sufferings of the contemporary world, and then they cry,
“Stay slaves, dumb and passive, or else you will perish.”

The other development that militated against the survival of the
bureaucratic police state occurred in the Russian economy: the emer-
gence at the end of the nineteenth century of capitalist industry. "Tsarist
Russia took the path of capitalism reluctantly, fearful of upsetting the
largely natural, agrarian order which it favored for its promise of stabil-
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ity. It so dreaded the destabilizing effects of industrialization that thirty
years after their invention, railroads were still virtually nonexistent in
Russia. In the end, however, tsarism had no choice but to emulate the
Western world. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the Russian
Treasury was running a consistent deficit, which it covered by borrowing
abroad. Farsighted statesmen realized that Russia could not remain a
great power unless she developed native industries and generated assets
that would make her independent of foreign capital. Sergei Witte, Rus-
sia’s Minister of Finance and the driving force behind industrialization,
argued fervently that unless Russia developed an industrial base she
could not achieve economic independence, and without such indepen-
dence she could not aspire to the status of a great power.

In 1897, on Witte’s initiative, Russia adopted the gold standard.
Henceforth all banknotes had to be backed by gold deposited in the
Treasury and could be converted into gold coins. The reform gave the
country one of the stablest currencies in the world, and encouraged for-
eign investment. Between 1892 and 1914, foreigners placed in Russian
enterprises over I billion dollars U.S. (equivalent in 1995, in gold terms,
to $20 billion). Russia experienced a sudden spurt of industrial develop-
ment that, small as it was in terms of the national economy as a whole,
combined with her agriculture and mining, earned her fifth place among
the world’s economies.

As the reactionaries had warned, the policy favoring industrial devel-
opment affected adversely Russia’s autocratic regime. Foreign holders of
Russian bonds pressured the government to act in a lawful manner, pun-
ishing excesses by depreciating her obligations, which had the effect of
forcing Russia to pay higher interest rates for loans. Equally important
was the fact that both Russian and foreign businessmen took indepen-
dent actions affecting employment, transport, and capital investment
which made a mockery of the monarchy’s claim to be the sole authority
in the country. The incompatibility of capitalism and autocracy struck all
who gave thought to the matter, and this awareness enhanced people’s
sense of the precariousness of the status quo.

Next to the bureaucracy and the police, the regime’s principal support
came from the armed forces.

With 1.4 million men under arms, Russia had the largest standing
army in the world, larger than the combined armies of her two likely ene-
mies, Germany and Austria-Hungary. The maintenance of such a vast
and costly force can be attributed to three factors. First, great distances
and a poor railway network made for slow mobilization: it was estimated
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that whereas Germany could mobilize fully within 15 days, Russia
required 105 days. Since the conventional wisdom of the time held that
the next war would be decided in a matter of weeks, speed of mobilization
was of critical importance. Second, partly for lack of money, partly out of
contempt for civilians, Russian professional officers failed to develop an
effective system of reserves that a major national army needed, in case of
emergency, to bring its forces quickly to full strength. And, finally, the
Russian army was traditionally used to quell internal disturbances: in
1903, one-third of the infantry and two-thirds of the cavalry in European
Russia took part in repressive operations. Neither the 1905 nor the 1917
Revolution would have been likely to occur if the army had not been
fighting far away from the center of the country.

The Russian military tradition demanded that the army stay clear of
politics. The officer corps regarded politics and politicians as beneath its
professional dignity and served loyally whoever happened to be in
power: traditionally, the monarchy, and, after its fall, first the Provisional
Government and then the Bolsheviks.

The fourth pillar of tsarist authority, the gentry, was an eroding asset.
During the heyday of patrimonial autocracy, the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, the gentry (dvorianstvo) served as the principal arm of
the Crown. The tsars granted them landed estates worked by bonded
peasants and in return exacted from them lifelong service, mainly in the
armed forces. But the gentry gradually succeeded in emancipating them-
selves from the heavy hand of the state. Over the course of the eighteenth
century, taking advantage of a succession of weak monarchs, the dvoriane
first eased the terms of service and finally, in 1762, escaped them alto-
gether. The landed estates which they had originally received on condi-
tion of service, they now received in outright property. Although poverty
forced many dvoriane to stay on active service, the affluent among them
became a parasitic class enjoying virtually Western rights and privileges
without corresponding responsibilities. The more prosperous turned to
culture; the first creators and the earliest audiences of Russian literature
and art came almost entirely from this class.

In the early nineteenth century, many youths among the gentry fell
under the influence of Western liberal and abolitionist ideas. In Decem-
ber 1825, officers from some of the best families mutinied with the
intention of abolishing the autocracy and replacing it with either a con-
stitutional monarchy or a republic. The so-called Decembrist Revolt was
quickly suppressed; but it began the nobility’s decline because the
monarchy, shocked by the betrayal of its pampered class, no longer fully
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trusted it and came increasingly to rely on a professional bureaucracy.
The 1861 edict emancipating the serfs dealt the gentry the fatal blow.
Unable profitably to exploit their estates without bonded labor and
unaccustomed to living within their means, they ran into debt and had to
dispose of their estates. Politically the group split, one part turning reac-
tionary, the other joining the liberal intelligentsia. The whole drift of
late Imperial legislation tended toward the abolition of estate privileges
in favor of egalitarian citizenship. By 1900, dvorianstvo status brought no
meaningful rewards and implied no political allegiance: suffice it to say
that Lenin was a hereditary noble.

And, finally, there was the Orthodox Church, the established ecclesi-
astical body of the realm, representing approximately §5 percent of its
population.* Since the reign of Peter the Great, the Russian church had
lost its independence and was administered by appointed lay officials;
subsequently, under Catherine the Great, it also lost its rich possessions,
which were sequestered. The church never rebelled against these mea-
sures: faithful to its Byzantine heritage, it loyally supported the monar-
chy and stayed clear of politics. It also stayed clear of the social conflicts
and ideological disputes agitating the country. It conceived its mission as
being confined to the salvation of souls. The church preached submis-
sion to the powers that be and in that sense served as a dependable prop
of the regime. The state rewarded it by entrusting to the clergy much of
the nation’s elementary education, by paying it subsidies, and by outlaw-
ing conversion from Orthodoxy.

But even in this loyal body fissures began to appear at the century’s
turn, in the form of a liberal clergy that wanted the church to liberate
itself from dependence on the state and to take a more active part in the
country’s political and social life.

No one doubts that the majority of Russians, especially the peasants,
faithfully observed the rites of their religion with its sacraments, fasts,
and holidays. How deep this commitment was, however, is a matter of
dispute: as events were to show, the devotion of Russians to their faith
was not as strong as that of the Empire’s Catholics, Jews, or Muslims.
Russian Orthodox religiosity seems to have rested more on observance
of rituals than on commitment to Christianity’s ethical teachings.

* Nominally, some 75 percent of Russia’s inhabitants were Orthodox Christians, but of that
number many belonged to the Old Believers, who had split off from the official church in the sev-
enteenth century, while others joined dissenting sects. Contemporaries estimated that approxi-
mately one out of four officially Orthodox Christians worshipped outside the Orthodox Church.
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The Intelligentsia

hy use the foreign-sounding “intelligentsia” when the English

language has the word “intellectuals”? The answer is that one
needs different terms to designate different phenomena—in this case, to
distinguish those who passively contemplate life from activists who are
determined to reshape it. Marx succinctly stated the latter position when
he wrote: “The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various
ways; the point, however, is to change it.” The term “intelligentsia”
describes intellectuals who want power in order to change the world. It
is a word of Latin origin, which passed in the middle of the nineteenth
century from German into Russian and from there, after the 1917 Rev-
olution, into English.

Whether the conflicts and resentments that exist in every society are
peacefully resolved or explode in revolution is largely determined by the
presence or absence of democratic institutions capable of redressing
grievances through legislation, and the presence or absence of an intelli-
gentsia determined to fan the flames of popular discontent for the pur-
pose of gaining power. For it is the radical intelligentsia that transforms
specific, and therefore remediable, grievances into an uncompromising
rejection of the status quo. Rebellions happen; revolutions are made.
And they are made by bodies of professional “managers of the revolu-
tion,” namely the radical intelligentsia.

For an intelligentsia to emerge, two conditions must be met. One is a
materialistic ideology that regards human beings not as unique creatures
endowed with an immortal soul but as exclusively physical entities shaped
by their environment. This ideology makes it possible to argue that a
rational reordering of man’s environment can produce a new breed of per-
fectly virtuous creatures. This belief elevates members of the intelligentsia
to the status of social engineers and justifies their political ambitions.

Second, the intelligentsia requires economic opportunities to secure
independence: The dissolution of traditional social estates and the emer-
gence of free professions (such as journalism and university teaching)
along with an industrial economy in need of experts and an educated
reading public, which, all taken together, emancipate intellectuals from
subjection to the Establishment. These opportunities, accompanied by
guarantees of free speech and association, enable the intelligentsia to
secure a hold on public opinion, its principal means of political leverage.
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Intellectuals first appeared in Europe as a distinct group in the six-
teenth century in connection with the emergence of secular society and
the progress of science. They were lay thinkers who approached tradi-
tional philosophical questions outside the framework of theology and
the church, which in the postclassical world had enjoyed a monopoly on
such speculation. Like the philosophers of ancient Greece and Rome,
they saw their mission as one of teaching virtue and wisdom—educating
men to curb their passions and to accept life with all its dark sides,
including the inevitability of death.

Then a different kind of intellectual made his appearance. Impressed
by the advances of science and the seemingly limitless possibilities inher-
ent in the scientific method, he saw no reason he should not apply the
insights into nature that science had made possible in order to master
nature. It was a notion with very wide applications. The scientific
(empirical) method posited that only that existed which could be
observed and measured. It raised the question whether man could be said
to possess an immortal soul or ideas planted in him at birth, as taught by
religion and metaphysics, for neither this soul nor these ideas could be
identified by scientific observation.

The full philosophical implications of this empirical approach were
first drawn by John Locke in his seminal Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing (169o). In his political writings Locke laid down the foundations
of the liberal constitutions of Great Britain and the United States. But
his philosophical treatise inadvertently fed a very different, illiberal cur-
rent of political thought. The Essay challenged the axiom of Western
philosophy and theology that human beings were born with “innate
ideas,” including knowledge of God and a sense of right and wrong. This
notion had made for a conservative theory of politics because, by postu-
lating that man comes into the world spiritually and intellectually
formed, it also postulated that he was immutable. From this it followed
that the principles of government were the same for all nations and ages.
According to Locke, however, man is born a blank slate on which physi-
cal sensations and experiences write the messages that make him what he
is. There is no such thing as free will: man can no more reject the ideas
that the senses inscribe on his mind than a mirror can “refuse, alter, or
obliterate the images or ideas which objects set before it” produce.

The implications of Locke’s theory of knowledge, ignored in his own
country, were seized upon and developed in France by radical thinkers,
notably Claude Helvétius. In De Zgsprit (1758), Helvétius drew on
Locke’s epistemology to argue that insofar as man is totally molded by
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his environment, a perfect environment will inevitably produce perfect
human beings. The means toward this end are education and legislation.
The task of the political and social order, therefore, is not to create opti-
mal conditions in which mankind can realize its potential but rather to
render mankind “virtuous.” Good government not only ensures “the
greatest happiness of the greatest number” (a formula attributed to
Helvétius) but literally refashions man. This unprecedented proposition
constitutes the premise of both liberal and radical ideologies of modern
times. It justifies the government’s far-reaching intervention in the lives
of its citizens.

This idea holds an irresistible attraction for intellectuals because it
elevates them from the position of passive observers of life into its
shapers. Their superior knowledge of what is rational and virtuous per-
mits them to aspire to the status of mankind’s “educators.” While ordi-
nary people, in pursuit of a living, acquire specific knowledge relevant to
their particular occupation, intellectuals—and they alone—claim to
know things “in general.” By creating “sciences” of human affairs—eco-
nomic science, political science, sociology—they feel at liberty to dismiss
as irrelevant practices and institutions created over millennia by trial and
error. It is this philosophical revolution that has transformed some intel-
lectuals into an intelligentsia, actively involved in politics. And, of
course, involvement in politics makes them politicians, and, like others
of the breed, prone to pursue their private interests in the guise of work-
ing for the common good.

The premises underlying the ideas of Locke and Helvétius can be
applied in two ways. In countries with democratic institutions and guar-
antees of free speech, members of the intelligentsia pursue their objec-
tive by influencing public opinion and, through it, legislation. Where
such institutions and guarantees are missing, they coalesce into a caste
that tirelessly assails the existing order in order to discredit it and pave
the way for revolutionary change. The latter situation prevailed in pre-
1789 France and in tsarist Russia prior to 1903.

The mental and social preconditions for the emergence of a revolu-
tionary intelligentsia first emerged in France in the 1760s and 1770s in
literary associations and “patriotic” clubs. These clubs had as their
immediate purpose the forging of an ideological consensus in which
ideas were judged by their relationship not to living reality but to
a priori theoretical principles defining rationality and virtue. To mem-
bers of such clubs, politics was not simply a matter of better or worse, to
be tested by experience, but of good or bad, to be decided on principle.
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Public issues became highly personalized, and the holder of opinions
judged incorrect was not merely wrong but, because the truth was self-
evident and could be ignored only from bad will, also evil.

Although exclusive and inspired by ideas of its own making, the
French intelligentsia of the late eighteenth century claimed to be acting
on behalf of the “people”—not people of flesh and blood but an abstrac-
tion conceived in their minds; not people as they actually were but as
they could and should be. One of the defining qualities of all modern
radicalism is the belief that humanity as constituted is a defective prod-
uct, a misshapen exemplar of the real thing. The radical intellectual
claims to know better what the people need than they themselves do
because he alone understands their “true,” or ideal, self.

It is this group, first in France, then in other countries of continental
Europe—Russia included—that transformed rebellions into revolutions:
popular protests against specific grievances into a blanket rejection of
the entire sociopolitical order. Nothing in early-twentieth-century Rus-
sia inexorably pushed the country toward revolution, except the presence
of an unusually large and fanatical body of professional revolutionaries.
No document has come to light, reflecting the wishes of the peasants or
the workers themselves, that called for the abolition of tsarism and a
wholesale transformation of Russia. It is the intelligentsia that with its
orchestrated agitational campaigns of 1917 transformed a local fire—the
mutiny of the Petrograd’s military garrison—into a nationwide confla-
gration. A class in permanent opposition, hostile to all reforms and com-
promises, it prevented the peaceful resolution of Russia’s ills in order to
level to the ground the existing system of human relations and build on
its ruins a world of its own design.

The theory and practice of socialism, and its offshoot, communism,
postulate that all the existing ways of humanity are irrational and that it
is the mission of those in the know to make out of them something rad-
ically different: mankind’s entire past is but a long detour on the road to
its true destiny. Robert Owen, an early English socialist, expressed this
yearning when he spoke of wanting to change “this lunatic asylum into a
Rational World.”

Marx, at the age of twenty-one, grasped the implications of the theories
of Locke and Helvétius. “The whole development of man . . . depends on
education and environment,” he wrote, from which it followed that

if man draws all his knowledge, sensations, etc., from the world of the senses
and the experience gained in it, [then] the empirical world must be arranged
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so that in it man experiences and gets used to what is really human . .. If
man is shaped by his surroundings, his surroundings must be made human.

This, of course, was a prescription for the most drastic changes in the
human condition—changes made not by ordinary people, since they are
blind, but for them.

Just how boundless were the ambitions of radical socialists may be
gleaned from the ruminations of Leon Trotsky. Writing in 1924, he thus
depicted the new man bound to emerge from the revolutionary order:

Man will, at last, begin to harmonize himself in earnest . . . He will want to
master first the semi-conscious and then also the unconscious processes of
his own organism: breathing, the circulation of blood, digestion, repro-
duction, and, within the necessary limits, subordinate them to the control
of reason and will . . . Man will make it his goal to master his own emo-
tions, to elevate his instincts to the heights of consciousness, to make them
transparent . .. to create a higher sociobiological type, a superman. ..
Man will become incomparably stronger, wiser, subtler. His body will
become more harmonious, his movements more rhythmic, his voice more
melodious. The forms of life will acquire a dynamic theatricality. The aver-
age human type will rise to the heights of an Aristotle, Goethe, Marx. And
beyond this ridge, other peaks will emerge.

These reflections, not of an adolescent daydreamer but of Lenin’s
comrade-in-arms and one of the leading organizers of the Bolshevik
triumph in 1917-20, provide an insight into the psyche of those who
carried out the greatest revolution of modern times. They aimed at
nothing less than reenacting the sixth day of Creation in order to per-
fect its flawed product: man’s mission was nothing less than remaking
himself. We can now understand what an influential Russian radical of
the 1860s meant when he wrote that “man is god to man.”*

The conditions in Russia around 19oo resembled those in pre-178¢
France in that the country also lacked freedom of speech and represen-
tative institutions. The intelligentsia which emerged in the 1860s

* Such deprecation of mankind was not confined to radicals: it spilled also into the ranks of
liberals. H. G. Wells, a scientific utopian, predicted in his 1933 baok, The Shape of Things to Come,
that education and social discipline would totally transform the human individual: “He will
become generation by generation a new species, differing more widely from that weedy, tragic,
pathetic, cruel, fantastic, absurd, and sometimes sheerly horrible being who christened himself in
a mood of oafish arrogance Homo sapiens.” (New York, 1933, 426.) Compare this with the vision
of Michel de Montaigne, writing in the sixteenth century, before science had overwhelmed both
religion and the philosophy of humanism: “There is nothing so beautiful and legitimate as to play
the man well and properly . . . the most barbarous of our maladies is to despise our being.”
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recalled in many ways the French philosophes of a century earlier. Like its
predecessor, the Russian intelligentsia constituted a closed caste, admis-
sion to which required commitment to materialism, socialism, and utili-
tarianism (the belief that the morality of human actions is determined by
the extent of pain and pleasure they produce, and that the test of good
government is its ability to assure the greatest happiness of the greatest
number). No one who believed in God and the immortality of the soul,
in the limits to human reason and the advantages of compromise, in the
value of traditions and love of one’s country, no matter how otherwise
enlightened, could aspire to membership in the intelligentsia or gain
access to its publications.

Contact with common Russians had no effect on these beliefs. In the
1870s, hundreds of students abandoned university classrooms to “go to
the people” in order to inculcate in them such ideas. They found the
people entirely unreceptive: the peasant believed resolutely in God and
the Tsar, and saw nothing wrong with exploiting his fellow men as long
as it was he who did it. But this evidence did not move committed radi-
cals to alter their views. Rather, it drove them to violence. In 1879 some
thirty intellectuals (in a nation of 1oo million), dubbing themselves the
“People’s Will,” formed a clandestine terrorist organization with the
declared intention of murdering Tsar Alexander II It was the first orga-
nization in history specifically dedicated to political terror, and the pro-
totype of numerous terrorist parties that would spring up in Europe, the
Middle East, and elsewhere in the second half of the twentieth century.
Russian terrorists acted on the premise that antigovernment violence
would demoralize the authorities and, at the same time, shatter the awe
in which the masses of Russians held the Tsar. After several failures, they
eventually succeeded in assassinating Alexander, but the consequences
were the opposite of what they had expected. The masses did not stir;
educated society, revolted by the murder, turned its back on radicalism;
and the government, instead of surrendering, intensified its repression.

One consequence of the failure of terrorism was the emergence in
Russia in the 18gos of a Social-Democratic movement. The Social-
Democrats (SDs for short), drawing on the theories of Marx, disparaged
terrorism as futile. For them, political and social change resulted from
fundamental changes in economic relations. It could not be rushed.
Even if the terrorists succeeded in bringing down tsarism they would not
be able to establish on its ruins a democratic, socialist regime because the
economic foundations for it were missing. Russia, still in the formative
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phase of capitalist development, was bound in time to progress to full-
scale capitalism. A by-product of such an economy would be, initially,
“bourgeois” democracy, and eventually, with the unfolding of its inher-
ent contradictions, a socialist revolution. The process required patience
and a careful adaptation of tactics to socioeconomic reality rather than
foolhardy heroism.

The Social-Democratic strategy called for a two-stage revolution. Ini-
tially, the socialists would help the emerging Russian bourgeoisie topple
tsarism and introduce into the country a Western-type regime with
guarantees of civil and political liberties. Then, taking advantage of these
freedoms, they would organize the working class, which they regarded as
more suitable material for revolution than the peasantry, for the
inevitable day when, driven to desperation by impoverishment, the “pro-
letariat” would rise up in arms against its exploiters.

Like the peasant-oriented radicals of the 1870s, the Social-Democrats
of the 189os were soon disappointed with the attitude of those whom they
claimed to represent. Closer contact with industrial workers revealed that
they were not in the least radical and that their main interest lay in orga-
nizing trade unions (outlawed in Russia at the time), which, to revolu-
tionaries, spelled accommodation with the status quo. The majority of
socialists accepted this fact and dedicated themselves to helping labor
struggle for economic improvement. From their ranks emerged at the
beginning of the twentieth century the Menshevik faction. A minority,
led by Lenin, the founder of the Bolshevik faction, concluded from this
evidence that if the workers, left to themselves, were reformist rather than
revolutionary, then they required a body of full-time, professional tutors
to infuse them with revolutionary zeal. This latter idea, at the time known
only to small circles of initiates, was destined to have the most profound
effects on the entire history of the twentieth century.

Although stll outlawed, Russian political parties began to take shape
around the turn of the century.

The most radical was the Socialist-Revolutionary Party, a direct
descendant of the People’s Will, which organized formally in 19o2. The
Socialists-Revolutionaries (SRs) differed from the Social-Democrats in
several important respects. First, they did not distinguish sharply, as did
the SDs, peasants from workers, regarding both as revolutionary mate-
rial. (To the SDs, the peasants, except for landless farmhands, were fun-
damentally a reactionary “petty-bourgeois” class and, as such, the enemy
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of labor.) They carried out active propaganda and agitation in the village,
calling for the abolition of private property in land and the transfer of all
land into the hands of communes (“land socialization”). Because this
program met the wishes of the peasantry, the SRs enjoyed unrivaled pop-
ularity among them, and inasmuch as peasants were the largest social
group, they had the greatest political following in the country. Much of
it, however, would prove ephemeral because, unlike the SDs, the SRs
were loosely organized.

The principal activity of the SRs was political terror. Like their fore-
runners twenty years earlier, they believed that the tsarist regime was
rotten to the core and that determined assaults on its officials would
bring it down. They had only contempt for the patient strategy of their
Social-Democratic rivals and attracted into their ranks many intrepid
youths, men and women, ready to sacrifice their lives for the cause.
These actions, which had the effect of brutalizing Russian political life
still further, exuded a romantic aura, representing for some youths a rit-
ual of passage into adulthood. The main decisions concerning terror
were made by an ultrasecret “Combat Organization,” but many local SR
cells acted on their own initiative. The first act of political terror perpe-
trated by the SRs was the murder in 1902 of the Minister of Education.
Subsequently, until crushed in 19089, SR terrorists engaged the forces
of law and order in constant battle.

We shall deal with the Social-Democratic Party elsewhere (Chapter
V). Here, suffice it to say that unlike the SRs, who divided society into
“exploiters” and “exploited,” the Social-Democrats defined classes by
their relation to the means of production and regarded industrial work-
ers (the “proletariat”) as the only truly revolutionary class, because,
unlike the independent peasant-cultivator, a good part of their earnings
was appropriated by the employer. The SDs wanted first to nationalize
the agricultural land and then collectivize it in order to transform the
peasant into a state employee. Unlike the SRs, they saw the “bour-
geoisie” as a temporary ally in the first stage of the Revolution. And, as
stated, they disparaged terrorism, believing that the time for terror was
after they came to power and had at their disposal the entire repressive
apparatus of the state.

The active membership of both these radical parties was similar:
whether one joined the one or the other was largely a matter of temper-
ament, the bolder and more adventurous generally showing a preference
for the SRs. In both, the membership consisted primarily of university
students and university dropouts. According to one Social-Democrat:
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Essentially, the activity of the local SR groups differed little from that of
the SDs. The organizations of both parties usually consisted of small
groups of intelligenty, formed into committees, who had little connection
with the masses and viewed them mainly as material for political agitation.

The principal liberal organization, which in 1905 would coalesce into
the Constitutional-Democratic Party, differed in both composition and
program from the radical organizations. Its leadership consisted of gen-
try and intellectuals, some of the latter being disenchanted socialists.
The majority of Russia’s professional people—academics, lawyers, physi-
cians—affiliated themselves with it. Because of the eminence of their
leaders, some of whom belonged to well-known aristocratic families, the
police did not dare to treat liberals with the same ruthlessness with
which it persecuted socialist youths. The liberals got around the prohi-
bition against political activity by holding meetings disguised as profes-
sional conferences and social functions. Initially, they intended to work
within the system, hoping gradually to improve Russia by raising the cul-
tural and economic standards of the population. The government’s
repressive policies, however, which intensified during the reign of
Alexander 111, son and successor of the assassinated Alexander II, pushed
them steadily deeper into the oppositional camp. Russian liberals
boasted, with some justice, that they were the most radical liberal group
in Europe.

The movement took organized form with the founding in 1902 in
Germany of the journal Liberation. Its editor, Peter Struve, once a lead-
ing Marxist theoretician, set himself the mission of uniting all opposi-
tional groups in Russia, from the conservative right to the radical left,
under the slogan “Down with the Autocracy!” Two years later, on this
platform, there emerged the Union of Liberation, a loose association of
antiautocratic groups which would play a decisive role in unleashing
Russia’s first revolution in 1903.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Russia was home to thousands
of men and women committed to fundamental change. A good number
of them were professional revolutionaries, a novel breed whose life’s goal
was overthrowing by violence all existing institutions. They and their
followers might disagree over strategy and tactics—whether to engage in
terror, whether to “socialize” or “nationalize” the land, whether to treat
the peasant as an ally or enemy of the worker—but they were at one on
the central issue: that there was to be no compromise with the existing
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social, economic, and political regime; that it had to be destroyed, root
and branch, not only in their own country but throughout the world.

The existence of such an intelligentsia created, in itself, a high risk of
social upheaval. For just as lawyers make for litigation and bureaucrats
for paperwork, so revolutionaries make for revolution. In each case a
profession emerges with an interest in promoting situations that demand
its particular skill. The fact that the intelligentsia rejected any accommo-
dation with those who governed Russia, that it exacerbated discontent
and opposed reform, made it unlikely that Russia’s problems would be
resolved peacefully.



chapter

THE CONSTITUTIONAL
EXPERIMENT

The Revolution of 1905

istorical events have no clear beginning or end: they fade in
and out imperceptibly, and historians can never quite agree
on how to date them.

It is possible to trace the beginning of the Russian Revolution to the
Decembrist uprising of 1825. Or else to the 1870s, when university stu-
dents, defying the authorities, “went to the people.” Or to 1879-81,
when the People’s Will launched its campaign of political terror. More
conservatively, one can date it from the years 1902 to 1904, when the
three principal political movements committed to the overthrow
of the autocracy—the Socialist-Revolutionary, the Social-Democratic,
and the Liberational—organized as parties.

But a case can also be made for tracing its outbreak to February 1899,
when major disturbances broke out at Russian universities: ebbing and
flowing, the turmoil did not subside until 1905-6, when the monarchy,
facing a general strike, had to yield and grant the country a constitution.
Many contemporaries, police officials included, regarded these distur-
bances as qualitatively different from any that had occurred earlier.

The immediate cause of the 1899 university troubles could not have
been more trivial; and the fact that they had such grave consequences
attests to the gulf that separated Russia’s rulers from the educated elite.
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At the University of St. Petersburg, it was the annual custom on Febru-
ary 8, the anniversary of its founding, for students—after the formal cele-
brations—to rush en masse into the center of the city; there they sang,
cheered, and invaded cafés and restaurants.* The police had long looked
upon this merrymaking with displeasure; for although it had not the
slightest political overtones, it was unauthorized, and therefore in their
eyes an act of “insubordination.” In early 1899, the police requested the
university’s rector to warn the students that such revelry would no longer
be tolerated; violators would be liable to imprisonment as well as substan-
tial fines. Notices to this effect were posted at the university. In protest, the
students disrupted the formal anniversary ceremonies. Then they poured
into the streets and, chanting the “Marseillaise,” headed for the city cen-
ter. But the mounted police were ready for them and barred the bridges
they had to cross. In the ensuing melee, the students pelted the police with
snowballs and chunks of ice, and the police responded with whips.

Under a less insecure regime, a minor disturbance of this kind would
have been resolved quickly and painlessly. In tsarist Russia, where gov-
ernment and the educated class treated each other as mortal enemies, it
instantly escalated into a major crisis.

The agitated students held rallies, leadership of which was assumed by
militants organized in an illegal Mutual Assistance Fund. Eager to
exploit the incident to radicalize the student body, they appealed to the
nation’s universities to strike in support of their St. Petersburg col-
leagues. The police beating, they asserted, was not an isolated incident
but another manifestation of the lawlessness that pervaded autocratic
Russia: it could be remedied only by the regime’s overthrow. Some
25,000 students (of the 35,000 enrolled at institutions of higher learning)
responded to the appeal by boycotting classes. The authorities arrested
the strike leaders, but they also appointed a commission to investigate
the causes of the disturbance. Mollified by the latter move, the students
returned to their classrooms.

The episode was a microcosm of the tragedy that beset late Imperial
Russia: it illustrated to what extent the Revolution was the result not of

* Unless otherwise noted, all dates in this book prior to February 1918 are given “Old Style”
(OS)—that is, according to the Julian calendar, which in the nineteenth century was twelve days
behind the Western, Gregorian calendar, and in the twentieth century, thirteen days. From Febru-
ary 1918, all dates are given “New Style” (NS)—that is, according to the Gregorian calendar,
which the Soviet government adopted at that time. When two dates must be provided to describe
Russia’s dealings with the West (e.g., June 10/23), the first is Old Style, the second New Style.
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insufferable conditions but of irreconcilable attitudes. The government
chose to treat a harmless expression of youthful spirits as an act of sedi-
tion. Radical intellectuals, for their part, escalated student complaints of
mistreatment at the hands of the police into a wholesale rejection of the
“system.” It was, of course, absurd to insinuate that the student grievances
that produced the February 1899 strike could not be satisfied short of
overthrowing the absolute monarchy. The technique of translating spe-
cific complaints into general political demands became standard operat-
ing strategy for both radicals and liberals in Russia. It thwarted
compromises and reforms, for it assumed that nothing whatever could be
improved as long as the existing regime remained in place, which meant
that revolution was a necessary precondition of any progress.

In July 1899, the government announced that henceforth students
guilty of grave misconduct would lose their military deferments. When,
in December 1900, fresh university disorders broke out, this time at
Kiev, the Minister of Education ordered 183 students inducted into the
army. In retaliation, a student terrorist shot and killed him. More uni-
versity strikes followed. Henceforth, Russian universities became the
fulcrum of permanent opposition: in this atmosphere of pervasive politi-
cization, research and teaching became virtually impossible.

In April 1902, SR terror escalated further with the assassination of the
Minister of the Interior. Nicholas chose as his successor Viacheslav Plehve,
an uncompromising reactionary who had spent his professional life in the
Ministry of the Interior and its Department of the Police. During his two-
year tenure, Russia came closer than any country until that time to a police
state in the modern totalitarian sense of the term. Plehve not only nipped
in the bud any manifestation of public initiative but infiltrated society with
police agents. His greatest triumph was placing one of his agents in the SR
“Combat Organization,” which directed major terrorist actions. This
coup enabled him to frustrate many assassination attempts.

How pervasive the police mentality was in Russia at this time may be
seen in the example of police-run trade unions. One of the ablest opera-
tives of the Okhrana—a branch of the security police charged with pro-
tecting high government officials—a man by the name of S. V. Zubatoy,
conceived an original scheme of having the police take over and in this
manner neutralize politically the incipient trade-union movement.
Zubatov argued that labor was essentially apolitical and that by treating
as seditious every manifestation of worker initiative, whether economic
or even cultural, the government needlessly radicalized it and pushed it
into the arms of revolutionaries. With the blessing of influential Court
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figures, he proceeded to organize police-sponsored trade unions. They
attracted many workers. Zubatov’s scheme had its drawbacks, however,
for in the event of labor disturbances the authorities would find them-
selves in the awkward position of having to back their unions’ illegal
strikes against the employers. Plehve realized this danger, but, bowing to
pressures from above, felt compelled to endorse the plan.

The tsarist government had considerable experience in coping with inter-
nal discontent, and it undoubtedly would have contained it this time as
well, were it not for its bad judgment in becoming embroiled in a war
with Japan. War carried for it two risks. One was that defeat would lower
still further its prestige in the eyes of the Russian population. The other
was that with the army away in the Far East, the government would lack
the forces with which to crush disorders. In the eyes of some monarchists,
however, these risks were counterbalanced by the prospect that a quick
and decisive victory would both win tsarism popular support and isolate
its opponents.

The opening of archives after 1917 left no doubt that responsibility
for the war rested with Russia.

In pursuit of his grand design for industrialization, Witte had per-
suaded Alexander I1I to construct a railroad across Siberia, linking central
Russia with the Pacific Ocean and China. Begun in 1891 and completed
only twenty-five years later, the Trans-Siberian remains to this day the
longest continuous railway line in the world (9,441 kilometers, or 5,867
miles). Witte believed that the railway would replace the Suez Canal as
the preferred carrier of goods from Europe to the Far East, as well as
enable Russia to establish her dominion over Far Eastern markets. To
shorten the route between Lake Baikal and the line’s terminal, the port
city of Vladivostok, Witte obtained from Beijing permission to run this
final segment across Chinese Manchuria. The Chinese stipulated that
Russia must scrupulously observe their sovereignty over this region.

The Russians, however, immediately violated the terms of the accords
by introducing numerous military and police units into Manchuria, osten-
sibly to ensure the security of the railroad but in reality to establish a
strong presence preliminary to annexation. In January 1903, after long
deliberations, Nicholas II yielded to his advisers who urged that
Manchuria be annexed. The Japanese, who had their own designs on the
area, proposed to divide it into spheres of influence, conceding Manchuria
to Russia in return for Russia’s recognition of their claim to Korea. The
Russians rejected these approaches. They held the Japanese in utter con-
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tempt as “monkeys”: common people joked that they would smother the
litele apes with their caps.

On February 8, 1904, without declaring war, Japan attacked and laid
siege to the naval base of Port Arthur which Russia had leased from
China. Sinking some Russian ships and bottling up the rest, they neu-
tralized Russia’s Pacific fleet and secured mastery of the China Sea. The
land campaigns that followed took place in Manchuria, thousands of
miles from the center of Russia, which caused serious logistical prob-
lems, aggravated by the fact that the Trans-Siberian Railway was not yet
complete.

Six months after the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War, the SRs suc-
ceeded in one of their main objectives: assassinating Plehve. The murder
presented Nicholas with the difficult choice of selecting as Plehve’s suc-
cessor another reactionary or yielding to mounting popular pressure and
replacing him with a liberal. The bad news from Manchuria, where the
Japanese continued to press the Russians back, persuaded him to take the
path of conciliadon. His choice fell on Prince P. D. Sviatopolk-Mirskii, a
career bureaucrat whose views were very different from his predecessor’s.
Mirskii concluded that Russia could no longer be governed exclusively by
police methods; the monarchy had to gain the confidence of its subjects
in order to isolate the radical left. The concept of political crime, in his
view, should apply not to expressions of opinion but exclusively to terror-
ism and incitement to violence. His favorite word was “trust,” and he at
once set himself to win public support by abandoning some of the more
odious features of Plehve’s administration.

The liberals welcomed Mirskit’s appointment. The most active
among them belonged to local self-rule boards called zemstva. Intro-
duced in 1864, in the era of reforms, to give the population an opportu-
nity to improve its economic and cultural conditions, zemstva were
elected by the rural gentry as well as by local peasants. They attracted
intellectuals who believed that Russia needed not violent change at the
top but patient, gradual improvement below; not political revolution but
cultural and economic evolution. But although the zemstva had no
administrative powers, the bureaucrats from the Ministry of the Interior
treated them as a nuwisance which interfered with their chain of com-
mand. In the 188os and 189o0s, these bureaucrats steadily restricted the
boards’ functions and harassed their more outspoken leaders. The result
was politicization of the zemstva, as increasing numbers of their officials
reluctantly concluded that law-abiding work within the system was not
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feasible. In the early years of the twentieth century, zemstvo deputies
provided the main support of the nascent liberal movement.

Fearing that they could become the nucleus of a political party, the
government from the beginning restricted zemstvo activity to the provin-
cial level, forbidding their representatives to hold national conferences.
These prohibitions were subverted in the 18gos by the device of private
and professional meetings at which personal contacts were made and a
common program of action formulated.

The appointment of Mirskii and his expressions of trust in society per-
suaded zemstvo leaders that the time had come to convene an open
national conference. Mirskii, whom they approached for permission, gave
a confusing response which they interpreted as a signal to proceed in the
guise of an open but private gathering. At the beginning of November
1904, zemstvo representatives from all parts of Russia converged in St.
Petersburg to meet in the residences of prominent liberals. The police
did not interfere. The participants split into two factions, conservative-
liberal and liberal. The former, maintaining that parliaments were alien
to the Russian tradition, wanted constitutional change to be limited to the
introduction of a representative body that would offer the Tsar nonbind-
ing advice. The liberals would settle for nothing less than a parliament
with legislative authority. In the voting, the liberals won by a margin of
nearly two to one. The event may be compared in its consequences with
the French Estates-General of 1789. It was the first time in Russian his-
tory that an assembly openly discussed changes in the constitution and
expressed itself in favor of limits on the Tsar’s authority.

In the weeks that followed, the Union of Liberation, which worked in
close contact with the zemstva, organized a nationwide campaign of
“banquets.” Modeled on similar gatherings in France during the 1848
revolution, these ostensibly private gatherings passed resolutions calling
for a constitution and a parliament and, in some cases, demanding the
convocation of a Constituent Assembly. The local authorities, confused
by contradictory instructions from the center, observed these happen-
ings without taking action.

Buffeted by mounting defiance, the government sought to mollify
opinion with halfhearted concessions that satisfied no one. The Crown
procrastinated in the hope that a sudden reversal of fortunes on the Far
Eastern front would bolster its standing at home. In October 1904, it
dispatched the Baltic Fleet on a journey halfway around the world to
relieve Port Arthur. But instead of improving, the news from the battle-
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field went from bad to worse. In December 1904, while the naval relief
force was sailing off the coast of Africa, Port Arthur surrendered. The
Japanese took 25,000 prisoners and captured what was left of Russia’s
Pacific Fleet.

Up to this point, the Russian masses had taken no part in the political
turmoil. The pressures on the government for constitutional change
emanated almost exclusively from university students, professional revo-
lutionaries, and zemstvo gentry. This situation changed drastically on
January ¢, 1905, following events that came to be known as “Bloody
Sunday.” If the November 19o4 Zemstvo Congress was Russia’s Estates-
General, then Bloody Sunday was her Bastille Day.

The most outstanding participant in the police-sponsored trade unions
was a priest, Father George Gapon. A charismatic personality, Gapon
established in St. Petersburg several flourishing unions, through which he
sought to inculcate in workers Christian principles. Although for radicals,
annoyed by his popularity, he was nothing but a police agent, Gapon
increasingly identified with his followers and their grievances. In late
1904 it was impossible to tell whether the police were using Gapon or he
the police, for by that time he had become the most prominent labor
leader in Russia.

Impressed by the Zemstvo Congress and the banquet campaign,
Gapon approached the St. Petersburg branch of the Union of Libera-
tion. At its urging, he adopted political objectives for his unions, which
until then had been committed exclusively to cultural and spiritual activ-
ities. According to his memoirs, he feared that unless the liberal intellec-
tuals received help from workers, they would fail.

In late December 1904, after several workers in Gapon’s organiza-
tions had been dismissed from the largest industrial plant in St. Peters-
burg, thousands of workers struck in protest. On January 7, industrial
action involved 120,000 workers. Gapon, maintaining close contact with
the Union of Liberation, decided to emulate the liberal banquet cam-
paign by staging a procession to present the Tsar with a petition of
grievances. Drafted with the help of liberal intellectuals, the petition
urged the Tsar to convene a Constituent Assembly and accede to the
Union of Liberation’s other demands.

The bewildered city administrators authorized the procession on con-
dition that it not come near the Winter Palace (which the Tsar had left
the previous day for his country residence). On Sunday morning, Jan-
uary 9, workers assembled in various parts of the city carrying icons, and
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moved without police interference toward the center. The crowd was
calm and resembled a religious procession. Soon, however, the demon-
strators ran into armed troops barring the way to the Palace. Pressed
from the rear, they failed to disperse when ordered, whereupon the
troops fired, killing 200 and wounding 80co.

The massacre of a peaceful demonstration sent a wave of revulsion
across the country. Organizations of nearly every political hue con-
demned the government. Several hundred thousand workers went on
strike. Both the army and the police savagely repressed the riots that fol-
lowed, killing numerous protesters.

Nicholas, never a decisive man, wavered. Impressed by the argu-
ments of his more liberal counselors, he agreed after some hesitation to
convene an advisory body of the “worthiest men” chosen by the nation.
He further consented to invite his subjects to submit “suggestions” on
how to improve their lot. A year earlier, these measures might have
calmed the situation. Now they no longer sufficed. The liberals,
encouraged by the massive support their program had gained, formed a
Union of Unions, which combined various professional associations
(lawyers, physicians, teachers, engineers, and the like) to demand the
abandonment of autocracy in favor of a constitutional regime. Its chair-
man, the historian Paul Miliukov, would later play a leading role in the
liberal party.

The final blow to the monarchy’s hopes of saving its autocratic prerog-
atives was the debacle of the navy. The combined Baltic and Black Sea
fleets were ordered to proceed to the Far East even after Port Arthur had
fallen. The Japanese navy waited for them in the Strait of Tsushima
between Korea and Southern Japan. Benefiting from superior intelli-
gence data and swifter ships, in May 1905 the Japanese dispatched the
Russian Fleet to the bottom of the sea. Thus ended any hopes of salvaging
something from the disastrous war. Taking advantage of President
Theodore Roosevelt’s offer to act as intermediary, Russia sent Sergei
Witte to Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to negotiate a peace treaty.
Thanks to U.S. support and Witte’s diplomatic talents, the Russians came
out of the negotiations reasonably well.

By the tme Witte returned home, a natonwide strike was in the making.
After the Tsushima disaster, the Union of Unions decided on a general
political strike that would bring the country to a standstill and leave the
monarchy no alternative but to surrender to its demands. Its task was
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facilitated by a surprising decision of the authorities, announced at the
end of August 1905, to relax the administration of the universities.
Apparently taken in the hope of calming the students in the approaching
academic year, this decision restored to the faculties the right to elect
rectors and allowed students to hold assemblies, neither of which had
been possible under the stringent University Statute of 1884. Even more
unexpectedly, to avoid confrontations with the students, the new rules
forbade the police to enter university grounds.

Radicals, who until now had been overshadowed by the liberals, at
once exploited these concessions. They formulated a strategy for the
new academic year which called for transforming the universities into
centers of revolutionary activity by holding political rallies with the
participation of workers from nearby factories. Mistrusting the young
intellectuals, the workers at first viewed these affairs with suspicion,
but finding themselves treated with unaccustomed respect, they came
and soon gained courage to participate in the rallies. Academic work
came to a standstill as universities turned into arenas of political agita-
tion; professors and students who wished to carry on normal academic
work were harassed and intimidated. The hope that less stringent reg-
ulations would placate the students proved to be a mirage: all they
accomplished in fact was to provide the most radical elements with a
legal sanctuary.

At the end of September, fresh strikes broke out in central Russia.
They began with a work stoppage of Moscow printers, which the print-
ers in St. Petersburg joined. Next came the turn of railroad personnel. At
issue were wages and pensions, that is, economic complaints, but the
Union of Unions made certain that the workers’ organizations affiliated
with it did not lose sight of political aims. The work stoppages, aiming at
a general strike, were coordinated at the universities, the only place
where it was possible to hold political meetings without police interfer-
ence. The lecture halls, increasingly used for rallies, were attended by
thousands of students and nonstudents alike. On October 8, the Union
of Unions voted to set up strike committees throughout the country pre-
liminary to a general strike.

On October 9, Witte met with the Tsar. He told him, with unusual
candor, that he had two alternatives: appoint a military dictator or make
political concessions. Witte realized full well that with the army thou-
sands of miles away, a military dictatorship was out of the question, but he
presented it as an option because he knew it was what the Tsar preferred.
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6. Sergei Witte at Portsmouth, N.H., summer 1905.

The case for concessions Witte offered in a memorandum. Its contents
indicate that Witte accepted both the premises and the program of the
Union of Liberation. Repeating almost verbatim the words of Struve on
the pages of Liberation, he asserted: “The slogan of ‘freedom’ must
become the slogan of government activity. There is no other way of sav-
ing the state.” The situation was critical. Russia had become dangerously
radicalized, and the very foundations of her statehood were in danger.

The advance of human progress is unstoppable. The idea of human free-
dom will triumph, if not by way of reform, then by way of revolution. But
in the latter event it will come to life on the ashes of a thousand years of
destroyed history. The Russian bunt [rebellion], mindiess and pitiless, will
sweep away everything, turn everything to dust. What kind of Russia will
emerge from this unexampled trial transcends human imagination: the
horrors of the Russian bunt may surpass everything known to history. It is
possible that foreign intervention will tear the country apart. Attempts to
put into practice the ideals of theoretical socialism—they will fail but they
will be made, no doubt about it—will destroy the family, the expressions of
religious faith, property, all the foundations of law.
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To avert such a catastrophe, Witte proposed to meet the demands of the
liberals and in this manner separate them from the radicals. Take charge
of the Liberation Movement, he urged Nicholas. Grant a constitution
and a legislative parliament, elected on a democratic franchise with the
authority to appoint ministers. He further proposed to improve the lot
of workers and ethnic minorities, as well as to grant the country full free-
dom of speech, press, and assembly.

Nicholas took these revolutionary proposals under advisement, but he
hesitated to act on them, partly from a conviction that they meant break-
ing his coronation pledge to maintain autocracy and partly from fear that
they would cause still greater turmoil.

But events were coming to a head, and he soon had no choice in the
matter. In the second week of October, Russia was grinding to a halt as
employees in indispensable services went on strike. On October 13, a
Strike Committee convened at the St. Petersburg Technological Insti-
tute; four days later it adopted the name Soviet of Workers’ Deputies.
Representatives of workers were in attendance, but the leadership of the
new institution, destined to have an important future, was firmly in the
hands of the radical intelligentsia: the Soviet’s Executive Committee con-
sisted of intellectuals designated by the socialist parties. This procedure
set a precedent that would be followed by the Petrograd Soviet of 1917.

Nicholas continued to agonize. He asked the Governor-General of
St. Petersburg whether order could be restored by force without inflict-
ing many casualties. The Governor-General replied in the negative.
Nicholas held repeated consultations with Witte as well as other advis-
ers, one of them his cousin, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich. In
response to the Tsar’s offer that he, the Grand Duke, assume dictatorial
powers, his cousin said that there simply were no forces available for a
military dictatorship; he also threatened to shoot himself if the Tsar did
not grant the country political liberties.

On October 17, Witte presented the Tsar with the draft of a Mani-
festo. It rephrased the resolutions of a Zemstvo Congress held in
Moscow a month earlier, which had called for guarantees of civil rights
and a legislative parliament (Duma) elected on the basis of universal
franchise. That evening Nicholas affixed his signature to a document
that came to be known as the October Manifesto. In it he pledged:

(1) To grant the population inviolate foundations of civil liberty [based]
on the principles of genuine inviolability of person, the freedom of con-
science, speech, assembly, and association;
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(2) ... to extend, in the future, through the new legislature, the princi-
ple of universal franchise; and,

(3) To establish as inviolate the rule that no law shall acquire force with-
out the approval of the State Duma and that representatives of the people
shall have an effective opportunity to participate in supervising the legality
of the actions of the authorities whom we have appointed.

It was the end of autocracy in Russia. Before retiring for the night,
Nicholas wrote in his diary: “After such a day, the head is grown heavy
and thoughts are confused. May the Lord help us save and pacify Russia.”

"Two aspects of the October Manifesto call for comment, for otherwise
a great deal of the history of the ten-year-long constitutional experiment
will be incomprehensible.

First, the October Manifesto was extracted from Nicholas under
duress, and for this reason he did not feel morally bound to observe it.
Second, the document did not refer to a “constitution.” This was no over-
sight. Nicholas avoided the detested word in order to maintain the illu-
sion that he remained an autocrat even after creating a representative
body with legislative powers. He had been assured by his liberal advisers,
Witte among them, that he could always revoke what he had conceded.
This self-deception—the absurd notion of a limited autocrat—would
cause no end of trouble in the years ahead.

The proclamation of the Manifesto, which was read in the churches,
led in the cities to tumultuous demonstrations of jubilant crowds. But
it also produced bloody pogroms against Jews and intellectuals, who
were blamed for forcing the Tsar to give up his autocratic prerogatives.
The pogroms, which the authorities did not instigate but also did
nothing to prevent, had the unexpected result of encouraging peasants
to seize private properties. For, following their own logic, the peasants
concluded that the failure of the police to defend Jews from violence
and looting gave them license to carry out pogroms against landlord
estates. Their purpose was to “smoke out” private owners from the
countryside and force them to dispose of their properties at bargain
prices. Nicholas was appalled by the continuing unrest and felt
deceived by advisers who had assured him that granting a constitution
would pacify the country.

The final act of the 19o5 Revolution was played out in Moscow. On
December 6, the Moscow Soviet, dominated by the Bolsheviks, called
for an armed uprising to overthrow the tsarist government, convene a
Constituent Assembly, and proclaim a democratic republic. The strategy
behind this action, which came to be known as one of “permanent revo-
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lution,” was formulated by Alexander Helphand (better known by the
pseudonym Parvus), who would play an important role in the triumph of
Bolshevism in 1917. Parvus argued that socialists should not allow the
first stage of the Revolution to solidify “bourgeois” rule but proceed at
once to the next, socialist phase. Witte ruthlessly crushed the Moscow
uprising, after which Parvus emigrated to Germany.

Appointed Chairman of the Council of Ministers—a post equivalent
to Prime Minister though not so designated—Witte made several
attempts to bring representatives of moderate public opinion into the
cabinet. He failed. Liberals and liberal-conservatives posed impossible
conditions for joining the government; Witte thought that their reluc-
tance was due to a fear of assassination. In the end, the new cabinet was
staffed exclusively with chin-bearing officials. Witte resigned his post in
April 1906, feeling that he had lost the Tsar’s confidence.

The year 1905 marked the apogee of Russian liberalism—the triumph
of its program, its strategy, its tactics. The socialists played in these
events an auxiliary role. The liberals’ triumph, however, was tenuous. As
events were to show, they constituted a minority of the intelligentsia and
soon found themselves caught in the deadly cross fire of conservative and
radical extremism.

The 1905 Revolution substantially altered Russia’s political institu-
tions, but it left political attitudes untouched. The monarchy continued
to ignore the implications of the October Manifesto, pretending that
nothing had really changed. Although he had granted the new Parlia-
ment the power to veto legislation, Nicholas believed it to be nothing
more than an advisory body. He received support from street mobs, in
which workers participated, eager to punish those who had humiliated
him. The socialist intelligentsia, for its part, was more determined than
ever to exploit the government’s concessions to press on with the next,
socialist phase of the Revolution. The experience of 1905 left it more,
not less, radical. The terrible weakness of the bonds holding together the
mighty Russian Empire became apparent to all. But to the government
it spelled the need for firmer authority, whereas to the radicals, and even
many liberals, it signaled an opportunity to deliver the existing system its
coup de grice. Not surprisingly, the government and the opposition
alike viewed the new parliament not as a vehicle for reaching compro-
mises but as an arena of combat. Sensible voices pleading for coopera-
tion found themselves vilified by both parties.

In the end, Russia had gained nothing more than a breathing spell.
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Stolypin

he attitudes with which the monarchy and the opposition

emerged from the trials of 1905 did not bode well for the new
constitutional order. Both sides lacked the goodwill that is essential for
the success of any contractual arrangement, constitution included.

The Crown, according to a contemporary wit, was prepared to live
with a constitution provided autocracy remained intact. It regarded the
Duma as a factor that complicated the bureaucracy’s administrative
responsibilities rather than as a partner. Liberal and radical parties, for
their part, treated the entire constitutional arrangement as merely an
episode in Russia’s unstoppable advance toward full-scale democracy.

During the half year that followed the proclamation of the October
Manifesto, government experts worked on legislation that would institu-
tionalize its promises. In November 19os, censorship was abolished and
Russians received for the first time the right to publish freely. Laws
announced in March 1906 guaranteed the freedoms of assembly and
association. They made it possible, for the first time in the country’s his-
tory, to organize political parties and trade unions. However, the practice
of imposing martial law on turbulent provinces remained in place, per-
mitting the bureaucracy to violate these freedoms whenever it felt that
state security was being endangered.

In April 1906, the authorities made public the text of the constitution,
called Fundamental Laws. It was a conservative document that still
referred to the Tsar as “autocrat.” Russia received a two-chamber parlia-
ment. The upper house, the State Council, consisted of a mixture of
appointees and representatives of public bodies, such as the Church and
Assemblies of the Nobility. The lower house, the State Duma, was made
up entirely of elected representatives, chosen on a complicated franchise
designed to ensure the preponderance of more conservative elements.
All bills, in addition to requiring the signature of the monarch, had to
have the consent of both chambers. Both chambers also passed on the
annual budget. The October Manifesto’s pledge to enable the legislature
to supervise the legality of actions of government officials was fulfilled in
a limited way by empowering the Duma to subject ministers to public
questioning. Otherwise the bureaucracy remained outside parliamentary
control.



46 A Concise History of the Russian Revolution

To the great disappointment of the liberals, the Crown retained the
power of appointing ministers: this issue, more than any other, would
cause friction between parliament and the monarchy. The Crown also
reserved for itself the right to declare war and make peace.

Two other provisions of the 1906 Fundamental Laws call for com-
ment. As in Britain, parliament had a normal term of five years, but the
Crown could dissolve it at any time. In modern Britain, as in other con-
stitutional monarchies, the Crown would not dream of resorting to this
prerogative unless the government lost a vote of confidence. In Russia,
as will be seen, the power of dissolution was used to punish truculent
parliaments. Similarly abused was Article 87 of the Fundamental Laws,
which empowered the Crown, in emergencies, when parliament was not
in session, to rule by decree. The monarchy would use this clause to cir-
cumvent the Duma when it had reason to believe it would defy the
Crown’s wishes.

In some respects, perhaps the single most important prerogative of the
Duma was the parliamentary immunity granted its members. Liberal and
radical deputies took advantage of this right to engage in intemperate and
often inflammatory criticism of the regime. Such criticism lowered still
further the prestige of the Crown, stripping it of the aura of omniscience
and omnipotence that it had so assiduously cultivated and that the popu-
lation at large regarded as the hallmark of good government.

Whether one sees the Fundamental Laws of 1906 as a significant
advance or as a deceptive half-measure depends on one’s criteria. By the
standards of the advanced industrial democracies, Russia’s constitution
certainly left much to be desired. But in terms of her own traditions, it
marked a giant step toward democracy. For the first time ever, the
Crown allowed representatives elected by its subjects to initiate and veto
legislative bills, scrutinize the budget, criticize its policies, and interro-
gate its ministers. If the constitutional experiment failed to stabilize the
country, the fault lay not so much with the constitution as with the
unwillingness of the Crown and parliament alike to respect its spirit and
its provisions.

Conflicts arose from the day the Duma opened its doors. Because the
Socialists-Revolutionaries and the Social-Democrats boycotted the elec-
tions, the liberal Constitutional-Democrats, or Kadets, issued from the
Union of Liberation and formally organized in October r9os, were the
most radical party represented. In the hope of securing a permanent hold
on the worker and peasant constituencies, the Kadets adopted a con-
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frontational strategy. Having won the largest number of seats (179 out of
478), including all the seats in St. Petersburg and Moscow, they immedi-
ately went on the offensive. They treated the Fundamental Laws as
merely a preliminary draft of the country’s true constitution, which was
one of parliamentary democracy rather than constitutional monarchy:
emulating the French Estates-General of 1789, they sought to force the
monarchy to its knees. In heated sessions, they called for the abolition of
the upper chamber, the right to appoint ministers, the expropriation of
large landed estates, and blanket amnesty for political prisoners, includ-
ing those sentenced for terrorist crimes.

Dismayed by such uncompromising behavior, the Court decided on
dissolution. On July 8, 1906, barely three months after it had met, it dis-
solved the Duma and ordered fresh elections. The Kadet deputies
responded to this action, which perhaps violated the spirit of the consti-
tution but certainly not its letter, by withdrawing to the Finnish city of
Vyborg, beyond the reach of the Russian police. From there they
appealed to the population to refuse to pay taxes and to disregard draft
notices. The so-called Vyborg Manifesto was both unconstitutional and
futile. The population ignored it, and its only effect was to disenfran-
chise its signatories, among whom were many of Russia’s best-known
liberal politicians.

While the country was voting for the Second Duma, St. Petersburg
cast about for a strong man capable of taming the rebellious politicians.
Its choice fell on Peter Stolypin, the governor of Saratov province, who
had attracted attention by his effective handling of peasant disturbances
in 1905-6. It was a singularly happy choice, and Stolypin proved to be
the outstanding statesman of late Imperial Russia.

Descended from an old servitor family, Stolypin felt total devotion to
the monarchy. At the same time, he concluded that Russia could no
longer be governed in the old patrimonial manner, as if it were a royal
estate. To survive, the Crown had to seek a solid base of social support
and lead the country by consent rather than command. He resembled
Bismarck in the sense that, while a staunch conservative, he realized that
the monarchy had to adapt itself to the dissolution of the traditional
estate system and the emergence of the modern nation.

Stolypin wanted to cooperate with the Duma by forming a bloc of
loyal supporters and thus isolating the left. But beyond parliamentary
maneuvering, he also envisaged bringing into existence a conservative,
landowning yeomanry to perform the same stabilizing function it per-
formed in France and some other Continental countries. To this end, he
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7. P. A. Stolypin, 1909.

wished to weaken and ultimately abolish the commune in order to trans-
form communal allotments into the private property of the farmers. He
also entertained ambitious plans of modernizing Russia’s social services
and ridding the country of the remaining vestiges of the bureaucratic-
police regime.

As long as the monarchy felt threatened by social turmoil and a rebel-
lious parliament, Stolypin enjoyed its unstinting support. But to the
extent that he succeeded in pacifying the country, he ran into hostility
that in the end destroyed him politically. The bureaucracy did not con-
sider him one of its own because he had not reached the top of the min-
isterial career ladder by ascending step by step, but had leaped directly
from the post of Governor to that of Prime Minister. The Court looked
with misgivings on his parliamentary maneuvers, suspecting self-serving
motives. And the radical left despised him for the ruthlessness with
which he had crushed the revolutionary movement.
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The first task Stolypin set for himself after being appointed Minister
of the Interior (April 1906) and then Chairman of the Council of Minis-
ters (July 1906) was to quell the agrarian disturbances and the SR terror.
The terror continued unabated. It has been estimated that in the course
of 1906 and 1907, terrorists killed or maimed 4,500 officials. If private
persons are included, the total number of victims of left-wing terrorism
rises to 9,000. Stolypin suppressed both political terrorism and rural vio-
lence by setting up field courts-martial for civilians to dispense summary
justice that often ended in death sentences. These procedures outraged
public opinion, but they succeeded in restoring order.

Unlike his predecessors, Stolypin was not content merely to suppress
violence, for he regarded it as symptomatic of a deeper malaise. He
wanted to strike at its roots. Without waiting for the convocation of the
Second Duma, he proceeded, with resort to Article 87, to enact a series
of legislative acts bearing on the peasantry. To begin with, he lifted the
remaining legal restrictions on the peasants, granting them full freedom
of movement and abolishing other relics of serfdom. Next, he persuaded
Nicholas to transfer to the Peasant Land Bank quantities of Crown and
state land for sale, on easy terms, to the peasants. This was followed by
his single most important law, issued in November 19o6, which enabled
the peasants to withdraw from the commune and set up private farms.

By then, conservative circles had become disenchanted with the com-
mune, which fifty years earlier they had viewed as a bulwark of rural sta-
bility. The commune kept on the land marginal elements—families too
small or inefficient to succeed—and at the same time hindered large,
industrious families from expanding their holdings. The periodic
turnover of allotments gave the peasant no stake in his land and encour-
aged him to exhaust it before he surrendered it in the next repartition.
Stolypin had figures to prove that the agrarian problem could not be
solved by expropriating private estates, as advocated by liberals and rad-
icals: there simply was not enough land in private possession to meet the
needs of the peasants, who were multiplying at a rate that exceeded any-
thing known in Europe. The solution lay rather in more intensive culti-
vation, which would yield larger harvests. The best means to this end
was privatization of peasant landholdings.

The November 1906 law, which is indissolubly associated with
Stolypin’s name, provided easy procedures for a communal houschold to
declare its desire to withdraw from the commune and claim ownership
title to its allotment. This done, it could either sell its land or set up an
independent farmstead.
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How successful were Stolypin’s agrarian reforms? On balance, not
very. The peasantry liked the security of the commune and resented
Stolypin’s law, which threatened the majority that chose to remain in it.
Although the law provided that peasants leaving the commune could
consolidate their allotments, in many villages they had to take them in
scattered strips, which meant that one of the banes of Russian agricul-
ture, strip-farming, continued as before. Between 1906 and 1916, 2.5
million, or 22 percent, of the communal households, holding 14.5 per-
cent of the communal acreage, filed petitions to take title to their allot-
ments. As these figures indicate, those who availed themselves of the new
legislation were the poorer peasants; most of them did so in order to sell
their allotments. This defeated the purpose of Stolypin’s reform, which
aimed at creating a strong, self-sufficient class of farmers. On the eve of
the 1917 Revolution, only 10 percent of Russian households operated as
independent farmsteads. And the latter would vanish in 1917-18, when
communal peasants seized privately held land, including that belonging
to fellow peasants, and distributed it among themselves. Thus the
expected agrarian revolution never occurred.

Stolypin revived Witte’s attempts to bring into the cabinet public rep-
resentatives, including Kadets, but he had no more success. He asked the
Kadets to condemn terrorism, but they refused to do so and thereby dis-
qualified themselves from receiving legal status as a political party.

To the Crown’s dismay, the Second Duma, which opened in February
1907, turned out to be even more radical than its predecessor. Both the
SDs and the SRs made up their minds to participate in the elections with
the intention of using parliamentary privileges and immunity to under-
mine Parliament and radicalize the masses. In April 1907, the Social-
Democrats resolved to enter the Duma in order “systematically [to
exploit] all conflicts between the government and the Duma as well as
within the Duma for the purpose of broadening and deepening the rev-
olutionary movement.” The SRs voted to participate in the elections to
“utilize the State Duma for organizing and revolutionizing the masses.”
The Kadets, chastised by their experience the previous year, adopted a
more constructive strategy, but they were outflanked on the left by the
radical partdes, which controlled 222 seats.

Nicholas and his advisers by now had their fill of the Duma and con-
sidered abolishing it. They might have gone through with this plan were
it not for the fear that foreign financial markets would react negatively
and devalue the price of Russian obligations. Enlightened bureaucrats



THe CoONSTITUTIONAL EXPERIMENT 51

added their weight to these arguments. In the end it was decided to
retain the Duma but to revise the electoral law so that the conservative
representation would be enhanced and the radical and liberal one corre-
spondingly reduced.

The government dissolved the Second Duma on June 2, 1907, and the
next day made public, with reference to Article 87, a new electoral law. It
raised the representation of the propertied classes at the expense of peas-
ants, workers, and ethnic minorities. The result was a more conservative
and ethnically homogeneous Great Russian legislature. The move was
indisputably unconstitutional inasmuch as the Fundamental Laws
explicitly forbade the use of Article 87 to alter the franchise. The oppo-
sition therefore referred to the electoral law of June 3 as a “coup d’état,”
but the term seems inappropriate, given that it did not affect the funda-
mental rights of parliament.

The Third Duma, convened in November 1907, was the only one to
serve out its full five-year term. Of the 422 deputies, 154 belonged to the
Union of 17th October, whose members, popularly known as Octobrists,
espoused a liberal-conservative ideology and were prepared to cooperate
with the Crown. One hundred forty-seven deputies belonged to various
right-wing and nationalistic groupings. The Kadets were reduced to
fifty-four seats, while the socialists ended up with thirty-two. Although
the new Duma was far more to the Crown’ liking, it was by no means a
mere rubber stamp. Stolypin had to engage in a great deal of parliamen-
tary maneuvering to secure passage of some government bills.

The Octobrists, who dominated the Third Duma as the liberals had
dominated the First and the socialists the Second, accepted the constitu-
tional arrangement of 1906. If for the liberals the highest good was lib-
erty and for the socialists, equality, for the Octobrists it was legality; in
this respect, they were at one with the liberal bureaucracy, which
Stolypin represented. Their leader, Alexander Guchkov, combined
patriotism with a belief in firm authority and a respect for the law. Coop-
eration between Stolypin and Guchkov provided the balance that
enabled the Third Duma to engage in a great deal of constructive work.
It voted on 2,571 bills introduced by the government, initiated 205 bills
of its own, and questioned ministers on 157 occasions. Its commissions
dealt with agrarian issues, social legislation, and similar subjects. The
year 1908 and, even more so, 1909 yielded bountiful harvests that
calmed the countryside. With declining violence and renewed industrial
development, Russia seemed on the way to full recovery from the rav-
ages of the Revolution. Stolypin stood at the pinnacle of his career.
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Yet at this very time the first dark clouds appeared on the horizon. The
Court disliked Stolypin’s parliamentary maneuvering, suspecting that
rather than serving the interests of the Crown, as he claimed, he was
building his own power base. After his death, the Tsarina would caution
his successor, in a clear reference to Stolypin, “not to seek support in
political parties.” The more successful Stolypin was, the less were his ser-
vices required and the more intense grew the Crown’s antagonism to him.

Stolypin’s actual and projected reforms alienated powerful interests.
His agrarian policies annoyed the conservative landed gentry, which did
not like the prospect of an independent yeomanry taking its place as the
dominant element in the countryside. The bureaucracy objected to his
proposals to decentralize the administration and curb the powers of the
police. His efforts, though unsuccessful, to grant Jews full civil rights
infuriated the extreme right, which had persuaded itself that Jews were
the cause of all of Russia’s troubles. The liberals and socialists hated him
for bolstering the monarchy and repressing terrorism. Assailed from all
sides, isolated and increasingly discouraged, Stolypin began to falter and
commit political blunders.

His first conflict with the Duma occurred in 1908-9, when the legisla-
ture refused the government money to build an expanded navy to replace
the one lost in the war with Japan. But the major and ultimately ruinous
clash occurred in March 1911 over the issue of extending zemstva to the
western provinces of the Empire. On their introduction in 1864, zemstva
were not extended to the Empire’s western provinces, taken from Poland
in the partitions of the eighteenth century. Elections to zemstvo boards
were heavily skewed in favor of the landowning class, and in these regions
a high proportion of the landed gentry consisted of Poles and other
Catholics who were considered hostile. Stolypin concluded that the time
had come to repair this omission. He introduced a bill calling for elec-
tions to the proposed western zemstva by means of complicated proce-
dures that required Russians and Poles to vote in separate chambers. Jews
were to be altogether disenfranchised. It was a minor measure that would
have produced hardly a ripple if the reactionaries, hostile to Stolypin and
sensing that his standing at Court had weakened, had not chosen it as a
pretext to bring him down. The Western Zemstvo bill passed the Duma
in May 1910 on a close vote and was sent to the upper chamber, where its
passage was virtually a foregone conclusion. But unknown to Stolypin,
two Council members obtained from the Tsar permission to have
deputies vote on this measure not as directed by the Court but as they
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themselves preferred. To Stolypin’s astonishment and outrage, the Coun-
cil defeated the bill.

Stolypin tendered his resignation but allowed himself to be dissuaded
by the Tsar, who apparently had no inkling of the extent to which he had
humiliated his minister. On his suggestion, Nicholas prorogued both
chambers for three days, during which the Western Zemstvo bill was
promulgated under Article 87. It was a fatal move, one that alienated
Stolypin from the Octobrists and did not win him friends at the Court:
Nicholas never forgave him for this embarrassment. Stolypin knew that
he was politically finished, and so did everyone else.

At the beginning of September 1911, Stolypin followed the Imperial
family to Kiev to attend celebrations connected with the unveiling of a
monument to Alexander II. The police had received warnings of possi-
ble terrorist attacks, and the security precautions were very tight.
Stolypin ignored the danger, refusing to wear a bulletproof vest and leav-
ing his bodyguards behind. During the performance in the Kiev opera a
terrorist approached and fired point-blank two bullets, one of which
lodged in Stolypin’s liver. Investigations revealed that the assassin was a
double agent, a young man from a well-to-do family who served the
police while involved in terrorist circles. He had concocted a story of an
alleged attempt that would be made on the life of the Tsar during the
opera performance and gained access to the theater in order to identify
the would-be terrorist. Neither Nicholas nor his wife appeared despon-
dent over the death of the minister, whom they viewed as expendable
now that the regime was again firmly in the saddle.

Stolypin stood head and shoulders above his immediate predecessors
and successors in that he combined a vision of the desirable with a sense
of the possible; he was a rare blend of statesman and politician. Witte, his
closest competitor, was a brilliant and realistic politician, but a follower
rather than a leader and something of an opportunist. Stolypin was vir-
tually the only prime minister of the constitutional decade to address the
Duma as a partner in the joint endeavor to build a vigorous and great
Russia rather than as a royal steward. A monarchist, he viewed himself
also as a servant of the nation.

This said, it cannot be realistically claimed, as is done by some Russian
conservatives, that had he survived there would have been no revolution.
His reforms either failed or were not enacted. His political career was
finished before he was struck down by the assassin’s bullets, and he would
almost certainly have been dismissed before long. Although he lost his
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life to a revolutionary, Stolypin was politically destroyed by the very
people whom he had served and tried to save.

The three years that separated the death of Stolypin from the outbreak
of World War I were filled with contradictory trends, some of which
pointed to stabilization while others foreshadowed a breakdown.

On the surface, Russia’s situation looked promising. Stolypin’s repres-
sions and the economic prosperity that happened to accompany them
had restored order. Conservatives and radicals agreed, with different
emotions, that the monarchy had weathered the Revolution of 1905.
The economy was booming. In 1913 iron production, compared with
1900, grew by more than 50 percent, while coal production more than
doubled; the nation’s exports and imports doubled as well. A French
economist forecast in 1912 that if Russia maintained until the middle of
the twentieth century the pace of economic growth she had shown since
1900, she would come to dominate Europe politically, economically, and
financially. The village was calm. And although there was an increase in
industrial strikes, this did not necessarily presage revolution, since simi-
lar increases occurred in Great Britain and the United States on the eve
of World War 1. In Russia, they were an expression of the growing
strength of trade unions, which the 19o5-6 legislation had made possi-
ble. Public opinion began to veer toward the right. Socialism lost its
attraction, yielding to patriotism and aesthetics.

And yet, notwithstanding such positive trends, Russia was a troubled
and anxious country. Neither the violence of 1905 nor the reforms of
Stolypin had solved anything. There was a widespread feeling that the
events of 1905 were only a prelude to another round of violence.

To the historian, the most striking—and most ominous—aspect of
this period was the prevalence and intensity of hatred: ideological, eth-
nic, and social. The radicals hated the establishment. The peasants
loathed those of their neighbors who had withdrawn from the commune.
Ukrainians hated Jews, Muslims hated Armenians, the Kazakh nomads
hated and wanted to expel the Russians who had settled in their midst
under Stolypin. All these passions were held in check only by the forces
of order—the army, the gendarmerie, the police—who themselves were
under assault from the left. Since political institutions and processes
capable of peacefully resolving these conflicts had failed to emerge, the
chances were that sooner or later there would again be recourse to vio-
lence, and to the physical extermination of those who happened to stand
in the way of one or another of the contending groups.
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It was common in those days to speak of Russia living on a “volcano.”
In 1908 the poet Alexander Blok used another metaphor when he
referred to a “bomb” ticking in the heart of Russia. Some tried to ignore
it, some to run away from it, others yet to disarm it. To no avail:

... whether we remember or forget, in all of us sit sensations of malaise,
fear, catastrophe, explosion . .. We do not know yet precisely what events
await us, but in our hearts the needle of the seismograph bas already stirred.



chapter

RUSSIA AT WAR

Her Prospects

udging by the outcome of the war with Japan, which was defeat

followed by revolution, the rulers of Russia would have been wise

to stay out of World War I: for the immediate cause of the
Revolution of 1917 would be the collapse of Russia’s fragile political struc-
ture under the strains of a war of attrition. It can be argued, of course, that
the deteriorating ability of tsarism to govern and the presence of a militant
intelligentsia made revolution inevitable, war or no war. But even if this
point is conceded, a revolution under peacetime conditions, with the army
on hand to quell disorders, would have been less violent, offering moder-
ate elements a better chance to pick up the reins of power.

Neutrality, however, was not an available option, given the ambitious
designs of Wilhelmine Germany on Europe, Russia included. Following
the defeat of France in 1870—71, the Germans expected the French sooner
or later to seek revenge. Accordingly, they prepared themselves for the
contingency of another war, which, they hoped, would establish their
unchallenged hegemony on the Continent. Some influential German
publicists envisioned reducing Russia to the status of an economic colony
that would furnish Germany with cheap labor and raw materials. It was
clear to Russia’s rulers that if Germany succeeded in crushing France for
the second time, it would be their turn next. Tsar Alexander III noted in
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1892 that it was imperative for Russia to come to terms with France “and,
in the event of a war between France and Germany, at once attack the
Germans so as not to give them the time first to beat France and then to
turn against us.” The French, for their part, realized that they could not
defeat Germany single-handedly, and required an ally. The two countries
edged toward an alliance in the 188os; it was formalized in 1894 in a
mutual defense treaty committing them to come to each other’s aid if
attacked by Germany or one of her allies.

Faced with the prospect of a two-front war, the German General Staff
worked out an elaborate strategy known as the Schlieffen Plan. As ulti-
mately formulated, it called for Germany to deploy nine-tenths of her
forces on the French front, entrusting to the Austro-Hungarian army,
stiffened with some German divisions, the task of keeping the Russians
at bay while a decision was reached in the west. The German army was
to crush the French in forty days—before the Russians had time to
mobilize fully—and then quickly shift the bulk of its forces to the east.
The precondition of success of the Schlieffen Plan was speed, especially
speed of mobilization. It postulated that the Russians would require 105
days to bring their army to full strength, by which time their French
allies would be out of the picture.

The French and Russian General Staffs, aware in broad terms of what
the Germans intended, worked out a counterstrategy. The Russians
promised on the fifteenth day of mobilization, with only one-third of
their forces under arms, to strike either at the German troops in East
Prussia or at those guarding the approaches to Berlin. The hope was that
faced with such an offensive, which endangered their capital city, the
Germans would withdraw troops from the west at a critical stage of their
operation, with the result that the entire Schlieffen strategy would col-
lapse. The Russians were not entirely happy with the French proposals,
for they believed that while the Germans were occupied in the west they
could be more useful disposing of the weaker Austro-Hungarian army.
Ultimately, a compromise was reached whereby they would simultane-
ously attack the Germans and the Austrians. It was a bad decision, for
Russia did not have adequate forces to fight on two fronts.

In 1912 the Germans were alarmed by the announcement in St
Petersburg of a military modernization plan, to be carried out with the
financial assistance of France, whose objective was to reduce Russian
mobilization to eighteen days. Once completed, it would have aborted
the entire Schlieffen Plan. The prospect caused some Germans to con-
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template a preventive war and helps to explain the heedless speed with
which they acted in the summer of 1914.

Europe was thus quite poised for war when a tragic but relatively minor
incident—the assassination of the successor to the throne of Austria by a
Serbian terrorist—provoked hostilities between Austria and Serbia.
Although the Serbians were prepared to meet the terms of the Austrian
uldmatum, Vienna, encouraged by Berlin, rejected compromise and
declared war (July 15/28). The Russians, self-designated protectors of
Orthodox Christans, fearful that unless they came to the Serbs’ assistance
their prestige in the Balkans would suffer irreparable damage, responded
by ordering first a partial and then a general mobilization (July 15-17/
28-30). On July 30, the Germans presented the Russians with an ultma-
tum demanding that they stop massing troops along their common fron-
tier. They received no answer. That day France and Germany began to
mobilize, and on July 19/August 1, Germany declared war on Russia. The
following night, without a formal declaration of war against France, Ger-
man troops crossed into Belgium and Luxembourg, heading for Paris.

How well prepared was Russia for war? The answer depends on the
kind of war one has in mind: a short one, measured in months, or a long
one, lasting years.

The Russian General Staff was not alone in expecting the next war to
be brief. The belief was based both on the experience of Continental
wars of the preceding century, in which decisions were usually reached
quickly, in a single decisive engagement, and on the conviction that the
interdependence of the world’s economies precluded a conflict of long
duration. For such a quick war Russia was well prepared, given her large
standing army.

Matters looked different when Russia’s military potential was assessed
in terms of hostilities lasting years, such as the American Civil War. Her
manpower, deemed inexhaustible, was in fact quite limited, because Rus-
sia’s unusually high birth rate made for a young population; at the turn of
the century, nearly half of it was below draft age. The reserve system, as
previously noted, was poorly developed and after the initial mobiliza-
tion, Russia found herself short of trained cadres. Russian troops were
courageous under fire and showed little fear of death, but they had no
idea why they were fighting and obeyed only from habit: as soon as
authority weakened, they would disobey orders and desert. They had
little of the patriotism that enabled Western European troops to stand
fast in a four-year carnage. No other army in World War I surrendered
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to the enemy in such numbers. Russian officers looked down on modern
mechanical warfare, believing that it sapped morale: their favorite tactic
was storming enemy positions with bayonets and hand grenades. Many
of the top commanders were political appointees, chosen for their polit-
ical reliability and short on combat experience.

Russia’s capacity for waging a protracted war looked no better from
the economic point of view. Food was plentiful during the war, but trans-
port was not up to the task of carrying it in sufficient quantities from the
producing areas in the south and southeast to the grain-consuming cities
in the north. Despite its impressive growth during the preceding quarter
of a century, Russia’s industrial plant simply could not bear comparison
with that of the advanced countries of the West. The bulk of her
weapons and ammunition was produced in state-controlled manufac-
tures that lacked the capacity to meet the demands of a modern war. At
the end of 1914, with mobilization completed, Russia had 6.5 million
soldiers under arms but only 4.6 million rifles. Russian industry could at
best supply only 27,000 rifles a month. In the first phase of the war,
therefore, some Russian soldiers had to wait for their comrades to fall in
order to procure weapons. The situation with artillery shells was no bet-
ter. Russia had allotted 1,000 shells per field gun, but actual consumption
greatly exceeded that quantity, with the result that after four months of
combat the ordnance depots stood empty. The most that existing manu-
factures could supply in 1914 was 9,000 shells a month. As a result,
within months, many Russian artillery guns stood silent, unable to
answer enemy fire.

Transport, too, was cause for concern. In relation to her territory,
Russia fell far behind the other major belligerents: she had a mere 1.1
kilometers of railway track for each roo square kilometers, compared
with Germany’s 10.6, France’s 8.8, and Austria-Hungary’s 6.4. Three-
quarters of Russia’s railways, including the Trans-Siberian, had only a
single track. Improvidently, St. Petersburg did not consider the likeli-
hood that in the event of war her major ports would be rendered useless
by enemy action—German in the Baltic, and Turkish in the Black Sea—
leaving her effectively blockaded. Wartime Russia has been compared to
a house to which entry could be gained only by way of the chimney. But
even the chimneys were clogged. Aside from Vladivostok, thousands of
miles away, Russia was left with only two seaports to the outside world.
One, Archangel, was frozen for six months of the year. The other, Mur-
mansk, was ice-free but in 1914 had no railroad: a line connecting it with
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Petrograd was begun only in 1915 and completed in January 1917, on
the very eve of the Revolution. Consequently, much of the war matériel
sent to Russia by the Allies in 1915-17 ended up stockpiled in ware-
houses at Archangel, Murmansk, and Vladivostok.*

And last but not least, there were the strained relations between gov-
ernment and society that, except for a brief period of patriotic frenzy at
the outbreak of the war, hampered the mobilization of the home front.
The government was determined not to allow representatives of society
to take advantage of the war to encroach on its authority. At times the
Russian government found itself waging war on two fronts: a military
one against the Germans and Austrians and a political one against
domestic opposition. And improbable as it may sound, some monar-
chists regarded the internal enemy as the more dangerous of the two.
Unfortunately for Russia, the attitude of society, as articulated in the
Duma, was even more hostile and uncompromising. The liberal and
socialist deputies desired military victory, but they were not averse to
exploiting the war to weaken the government. In 1915 and 1916, the
opposition would refuse to meet the Crown halfway, aware that its diffi-
culties offered parliament unique opportunities to strengthen itself at
the monarchy’s expense. In a sense, therefore, the liberals and socialists
entered into a silent partnership with the Germans, exploiting German
victories over the Russians to gain political advantages. In some respects,
tsarism’s unresolved political crisis lay at the bottom of its military
defeats and ultimate collapse.

Wiser heads realized the risks war entailed for the country’s domestic
stability. Both Witte and Stolypin pleaded for neutrality in a future
European conflict. The onetime Minister of the Interior and director of
the Police Department, Peter Durnovo, regarded by the intelligentsia as
the personification of bureaucratic obtuseness, foresaw with prophetic
insight what would happen in the event of war. In a memorandum sub-
mitted to the "Isar in February 1914, he predicted that in case of military
reverses “a social revolution in its most extreme form will be unavoidable
in Russia.” It would begin, he said, with all strata of society blaming the
government for failures on the battlefield. Duma politicians would capi-
talize on the government’s predicament to incite the masses. The army

* It was to overcome this handicap and open access to Russia that on Churchill’s initiative in
early 1915 the British and Australians landed troops at Gallipoli, at the entrance to the Straits.
The expedition, assigned inadequate forces, failed. Had it succeeded, the course of Russian his-
tory might have been very different.
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8. Nicholas II at army headquarters, September 1914.

would become less dependable after losing in combat its professional
cadres. Their replacements, freshly commissioned civilians, would pos-
sess neither the authority nor the will to restrain the peasants from rush-
ing home to share in the land seizures. In the ensuing turmoil, the
opposition parties, which, in Durnovo’s judgment, had no popular sup-
port, would fail to assert authority, and Russia “will be thrown into total
anarchy, the consequences of which cannot be even foreseen.”

The First Year

rom the opening day of hostilities, the French bombarded the

Russians with appeals to move against the Germans. The Ger-
man assault on Belgium turned out to be conducted on a broader front
and with larger forces than anticipated. French counterattacks against
the German center proved unavailing.

Nicholas wanted to assume personal command of the army in the
field, but he was dissuaded (for now) by ministers worried by the adverse
effect that setbacks at the front would have on his domestic prestige. The
command went to Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich.

Responding to French appeals, the Russians sent two armies into East
Prussia. It was intended that after destroying the German troops there,
they would join forces and advance on Berlin. Although the terrain, full
of lakes and forests, favored the defenders, the Russians initially made
good progress. But the greater their success, the more careless they grew,
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communicating in the clear and rushing headlong forward, each com-
mander eager to claim the laurels of victory. The Germans, under Paul
von Hindenburg and his Chief of Staff, Erich Ludendorff, bided their
time. When they judged it right, they sprang a trap, separating the two
Russian armies from each other. To begin with, they annihilated the Sec-
ond Russian Army, then they mauled the First, forcing it to retreat into
Poland. It was a catastrophic defeat, but the Russian command, never
particularly concerned about casualties, took it in stride. When the
French military attaché expressed sympathy over Russian losses, which
amounted to almost a quarter of a million men, Nikolai Nikolaevich
responded nonchalantly: “We are happy to make such sacrifices for our
allies.” But the British attaché, who recounts this incident, thought the
Russians had acted less out of concern for the Allies than from plain irre-
sponsibility: They were “just great big-hearted children who had
thought out nothing and had stumbled half-asleep into a wasp’s nest.”

The East Prussian debacle was overshadowed by Russian successes
against the Austrians. In an impressive operation, they captured most of
Galicia, putting out of commission one-third of the Austro-Hungarian
army and placing themselves in a position to advance south into Hun-
gary and east into Silesia.

The next half year on the Eastern front saw intense but inconclusive
fighting. It was then, in the winter of 1914-15, that the Russian army
first began to experience shortages of military matériel; half of the rein-
forcements sent to the front had no rifles.

After three months of war, the German High Command faced a bleak
prospect. The Schlieffen Plan had failed, largely because it had not made
allowances for soldier fatigue and the difficulties of providing the rapidly
advancing troops with logistical support. The right wing of the invading
army, instead of sweeping south of Paris and trapping the French army
as planned, had to shorten its lines by swinging to the north of the
French capital. Following the French counteroffensive at the Marne, the
German campaign ground to a halt. By the end of 1914, the western
front had stabilized as the troops took shelter in trenches. Germany now
confronted what she had dreaded most: a prolonged two-front war that
she could not win, given the enemy’s superiority (now that Britain had
joined in) in manpower and resources.

The only remaining hope lay in knocking the Russians out of the war.
In late 1914, the German High Command resolved to adopt a defensive
stance in the west and to launch, with the onset of spring, a decisive cam-
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paign against Russia with the view of forcing her to sue for peace. Acting
in the greatest secrecy, the Germans transferred troops to the eastern
front. By April 1915, with the buildup completed, the Central Powers
enjoyed a considerable advantage over the Russians in manpower and a
forty-to-one superiority in artillery. Their strategic plan called for a
giant pincer movement, with one German army, assisted by the Austri-
ans, advancing into Poland from the southwest and another striking
from the northwest. The objective was to capture the four Russian
armies deployed in central Poland.

The German offensive opened in complete surprise on April 15/28
with a sustained artillery barrage that blasted the Russians out of their
shallow dugouts. The Russians had to retreat. When he was informed on
June 30/July 12 that the German army in the northwest was also begin-
ning to advance, Nikolai Nikolaevich faced a painful decision: whether
to stand his ground and risk being trapped or retreat and abandon
Poland to the enemy, with all the disastrous political consequences that
were certain to follow. He wisely chose the second course. The Russians
withdrew, abandoning Poland and surrendering to the enemy 13 percent
of the Empire’s population. Their army suffered heavy casualties in
killed, wounded, and captured. Russia’s elite professional officer corps
was virtually destroyed. Its replacements, made up mostly of young
high-school graduates and university students commissioned on the bat-
tefield, lacked, as Durnovo had foreseen, the respect of the troops. Rus-
sian soldiers came to dread the Germans: convinced that the Germans
“could do anything,” they were prone to take to their heels at the very
sight of the enemy.

And yet it can be said that the Germans’ impressive victories on the
eastern front lost them the war. Their 1915 offensive in Poland achieved
neither of its aims, which were to annihilate the Russian army and force
Russia to sue for peace. The Russian armies, though severely mauled,
eluded capture, and St. Petersburg ignored German peace overtures.
The campaigns in the east gave the western front a year of relative sta-
bility, which Britain used to build up a citizen army and convert her vast
industrial plant to war production. When, in 1916, the Germans
resumed offensive operations in the west, they found the enemy well
prepared. The disaster of 1915 may well have been Russia’s greatest, if
unintended, contribution to Allied victory.

But these facts were not apparent to Russian politicians or the public at
large; all they saw was that their armies had suffered a humiliating deba-
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cle. They clamored for scapegoats. The first to be sacrificed was the Min-
ister of War, General Vladimir Sukhomlinov, who was dismissed for the
alleged failure to prepare Russia for the war; later on, he was imprisoned
on charges of treason and embezzlement. His replacement, General
Aleksei Polivanov, was far better qualified for the post because he under-
stood the nature of modern warfare and, unlike Sukhomlinov, entered
into close relations with both politicians and industrialists. But this did
not suit the Empress, who complained to her husband that she preferred
his predecessor because, although not as smart as Polivanov, he was more
“devoted.” Other unpopular ministers, too, were let go and replaced with
officials of a more liberal cast. Sdll, some Russian politicians concluded
that the problem lay not so much with personalities as with the entire sys-
tem of war management. This system had to be thoroughly restructured
if Russia was to emerge from the war intact. The disasters of 1915 spelled
to them the opportunity to complete the 1go5 Revolution.

When the Polish campaign began, the Duma was in recess. It had
been promised, however, that it would be reconvened if the military sit-
uation warranted it. Such a situation now arose. The Empress pleaded
with her husband in her quaint English not to summon Parliament:

... oh please dont, its not their business, they want to discuss things not
concerning them & bring more discontent—they must be kept away—I
assure you only harm will arise—they speak too much. Russia, thank God
is not a constitutional country [!], tho’ those creatures try to play a part &
meddle in affairs they dare not. Do not allow them to press upon you—its
fright if one gives in & their heads will go up.

Nicholas, however, ignored his wife’s advice and ordered the legislature
reassembled for a six-week session on July 19, 1915—the first anniver-
sary, according to the Russian calendar, of the outbreak of the war.

The Duma deputies took advantage of the month and a half that lay
ahead to caucus. The small Progressive Party persuaded the Kadets and
the moderate conservatives that in her tragic hour Russia required effec-
tive authority that only the Duma could provide. Russia’s very survival
required a confrontation with the monarchy over the distribution of
power, especially in the matter of ministerial appointments that the Fun-
damental Laws of 1906 had reserved for the Crown.

The Duma opened its session as Russian troops were abandoning
Warsaw to the Germans. In an atmosphere charged with emotion,
deputies attacked the government for incompetence. One of the most
aggressive speakers was a thirty-four-year-old radical lawyer, Alexander
Kerensky, who, as became known after the Revolution, utilized his par-
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liamentary immunity to organize forces for the overthrow of tsarism.
The political crisis came to a head at the end of August, when 300 of the
Duma’s 420 deputies formed the “Progressive Bloc.” The Bloc
announced a nine-point program which demanded, in effect, that the
Duma be granted the right to veto ministerial appointments. Other
clauses called for the release of political and religious prisoners and the
abolition of the disabilities imposed on religious minorities, Jews
included. Surprisingly, the majority of the ministers expressed a willing-
ness to step down in favor of a cabinet approved by the Duma.

Thus, in August 1915, an extraordinary situation emerged: liberal and
conservative legislators, representing nearly three-quarters of a body
elected on a very restricted franchise, made common cause with the
highest officials appointed by the Tsar to call for something closely
resembling parliamentary government—and this in the midst of a war
and, it was claimed, for the sake of victory.

Nicholas responded by proroguing the Duma and departing for the
front. On this occasion he rejected the advice of his ministers and
assumed personal command of Russia’s armed forces. He did so from a
sense of patriotism and the desire to share the army’s hardships in its dif-
ficult hour. In late September he dismissed the ministers who had been
most vocal in opposing his decision to assume military command. Some
contemporaries believed that his actions in August-September 1915, by
precluding a peaceful transfer of power from the Crown to the nation’s
representatives, made a revolution virtually inevitable.

For the time being, however, Nicholas was saved by Germany’s deci-
sion in September to halt the advance of her armies. Fears that they
would march on and occupy Moscow and St. Petersburg did not materi-
alize. This turn of events calmed public opinion for the time being.

Even though he refused to yield more power to society and its repre-
sentatives, Nicholas agreed to concede a greater role in mobilizing the
home front to Duma deputies and members of the business community.
He and his monarchist supporters hoped these measures would invigo-
rate the war effort and, at the same time, placate the opposition. In the
summer of 1915, several special councils came into being to help orga-
nize the production of weapons and resolve difficulties in transport and
the supply of food and fuel. Such boards, routine in Western countries,
were in Russia a striking innovation; for alongside officials, who tradi-
tionally enjoyed a monopoly on government posts, sat deputies of the
Duma and State Council as well as representatives of zemstva and
Municipal Councils and private businessmen. The most important of
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the special councils, the Defense Council, had authority to intervene in
nongovernmental plants working for defense. It established a Central
Military-Industrial Committee which involved in defense production
1,300 small and medium-size industrial establishments previously
excluded from it. It also took the unprecedented step of inviting repre-
sentatives of workers employed by the war industries to help maintain
labor discipline, prevent strikes, and resolve worker grievances. This it
did with the help of a Central Workers’ Group organized on the initia-
tive of the Mensheviks: in early 1917, the Workers” Group would form
the nucleus of the Petrograd Soviet. The participation of workers in
industrial management and, indirectly, in the management of the war
economy was another indicator of the social and political changes that
the war had forced on the monarchy.

The Defense Council and the Military-Industrial Committee con-
tributed significantly to improvements in war production, as was demon-
strated by the production of artillery shells. Whereas in 1914, Russian
defense industries, then fully under state control, could supply at most
108,000 shells a year, in 1915, with the private sector engaged, they
turned out 950,000 shells, and in 1916, 1,850,000. On the eve of the
February Revolution, shell shortages were a thing of the past.

The third institution created to help the government in the war effort
was the All-Russian Union of Zemstvo and Municipal Councils, popu-
larly known as Zemgor. Zemgor helped the civilian population cope
with the hardships of war, proving especially effective in dealing with the
hundreds of thousands of refugees from the front.

In addition to these quasi-public bodies, volunteer organizations of
all kinds sprang up in Russia, including producer and consumer co-
operatives.

Thus, in the midst of the war, a new Russia was quietly taking shape:
the bureaucracy was losing its monopoly on administration. The devel-
opment resembled the vigorous growth of saplings in the shade of an old
and decaying forest. The participation of citizens without official rank
alongside rank holders in government institutions and the introduction
of worker representatives into industrial management signified a silent
revolution. Conservative bureaucrats were dismayed by the emergence
of this “shadow” government. For the same reason, the opposition
brimmed with confidence. Kadet leaders boasted that the civic organiza-
tions created during the war would demonstrate so convincingly their
superiority over the bureaucracy”that once peace returned, nothing
could stop them from taking charge of the country.
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Catastrophe Looms

D uring the second year of the war, Russia succeeded in overcom-
ing weapons shortages. But new problems began to emerge of
an economic nature which spread discontent, previously confined to the
educated and affluent, to the masses of the urban population.

One of these new problems was inflation. During the half century
preceding the outbreak of World War [ prices in Russia, as in the rest of
the world, had been remarkably stable. But in July 1914, the Russian
government suspended for the duration of the war the convertibility of
the ruble into gold and gave the Treasury permission to issue banknotes
in quantities needed to cover war costs, without regard to the gold
reserve. This measure had inflationary implications. The Treasury’s
deficit was aggravated by the government’s decision, at the outbreak of
the war, to forbid the sale of alcoholic beverages. The population got
around this prohibition by resorting to moonshine, but the Treasury lost
one-quarter of the revenue it normally collected from taxes on alcohol.
Some of the deficit was made good with loans, mainly from Britain; the
rest was covered with emissions of paper money. In the course of the war,
the quantity of ruble banknotes in circulation increased between four
and six times. The flood of paper money did not immediately affect con-
sumer prices because the suspension of exports initially glutted the mar-
ket with foodstuffs and other goods. But by the middle of 1913, prices
had begun to move upward, and the following year they rose steeply.

Inflation did not hurt the rural population. On the contrary, as the war
progressed, agricultural produce fetched higher prices and government
allowances to families of soldiers brought the peasants additional
income. Mobilization had syphoned off most of the excess rural inhabi-
tants, enhancing wages for farm labor. By Russian standards, the peasant
was swimming in money. He began to restrict his sown acreage and even
to withhold deliveries of foodstutts in the hope that they would fetch still
higher prices in the future.

Infladon and food shortages afflicted exclusively the urban popula-
tion, which had expanded considerably from the influx of war refugees
and workers hired by the defense industries. It is estimated that during
the war, the cities attracted 6 million newcomers. City inhabitants found
it difficult to locate staples, and when they did find them, could not
afford to pay the prices demanded. The Police Department estimated in
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October 1916 that during the preceding two years wages had doubled,
but prices of essential goods had risen by 300 percent.

A related problem was the inability of rail transport, burdened to
the utmost by military demands, to supply the cities with the required
provisions.

The dissatisfaction of the urban population was, for the time being, of
an economic nature. But in late 1916, the Police Department warned that
it would take little provocation for economic grievances to assume politi-
cal forms.

The Allies, who after the Polish debacle had more or less written off the
Russian army, were agreeably surprised by the vigor of its offensive
against the Austrians in June 1916. The operation soon ran out of steam,
but not before it had severely mauled the enemy. Austria-Hungary stood
on the verge of a collapse from which she was saved, once again, by the
Germans, who dispatched fifteen divisions to the eastern front.
Nicholas paid a heavy price for his ill-advised decision to assume per-
sonal command of the armed forces because by departing to headquarters
at Mogilev he lost contact with the political situation at home. Leadership
passed to his wife, who was glad to have him out of the way, since she con-
sidered herself better qualified to deal with opposition politicians. In her
letters to him she offered constant reassurance: “Do not fear for what
remains behind. . . . Lovy, I am here, dont laugh atssilly old wify, but she has
‘trousers’ on unseen. . . .” In the final year and a half of the war, Alexandra
exerted great influence on personnel appointments in both the central and
the provincial branches of the administration. She judged candidates for
high office exclusively by the criterion of loyalty to the throne. Ministers
who failed to meet this test were dismissed at a pace that gave rise to the
expression “ministerial leapfrog.” Nor was the disorganization of the
administrative apparatus confined to central institutions. Governors, too,
came and went at an alarming speed. In the first nine months of 1916 alone,
forty-three new gubernatorial appointments were made, which meant that
over the course of less than a year most provinces received a new head.
Alexandra did not act on her own but sought the advice of her confi-
dant, Rasputin. Often referred to as a “mad monk,” Rasputin was neither
mad nor a monk. He was a peasant healer from Siberia, possibly an
adherent of the Khlysty sect, whose members believed that by sinning
one reduced the quantity of sin abroad in the world. He gained his posi-
tion at Court because he proved able—by what means is not known—to
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9. Rasputin with children in his Siberian village.

stop the bleeding and suffering of the heir to the throne, Alexis, a victim
of hemophilia. This disease, transmitted by the mother, was the con-
suming tragedy of the Imperial family, reinforcing the Tsar’s fatalism and
his wife’s superstition. Rasputin used his influence with the Empress to
pocket bribes and to wallow in drunken orgies, but the stories of his sex-
ual prowess are sheer fantasy: a physician who once examined him
expressed doubts that he was even capable of the sexual act.

Rasputin acquired political influence only after Nicholas’s departure
for the front. From August 1915 on, it was impossible either to stay in
office or to obtain office without his consent. Nicholas, who did not espe-
cially care for Rasputin, tolerated him for the sake of his wife and son and
angrily dismissed any suggestion that he be gotten rid of on the grounds
that his presence at Court was a “family matter.” The Imperial couple also
persuaded themselves that Rasputin, who insisted that ordinary Russians
loved them, was an authentic voice of the people. He was largely respon-
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sible for the growing estrangement from the Court of the conservative
monarchists, who felt that he had brought dishonor to the Crown.

One of the victims of Alexandra’s and Rasputin’s intrigues was Poli-
vanov, the Minister of War, who had pulled the Russian army back from
the brink of collapse. He was dismissed because he maintained close
reladons with both politicians and industrialists. His replacement was an
incompetent general with expertise in army footwear. When the public
began to complain of treason in high places, he is said to have exclaimed
indignantly: “I may be a fool, but I am no traitor!”—a saying that would
provide the rhetorical flourish for Miliukov’s sensational Duma address
of November 1, 1916.

A survey undertaken by the Police Department in October 1916 of
the mood in the country painted a gloomy picture. The population’s dis-
content over shortages of basic necessities could easily explode into open
rebellion. Especially worrisome was the fact that for the first time in the
experience of the security police the anger of the populace was directed
not only against the ministers but against the Imperial couple. The
Empress was especially disliked and, because of her German origin,
widely suspected of betraying Russian military secrets to the enemy.

By the end of 1916, the most conservative elements had grown so dis-
gusted with the doings at Court that they talked of taking steps to “save
the monarchy from the monarch.” For the first time ever, right-wing
elements made overtures to the liberals, hoping through their joint
efforts to keep Russia in the war and to forestall social upheavals.

To placate the opposition, Nicholas made what on the face of it
seemed a major concession: He named as Minister of the Interior
Alexander Protopopov, a businessman and a member of the Progressive
Bloc holding no official rank. This appointment, which appeared to be
a significant step toward accommodation with the Duma, aroused wild
hopes that the monarchy was about to give up its power of selecting
ministers. But the move soon revealed itself as a political maneuver.
The Court knew Protopopov to be a vain and unprincipled careerist
who would do its bidding. The appointment had been made at the rec-
ommendation of Alexandra (behind whom stood Rasputin). “Please,
take Protopopov as Minister of the Interior,” she had urged her hus-
band, “as he is one of the Duma it will make a great effect amongst
them & shut their mouths.” The effect was short-lived, however: as
soon as the Duma realized that Protopopov was little more than a royal
steward, it turned against the Crown with heightened fury.
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1o. Alexander Protopopov.

"This became evident when the Duma reconvened in November 1916 to
vote on the budget. In September and October, the principal opposition
parties, meeting first separately and then jointly, as the Progressive Bloc,
worked out a strategy. The deputies felt a sense of great urgency: some-
thing had to be done, and done quickly, before the country exploded. The
Kadets adopted a very radical platform that called for their spokesman in
the Duma, Miliukov, to charge the Prime Minister, Boris Stiirmer, with
high treason. Stiirmer, a dyed-in-the-wool monarchist bureaucrat, was
indeed hardly qualified to direct Russia’s government at a time of crisis. But
there was no evidence, and none has come to light since, that he ever com-
mitted any acts remotely resembling treason. He was chosen as a target
because of his German name, which aroused suspicions about his loyalty
among ignorant chauvinists. Under pressure from the more conservative
members of the Progressive Bloc, Miliukov agreed to moderate somewhat
his accusations while still leaving no doubt as to their portent.

Stiirmer, who had gotten wind of these plans, asked Nicholas for per-
mission, if the situation required it, to dissolve the Duma: unfounded
charges of governmental treason in a country at war were in themselves
treasonous. But Nicholas, thoroughly discouraged by now, was unable to
act decisively. He had difficulty sleeping and felt such revulsion at what
he regarded as the unpatriotic behavior of the politicians that he refused
to read the press.
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The Duma opened on November 1, 1916, in an atmosphere charged
with high tension. After opening addresses, Kerensky took the floor to
deliver a scurrilous attack on the government, in which he charged that
Russia’s true enemy was not at the front but at home. He called for the
government’s overthrow on the grounds that it was betraying the coun-
try’s interests.

Kerensky’s speech did not make much of an impression because he
had a reputation for hysteria. Matters stood differently with Miliukov, a
self-possessed scholar with a national reputation as leader of the Kadets
and editor of the party’s newspaper. Miliukov’s speech was a skillful blend
of innuendo and fact, the purpose of which was to imply without explic-
itly asserting that Stiirmer had committed high treason. To make his
point, Miliukov quoted from German and French papers, and hinted
that he had at his disposal even more damning evidence which he did not
feel at liberty to divulge. He listed in turn one mistake after another that
the government had committed, and followed up each time with the
rhetorical question, “Is it stupidity or is it treason?” to which each time
the chamber lustily responded, “Stupidity!” “Ireason!” “Both!”

Miliukov’s accusations had no basis: in fact, they were a tissue of lies.
Later, in emigration, he admitted as much. His justification for spread-
ing such slander was the need for extreme measures to enable the Pro-
gressive Bloc to take charge of the country before it fell apart. In reality,
his speech contributed as much as anything the government did or failed
to do to inflaming revolutionary passions. Although military censorship
forbade the press to cite or even report on it, the speech, reproduced in
hundreds of thousands of copies, flooded the country and the front. It
persuaded civilians and soldiers alike that “Duma deputy Miliukov had
proven that the Empress and Stiirmer were selling out Russia to Kaiser
Wilhelm.” The passions unleashed by Miliukov played a major role in
instigating the February Revolution, in which anger over alleged gov-
ernment treason was, at first, a dominant motive.

The Duma sessions that followed brought the authorities little com-
fort, as speaker after speaker, including monarchists, joined in the attack.

The November sessions of the Duma marked the onset of a revolu-
tionary psychosis—an irrational but intensely felt feeling that “things
could not go on like this any longer,” that the entire edifice of monarchic
Russia had to be pulled down. The psychosis, long prevalent among the
radical intelligentsia, now seized the liberal center and even spilled into
conservative ranks. An aide of the Tsar speaks in his memoirs of a
“widespread conviction that something had to be broken and annihi-
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lated—a conviction that tormented people and gave them no peace.”
Another contemporary wrote in December 1916 of a “siege of authority
that has turned into sport.”

On November 8, 1916, Nicholas, in a vain effort to appease the
Duma, dismissed Stiirmer. In his place he appointed a liberal, A. F. Tre-
pov. Trepov attempted to emulate Stolypin and bring the Duma into
partnership. He promised to meet many of its demands. But when he
appeared in the Duma on November 19 to deliver a programmatic
speech, the left greeted him with abusive screams that lasted for forty
minutes during which he could not utter a word. When order was finally
restored, he delivered a conciliatory address. He asked for help:

Let us forget our quarrels, let us postpone our feuds. . . . In the name of the
government, I declare directly and openly that it wishes to devote its ener-
gies to constructive, pragmatic work in cooperation with the legislature.

To no avail. In late December 1916, the Tsar dismissed Trepov, whom
the Empress in a private communication called a liar who deserved to be
hanged.

While the liberals and radicals wanted a complete constitutional
change, the monarchists believed that it would suffice to be rid of the
Empress. And to be rid of the Empress, some of them concluded, it was
only necessary to remove Rasputin, whom she allegedly needed to pre-
serve her emotional equilibrium. Trepov had tried to bribe Rasputin to
leave Petrograd, but the crafty favorite informed Alexandra of this, with
the result that his standing at Court rose to unprecedented heights.
There was no alternative, therefore, but to assassinate him. The Oxford-
educated Prince Felix Iusupov, son of the wealthiest woman in Russia,
who was herself a sworn enemy of the Empress, organized the plot, in
which he implicated Grand Duke Dmitrii, the Tsar’s nephew, and
Vladimir Purishkevich, one of the most reactionary deputies in the
Duma. Tusupov acted on the premise that

[the Empress’s] spiritual balance depends entirely on Rasputin: the instant
he is gone, it will disintegrate. And once the Emperor has been freed of his
wife’s and Rasputin’s influence, everything will change: he will turn into a
good constitutional monarch.

On the night of December 16-17, Tusupov lured Rasputin to his lux-
urious palace and there, together with Purishkevich, shot him. The body
was weighed down with chains and thrown into a canal, where it was dis-
covered a few days later.
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The murder had on the Imperial couple the opposite effect of the one
intended: instead of separating Nicholas and Alexandra, it drove them
still closer together. They felt isolated and surrounded by traitors.
Nicholas felt revulsion at the thought that a nephew of his should have
been implicated in the crime: “I am ashamed before Russia,” he wrote,
“that the hands of my relatives should be smeared with the blood of this
peasant.” And when a group of grand dukes and duchesses pleaded with
him not to punish Dmitrii, he replied, “No one has the right to engage
in murder.”

Nicholas returned from the front and spent the next two months with
his wife and children leading a quiet life at Tsarskoe Selo, cut off from
virtually all social contacts. A frequent visitor to the royal residence said
that it resembled a house in mourning. Protopopov delivered reassuring
reports that the country was calm and that he had more than adequate
forces at his disposal to cope with any disturbances. When occasional
visitors warned him of impending disaster, Nicholas listened politely but
inattentively, studying his nails or fingering a cigarette. “The Empress
and I know that all is in God’s hands,” he said. “His will be done.”
Rasputin had predicted more than once that should any harm befall him,
the country would be drowned in blood and choked in smoke.

Nicholas’s equanimity abandoned him only once. On January 7, 1917,
he received a visit from Mikhail Rodzianko, the Chairman of the Duma.
He listened impassively to the familiar warnings, but when Rodzianko
urged him not to put the people in a position of having “to choose between
you and the good of the country,” Nicholas “pressed his head between his
hands” and said, “Is it possible that for twenty-two years I tried to work for
the best, and that for twenty-two years it was all a mistake?”

Having failed to alter the political situation by disposing of Rasputin,
the conservatives made up their minds that to save the monarchy they
would have to remove the monarch. Several plots were set in motion to
abduct Nicholas and force him to abdicate in favor of his twelve-year-old
son under a regency of Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich. One of these
involved General Mikhail Alekseev, the de facto Commander in Chief of
Russia’s armed forces. The conspiracies never progressed beyond the
talking stage.

Protopopov, however, exuded supreme confidence—a fact that caused
some contemporaries to question his sanity. In his spare moments, he
liked to communicate with the spirit of Rasputin.

”
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THE FEBRUARY v
REVOLUTION

frer two mild winters, the winter of 1916-17 proved unusually
cold; temperatures fell so low that peasant women refused to
cart food to the towns. Blizzards disabled locomotves and piled
mountains of snow on the railway tracks. The weather had a devastadng
effect on deliveries to the northern cites, notably distant Petrograd.” Bak-
eries had to shut their doors for lack of either flour or fuel. Fuel shortages
also forced some factories to close and lay off tens of thousands of workers.

The Tsar, reassured by Protopopov that he had the situation in hand,
left for the front on February 22: he would return two weeks later as
Nicholas Romanov, a private citizen.

Suddenly the weather took a turn for the better, the temperature ris-
ing from an average of —14.5° Centigrade (6° F.) to +8 (46° F), where it
would remain until the end of the month. People whom freezing
weather had kept confined for weeks to poorly heated rooms, now
streamed outdoors to enjoy the sun. Documentary films of the February
Revoludon show gay crowds under brilliant skies.

The day after Nicholas’s departure, disorders broke out in Petrograd.
They began with a demonstraton on Internatonal Woman’s Day

* Because “St. Petersburg” sounded Germanic to Russian ears. at the outbreak of the war with
Germany the city was renamed Petrograd.
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1. Winter Palace 6. Taurida Palace 11. Znamenskii Square

2. Palace Sqare 7. Champs de Mars 12. Smolnyi Institute

3. University 8. Marinskii Palace 13. Kshesinskaia Mansion
4. Palace Bridge 9. Mikhailovskii (Engineering) Palace 14. Finland Station

5. Nikolaev Bridge 10. Iusupov Palace 15. Peter and Paul Fortress

(February 23). The event proceeded peacefully, but even so the authori-
ties had reason to worry because the Cossacks responsible for order
seemed to sympathize with the women clamoring for bread. The atmo-
sphere was exacerbated by attacks on the government in the Duma,
which had reconvened on February 14. Kerensky and other opposition
figures again used inflammatory lahguage to incite the public.
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On February 24, the situation in the capital deteriorated when up to
200,000 idle workers, either on strike or locked out, filled the streets. On
the city’s main thoroughfare, Nevsky Prospekt, crowds shouted “Down
with the autocracy!” and “Down with the war!” Here and there, mobs
sacked food stores.

The following day the crowds, emboldened by the lack of a vigorous
response, grew still more aggressive. Apparently under the influence of
radical intellectuals, the demonstrations now assumed a distinctly politi-
cal character, with red banners making their appearance bearing revolu-
tionary slogans, some of which read “Down with the German Woman!”
In several city quarters, gendarmes came under attack.

Alexandra reported to her husband on the day’s events as follows:

This is a hooligan movement, young people run & shout that there is no
bread, simply to create excitement, along with the workers who prevent
others from working. If the weather were very cold they would probably all
stay home. But all this will pass and turn calm if only the Duma will behave
itself.

The socialists scented revolution in the air. On February 2 5, the Men-
shevik Duma deputies discussed forming a “workers’ soviet.” Up to this
point, however, the turmoil had mainly economic causes. The leading
Bolshevik in Petrograd, and later the first Soviet Commissar of Labor,
Alexander Shliapnikov, dismissed talk of a revolution: “What revolution?
Give the workers a pound of bread and the movement will fizzle.”

Whatever chance there was of containing the incipient rebellion was
destroyed with the arrival in the evening of February 25 of a telegram
from Nicholas to the city’s military commander demanding that he
restore order by force. Nicholas, who continued to receive soothing
reports from Protopopov, had no idea how charged the situation in the
capital had become. It seemed intolerable to him that while the troops
at the front braved hardships and faced the prospect of death, civilians
in the rear should be rioting. His order succeeded temporarily in calm-
ing the city. On Sunday morning, February 26, troops in combat gear
occupied Petrograd and all seemed back to normal.

But it only seemed so. For on that day an incident occurred that com-
pletely transformed the situation. In Znamenskii Square, a popular gath-
ering place for political rallies, troops of the Pavlovskii Guard Regiment
fired on a crowd that failed to disperse. There were forty civilian casual-
ties. The massacre sparked a mutiny of the Petrograd garrison that
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11. Crowds in Znamenskii Square, Petrograd,
scene of the first violence of the February Revolution.

quickly communicated itself to the workers, producing an explosion that
to this day astonishes with its suddenness and scope.

To make these events comprehensible, something needs to be said of
the personnel of the Petrograd military garrison and its living condi-
tions. By the summer of 1916, the Russian army, having run out of
younger recruits, began to induct men in their thirties and early forties,
who believed themselves exempt from the draft. Their resentment was
aggravated by the fact that they were billeted in overcrowded urban bar-
racks: in Petrograd, 160,000 men were packed into quarters that in
peacetime housed 20,000. After a few weeks’ training, supervised by offi-
cers recalled from combat, they were dispatched to the front. Sullen and
full of grudges, they differed from frontline troops, who, according to
foreign eyewitnesses, preserved good morale and discipline. It required
little for their disaffection to erupt into violence.

The spark that caused such an eruption was the Znamenskii Square
massacre. Immediately after the event, a group of angry workers who
had witnessed it made their way to the barracks of the Pavlovskii Guard
Regiment. They told the soldiers what their comrades had done.
Enraged, some soldiers grabbed guns and proceeded to Znamenskii
Square, but on their way there they ran into a detachment of mounted
police. Fire was exchanged in which their leader, a young officer, was
wounded. Disheartened, the soldiers returned to their barracks. The fol-
lowing night, however, troops of the Pavlovskii Regiment held rallies at
which they voted to disobey further orders to fire at civilians. Messen-
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gers were sent to other units to gain their support. On the morning of
February 27, three of the city’s regiments were in mutiny. In some units,
officers were assaulted and killed. The rebellious soldiers comman-
deered armored cars and cruised the snow-covered streets, waving their
weapons and shouting. Some uniformed policemen were lynched. A
mob sacked the Ministry of the Interior. The red flag went up over the
Winter Palace. In the late afternoon, crowds stormed the headquarters
of the Okhrana, scattering and burning files—suspected police inform-
ers were seen to display notable zeal in this work. Arsenals were broken
into and thousands of rifles stolen. There was widespread looting of
shops, restaurants, and private residences. By nighttime, Petrograd was
in the hands of peasants in uniform. Of the 160,000-man garrison, half
were in full mutiny, with the remainder adopting a “neutral” stance. The
military command was powerless to restore order, since it had at its dis-
posal no more than 2,000 loyal troops, 3,500 policemen, and some
mounted Cossacks.

Nicholas still had no idea of the gravity of the situation. He ignored
alarming telegrams from the politicians, believing they were exaggerating
the extent of the mutiny in order to wrest greater power for the Duma.
But his annoyance gave way to anxiety as military commanders in charge
of the capital confirmed that the situation was indeed out of control.

His first impulse was to restore order by force. He instructed an elite
battalion of decorated veterans, stationed at headquarters under General
N. I. Ivanov, to proceed to Petrograd. At the same time, he ordered front
commanders to dispatch eight regiments augmented with machine-gun

12. Petrograd crowds burning emblems of the Imperial regime,
February 1917.
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detachments. The size of this force indicates that he had in mind a major
operation. [vanov was to take command of the Petrograd Military District.

It will never be known whether, had Nicholas acted decisively in the
days that followed, Ivanov would have succeeded in his mission, because
it was aborted. It does not, however, seem to have been as hopeless an
undertaking as the politicians and generals, under the politicians’ influ-
ence, believed. The mutineers were leaderless rabble. When threatened,
they instantly panicked and ran for cover. But the Duma leaders con-
vinced first themselves and then the generals that they alone could
restore order. In reality, it was their pressure on Nicholas to abdicate that
transformed a local mutiny into a nationwide revolution.

Nicholas, anxious to rejoin his family, left Mogilev for Tsarskoe Selo at
5 a.m. on February 28. To avoid interfering with Ivanov’s mission, the
Imperial train did not proceed directly north but used a circuitous route,
heading first east, toward Moscow, and then northwest. Some 170 kilome-
ters from the capital, the train carrying the Tsar and his suite was stopped
by an officer who reported that the tracks ahead were in the hands of hos-
tile troops. After a short consultation, it was decided to turn back and head
for Pskov, headquarters of the northern front, from which it was possible
to communicate with Petrograd (but not Tsarskoe Selo) by teleprinter.
The commander of the northern front, General N. V. Ruzskii, was known
for his antroyalist views, a fact that was not without bearing on the course
of events during the next, critical twenty-four hours.

After the rioters had done their work, the center of attention shifted
to Taurida Palace, the seat of the Duma. The Duma learned that the Tsar
had ordered it dissolved. It did not obey this order, but it lacked the
courage to flout it openly. It chose, therefore, a cautious middle course
by convening, on the morning of February 28, a private meeting of the
Progressive Bloc and the Council of Elders. The Duma leaders who had
for so long clamored for power lost nerve now that power was within
their grasp. They feared inflaming the crowds that filled the vast space in
front of Taurida, yet they could not sit on their hands, for the crowds
demanded action. After lengthy deliberations they resolved to form an
executive bureau of twelve Duma members, still of a private nature, to be
known as “The Provisional Committee of Duma Members for the
Restoration of Order in the Capital and the Establishment of Relations
with Individuals and Institutions.” Headed by Rodzianko, the Duma
chairman, the Committee initially consisted of ten members of the Pro-
gressive Bloc and two socialists, one of them Kerensky. Its ludicrously
cumbersome name reflected the timidity of its founders. And, indeed, an
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13. The Provisional Committee of the Duma. Sitting on
extreme left, V. N. Lvov, and on extreme right, M. Rodzianko.
Standing second from right, A. F. Kerensky.

eyewitness says that the Provisional Committee—now the de facto gov-
ernment of Russia—was established in a manner that resembled the
appointment in normal times of a Fisheries Committee.

Matters stood very differently at the rival center of authority, the Pet-
rograd Soviet, formed on the same day (February 28). It was convened
on the initiative of the Mensheviks with the assistance of the Central
Workers” Group (see above, p. 66), whose members Protopopov had
imprisoned and the mutinous crowd had set free. The Soviet consisted
of haphazardly chosen representatives of factories and military units.
Electoral procedures followed the traditional practices of Russian popu-
lar assemblies, which strove to achieve a community consensus rather
than a mathematically accurate reflection of individual opinions. Small
shops sent as many representatives as did huge factories. Garrison units
followed a similar procedure, with the result that of the Soviet’s 3,000
deputies in the second week of its existence, more than 2,000 were sol-
diers—this in a city that had two or three times as many industrial work-
ers as servicemen. These figures illustrate the extent to which the
February Revolution in its initial phase was a soldier mutiny.

"The plenary sessions of the Soviet resembled a giant village assembly.
There were no agendas or voting procedures. The system adopted was to
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14. The Executive Committee (Ispolkom) of the Petrograd Soviet.

allow everyone who demanded to be heard to have his say and then arrive
at a decision by acclamation. Because such a body could serve no other
purpose than to provide a forum for interminable speeches, and because
the intellectuals consciously or unconsciously believed they knew best
what was good for the “masses,” the decision-making authority of the
Soviet soon shifted to its Executive Committee (Ispolkom). This organi-
zation was not chosen by the Soviet but, as had been the case in 1905, was
made up of nominees of the socialist parties, each of which was allotted
three seats. Instead of serving as a true executive organ of the Soviet,
therefore, the Ispolkom became a coordinating body of the socialist par-
ties, superimposed on the Soviet and acting in its name.

This fact, little noticed at the time, had three grave consequences. It
expanded artificially the representation of the Bolshevik Party, which
had a small following among the workers and virtually none among the
soldiers. It also strengthened the moderate socialists, who, though pop-
ular at the time, would soon lose favor with the population. And, most
important, it bureaucratized the Ispolkom, making it a self-appointed
executive body that acted independently of the Soviet plenum, whose
decisions were predetermined by caucuses of socialist intellectuals.

The Soviet, initially dominated by Mensheviks, adopted the Menshe-
vik doctrine that Russia had to undergo a full-scale “bourgeois” revolu-
tion during which the socialists would organize the masses in
preparation for the next, socialisephase but stay out of government. On
these grounds it refused to send representatives to the Duma Commit-
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tee. The leaders of the Soviet saw their political mission as confined to
ensuring that the “bourgeoisie” did not betray the revolution. In conse-
quence, there arose in Russia a peculiar system of government called dvo-
evlastie, or “dual power,” that lasted until October. In theory, the
Provisional Committee of the Duma—soon renamed Provisional Gov-
ernment—assumed full governmental responsibility, while the Ispolkom
acted as a kind of supreme court of the revolutionary conscience. In real-
ity, the Ispolkom from the outset performed both legislative and execu-
tive functions. The arrangement was utterly unrealistic, not only because
it vested responsibility in one institution and power in another but also
because the parties involved had different objectives. The Duma wanted
to contain the Revolution; the Soviet leaders wanted to deepen it. The
former would have been happy to arrest the flow of events at the point
reached by nightfall of February 27. For the latter, February 27 was a
mere prelude to the “true”—that is, socialist—revolution.

Events drove the reluctant Duma leaders to the inexorable conclusion
that they had to form a government, even in defiance of the Tsar, for
there was no public authority left. This settled, they had to decide how
to legitimize its rule. Some advised contacting the Tsar and requesting
his consent to form a cabinet. But the majority preferred to turn to the
Soviet—that is, the Ispolkom. Understandable as this step was from a
practical point of view, given the Soviet’s influence over soldiers and
workers, from the point of view of legitimacy it had little meaning, since
the Ispolkom was a private body made up of nominees of socialist parties,
whereas the Duma had been elected.

The socialists on the Ispolkom had no intention of giving the new
government carte blanche. During the night of March 1-2, they met
with representatives of the Duma, headed by Miliukov, to hammer out a
set of policy guidelines that would secure for the new government the
Soviet’s support. The outcome was an eight-point platform to serve as
the basis of the government’s activity until the convocation of the Con-
stituent Assembly. Its principal clauses called for amnesty for all political
prisoners, terrorists included; immediate preparations for a Constituent
Assembly elected on a universal ballot; the dissolution of all police
organs; new elections to organs of self-government; military units that
had participated in the Revolution to retain their weapons and to receive
assurances that they would not be sent to the front.

The document, drawn up by exhausted politicians after all-night dis-
cussions, was seriously flawed. The most pernicious were the articles
calling for the immediate dissolution of the police and new elections for



84 A Concise History of the Russian Revolution

self-government, which was interpreted to mean the dissolution of the
provincial bureaucracy. They abolished in one fell swoop the entire
administrative and security structure that had kept the Russian state
intact for a century or more. They ensured administrative anarchy.
Only slightly less harmful were the clauses concerning the Petrograd
garrison, which deprived the government of effective authority over
160,000 disgruntled and armed peasants whom its enemies could turn
against it.

Following this accord, the Provisional Committee of the Duma
renamed itself the Provisional Government. The cabinet was chaired by
Prince G. E. Lvov, an innocuous and indolent civic activist chosen
because, as head of the Union of Zemstva and City Councils (Zemgor),
he could be said to represent society at large. Lvov understood democ-
racy to mean that all policy decisions were made by the citizens directly
affected by them and that government served essentially as a registry
office. Convinced of the infinite wisdom of the Russian people, he
refused to give any guidance to provincial delegations that came to Pet-
rograd in quest of instructions. The cabinet secretary, Vladimir
Nabokov (the father of the novelist), wrote: “I do not recall a single occa-
sion when [Lvov] used a tone of authority or spoke out decisively . . . he
was the very embodiment of passivity.”

15. Paul Miliukov, leader of the
Constitutional-Democratic Party.
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16. Alexander Kerensky.

The two outstanding members of the new government, as well as bit-
ter rivals, were Miliukov, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Kerensky,
the Minister of Justice.

Miliukov, fifcy-eight years old, was a man of unbounded energy. A
professional historian, he managed to combine scholarly work with lead-
ership of the Constitutional-Democratic Party as well as editorship of
the party’s daily paper. His main shortcoming was a lack of political intu-
ition: he would reach, by a purely logical deduction, a certain position
and cling to it even after it had become evident to everyone else that it
would not work. But as the country’s best-known political figure, he had
reason to see himself as premier of democratic Russia.

Kerensky was Miliukov’s opposite. Only thirty-six years old, he had
acquired fame as the leading radical orator in the Duma and as a defense
attorney in political trials. A brilliant speaker with no apparent political
philosophy, he burned with political ambition. Aware of a physical
resemblance to the French emperor, he liked to strike Napoleonic poses.
Vain and impulsive where Miliukov was cold and calculating, he rose
meteorically and just as meteorically burned out.

As deputy chairman of the Soviet and a member of its Ispolkom,
Kerensky was honor-bound to refuse the post of Minister of Justice in
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the “bourgeois” cabinet. But he found the offer irresistible, and when the
Ispolkom denied him permission to accept it, he took his case directly to
the crowd. In an impassioned speech to the Soviet, he pledged as Minis-
ter never to betray democratic ideals. “I cannot live without the people,”
he shouted, “and the moment you come to doubt me, kill me!” Having
uttered these words, he made ready to faint. The workers and soldiers
gave him a rousing ovation. The Ispolkom, compelled to yield, never
forgave him the blackmail. Kerensky kept his seat on the Ispolkom and
thus became the only person to hold membership in both the Soviet and
the Provisional Government.

The February Revolution was, as such things go, a relatively bloodless
affair. The total number of casualties has been estimated at between
1,300 and 1,450, of whom 169 were fatalities. More lives would have
been lost had not Kerensky, at considerable personal risk, protected
tsarist officials from being lynched by crowds inflamed by his own Duma
rhetoric. Some 4,000 tsarist officials either turned themselves in or were
taken into protective custody. The most important of them were trans-
ferred to the Peter and Paul Fortress. The diminutive Protopopov
seemed shrunken still smaller from fear as he was driven to the fortress
with the guard’s gun pressed to his head. Along with many others, he
would perish in the Bolshevik “Red Terror.”

Ostensibly the organ of “democratic control” of a “bourgeois” gov-
ernment, the Ispolkom at once arrogated to itself legislative functions. It
first defied the government with the notorious Order No. 1, which it
released on March 1, without so much as consulting it. The document
was drawn up by a group of socialist officers and civilians. Ostensibly
taken on the initiative of soldiers to rectify their grievances, its real pur-
pose was to emasculate the officer corps, which socialist intellectuals,
well versed in revolutionary history, saw as the main breeding ground of
counterrevolution. Addressed to the garrison of Petrograd, Order No. 1
was immediately interpreted as applicable to all troops, at the front as
well as in the rear. It called for the election in military units of “commit-
tees” modeled on the soviets, which were to send representatives to the
Petrograd Soviet. Article 3 stipulated that in respect to all political
actions, the armed services were subordinated to the Soviet. Article 4
claimed for the Soviet the right to countermand orders of the Provi-
sional Government bearing on military matters. Article 5 provided that
company and battalion committees take charge of all military equip-
ment, access to which was to be deniéd to officers. Only the concluding
two articles dealt with the soldiers’ rights.
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17. N. D. Sokolov drafting Order No. 1, March 1, 1917.

18. A sailor removing an officer’s epaulettes.
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This extraordinary document, passed in time of war, which the social-
ists supported, had the effect of politicizing the military and, at the same
time, disarming the officers and depriving them of authority over the
troops. It thoroughly disorganized the armed forces. The soldier com-
mittees, especially those at higher levels, fell into the hands of junior offi-
cers, many of them Menshevik, Bolshevik, and Socialist-Revolutionary
intellectuals. The government, in effect, lost control of its armed forces
and the Soviet became the true master of the country. On March ¢, hardly
more than a week after the new government had come into being,
Guchkov, the Minister of War, cabled General Alekseev to Mogilev:

The Provisional Government has no real power of any kind and its orders
are carried out only to the extent permitted by the Soviet of Workers’ and
Soldiers’ Deputies, which controls the most essential strands of actual
power, inasmuch as the troops, railroads, [and] postal services are in its
hands. One can state bluntly that the Provisional Government exists only
at the sufferance of the Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies.

Nicholas took no part in these events. His last order of any consequence
was that of February 25 demanding the suppression of street disorders.
Once the command proved unenforceable, the monarchy retreated into
the background and power shifted to the Duma and the Soviet. But with
the formation of the Provisional Government, the future of the monar-
chy acquired great urgency. Some ministers—led by Miliukov and
Guchkov—wanted to retain the monarchy, if only in a ceremonial capac-
ity, on the grounds that the population identified the state with the per-
son of the monarch and without him would succumb to anarchy. Others
felt that given the popular mood, such a course was unrealistic. One of
the major factors mitigating against the retention of the monarchy was
the fear of Petrograd troops that they would be treated as mutineers and
punished. On these grounds, the garrison resolutely opposed the Crown.
As for the rest of the country and the frontline troops, no reliable infor-
mation exists to judge their attitude on this matter.

On his arrival in Pskov on March 1, Nicholas had no thought of abdi-
cating. He began to change his mind under the influence of arguments
pressed on him by the generals, who, in turn, responded to the concerns
of the politicians that if he wished Russia to stay in the war to the victo-
rious end, he had to step down. General Alekseev, who during the Tsar’s
absence from Mogilev had assumed the duties of Commander in Chief,
feared that the continuation of strikes and mutinies in the capital city
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would disrupt railway transport and cut off the flow of supplies to the
front. There was the further danger that the turmoil would spread to the
combat troops deployed only a few hundred kilometers from Petrograd.
Having learned of disorders in Moscow, Alekseev wired the Tsar on
March 1:

A revolution in Russia—and it is inevitable once disorders occur in the
rear—will mean a disgraceful termination of the war, with all its inevitable
consequences, so dire for her. The army is most intimately connected with
the life of the rear. It may be confidently stated that disorders in the rear
will produce the same effectamong the armed forces. It is impossible to ask
the army calmly to wage war while a revolution is in progress in the rear.
The youthful makeup of the present army and its officer staff, among
whom a very high percentage consists of reservists and university students,
gives no grounds for presuming that the army will not react to events
occurring in Russia.

Alekseev recommended that the Tsar grant the Duma’s request to form
a cabinet.

Alekseev’s telegram, which reached Nicholas shortly before midnight,
made on him a deep impression. Under its influence he took two deci-
sions: Rodzianko was to be told that the Duma could proceed with the
formation of a cabinet; and General Ivanov was to halt his advance on
Petrograd. Having given these instructions, Nicholas retired to the bed-
room car to spend a sleepless night.

While the Tsar tossed in bed, worried about his family and wonder-
ing whether his concessions would work, General Ruzskii contacted
Rodzianko. Their conversation, carried out by means of a teleprinter,
lasted four hours. Apprised of the Tsar’s instructions, Rodzianko re-
sponded that the Tsar seemed to be unaware how far the situation had
deteriorated: the garrison was completely out of control, with soldiers fir-
ing at one another. Nicholas’s concession had become irrelevant; nothing
short of his abdication would pacify the rebellious troops. As Ruzskii con-
versed with the Duma chairman, the tapes of their exchange were for-
warded to Alekseev in Mogilev. Stunned by what he read, Alekseev passed
them on to the commanders of the fronts and fleets, requesting their
opinion of Rodzianko’s recommendation. Personally, he advised them, he
favored Nicholas’s abdication in favor of his minor son, with the Tsar’s
brother, Grand Duke Michael, assuming the regency.

At 10:45 a.m. on March 2, Ruzskii showed Nicholas the tapes of his
conversation with Rodzianko. The Tsar studied them in silence. He said



90 A Concise History of the Russian Revolution

that he would consider abdicating but doubted that the people would
understand such a move. He affirmed

his strong conviction that he had been born for misfortune, that he
brought Russia great misfortune. He said that he had realized clearly the
previous night that no manifesto [about the Duma ministry] would be of
help . . . “If itis necessary, for Russia’s good, that I step aside, I am prepared
to do so.”

Around 2 p.m. Pskov was in receipt of the army and navy comman-
ders’ responses to Alekseev’s request. All, including Grand Duke Nikolai
Nikolaevich, the commander of the Caucasus front, agreed that
Nicholas had to give up the Crown. Ruzskii, accompanied by two gener-
als, immediately brought these tapes to the Tsar. Having read them and
heard their personal opinions—they concurred with the other comman-
ders—he retired. An hour later he reappeared with the text of an abdica-
tion manifesto written by hand on telegraphic blanks, one addressed to
Rodzianko, the other to Alekseev. It passed the Crown to Alexis, with the
proviso that until he attained maturity, Michael would serve as Regent.

All evidence indicates that Nicholas abdicated from patriotic motives,
persuaded by the generals that he had to do so in order to keep Russia in
the war and earn her the rewards of victory. Had his foremost concern
been staying in power, he would have quickly made peace with Ger-
many—as Lenin would do a year later—and unleashed the frontline
troops against the mutineers in Petrograd and Moscow.

Before the abdication document was made public, Ruzskii learned
that two Duma deputies, one of them Guchkov, were on their way to
Pskov. On being so advised, Nicholas requested that the documents be
returned to him: he apparently believed that the two deputies, both well-
known monarchists, might bear news that would keep him on the
throne. While awaiting their arrival, Nicholas consulted the court physi-
cian about his son’ illness. Rasputin, he said, had assured him that on
reaching thirteen—that is, in the current year, 1917—Alexis would be
fully cured of hemophilia. Was that correct? The physician responded
that, unfortunately, medicine knew no such miracles. On hearing this,
Nicholas changed his mind. Unwilling to part from the ailing boy, he
resolved on the spot to pass the Crown to Michael. This impulsive action
was the last gasp of the old patrimonial spirit which treated the Crown as
the monarch’s property. It was both illggal and unrealistic.

The two Duma deputies arrived at 9:45 p.m. and were immediately
led to the Tsar’s train. They brought no good news: the Duma leadership
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felt that the Tsar had to abdicate in favor of the tsarevich. Nicholas
responded that he had already resolved to do so, but in view of the
prospect that his son would never be cured, he would abdicate also in
Alexis’s name and pass the Crown to Michael. The deputies were
stunned by the move, but Nicholas would not budge. He revised his
original manifesto to name Michael his successor. The document
stressed that he was making the sacrifice to bring Russia victory in the
“hard-fought war” over an enemy bent on enslaving Russia.* While the
manifesto was being copied, Nicholas acceded to the deputies’ request
that Lvov assume the post of Chairman of the Council of Ministers, and
Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich that of Commander in Chief. Then he
departed for Mogilev to take leave of the army. In his diary that night, he
wrote: “Left Pskov at 1 a.m. with oppressive feelings about events. All
around treason and cowardice and deception.”

In the context of the time, Nicholas’s abdication was something of an
anticlimax, since he had been effectively deposed four days earlier by the
Duma and the Petrograd Soviet. But in a broader context, it was an event
of the greatest significance. The "Isar was the linchpin of the country’s
political structure. All the strands of authority converged in his person,
and all bureaucratic and military personnel owed allegiance to him. The
population saw him as the personification of statehood. His removal left
a vacuum: the state vanished.

When Guchkov and his companion reached Petrograd early in the
morning of March 3 bearing the Tsar’s abdication manifesto, the cabi-
net was conferring with Michael. The Grand Duke was surprised and
annoyed that his brother, without consultation, had appointed him
successor to the throne. An emotional scene ensued, with Miliukov
pleading that he accept the Crown and Kerensky imploring him to
refuse it. The majority of the cabinet supported Kerensky. The deci-
sive factor seems to have been Rodzianko’s inability to guarantee
Michael’s personal safety. In the late afternoon, Michael signed a Man-
ifesto declining the Crown until and unless the Constituent Assembly
saw fit to confer it on him.

*In Communist histories and those written by Western scholars identified with the “revi-
sionist” school, the roles of the mutinous troops and of concern with the war are minimized if not
altogether ignored in order to depict the February Revolution as a social upheaval led by indus-
trial workers and directed against the continuation of the war. Contemporary sources offer no
warrant for such an interpretation; they hardly mention workers. They further indicate that the
supreme consideration leading to the climactic event, the abdication of Nicholas II, was the
desire to pursue the war more effectively.
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19. Grand Duke Michael.

The following day, March 4, the two manifestoes were made public.
According to eyewitnesses, the population joyfully welcomed their
appearance.

Nicholas eventually made his way to Tsarskoe Selo, where he and his
family were placed under house arrest. For the next five months he led a
quiet life, shoveling snow, reading to his family, and taking brisk walks.
The government, wanting him out of the way, negotated with Britain
for asylum. The British at first agreed, but then withdrew the invitation
from fear of the Labour Party’s objections. The news of yet another act
of disloyalty is said to have deeply depressed the ex-Tsar.

The intellectuals who formed Russia’s new government had been
preparing themselves for the task for many years. But none of them had
any administrative experience, and they rejected opportunities to acquire
it during and after the 19o5 Revolution. They thought of politics as leg-
islating rather than administering. The Provisional Government issued
countless laws intended to rectify the abuses of the old regime, but it
never created a set of new institutions to replace those it had destroyed.
In a country that throughout its history had been accustomed to a cen-
tralized government and orders from above, the Provisional Govern-
ment adopted an extreme form of political laissez-faire—and this in the
midst of an unprecedented war, inflation, and agrarian stirrings.
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20. Ex-Tsar Nicholas under house arrest
at Tsarskoe Selo, March 1917.

On March 4, in accord with the eight-point program agreed upon
with the Ispolkom, the government dissolved the Department of Police,
the Okhrana, and the Corps of Gendarmes. It transferred police func-
tions to citizens’ militias commanded by elected officers and accountable
to zemstva and municipal councils. The following day it dismissed all
governors and deputy governors, consigning their responsibilities to
chairmen of the provincial zemstvo boards who had never exercised
administrative functions. These measures had the effect of destroying
the country’s entire administrative apparatus. Russia in the spring of
1917 may well represent a unique instance of a government born of rev-
olution dismantling the machinery of administration before it had the
chance to replace it with one of its own making.

Inidally, this administrative vacuum was not apparent. The entire cit-
izenry, including the most reactionary elements, swore allegiance to the
Provisional Government, and it functioned for a while impelled by the
sheer momentum of popular enthusiasm. Allied powers, beginning with
the United States (March g), pleased by its pro-war stance, promptly
accorded the new government diplomatic recognition. But the display of
support from the population and foreign powers was deceptive, encour-
aging it in the belief that it was firmly in control, whereas it was floating
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on air. Nabokov, in his recollections of the Provisional Government,
wrote: “I primarily remember an atmosphere in which everything expe-
rienced seemed unreal.”

One aspect of unreality lay in the dual nature of the government. The
Ispolkom made it clear at every opportunity that the government existed
only on its sufferance and that while the ministers could, in a strictly cir-
cumscribed way, engage in “high politics,” the Soviet was in charge of
day-to-day events. The Ispolkom legislated in every sphere of activity.
Yielding to worker pressure, it instituted an eight-hour working day in
all enterprises, including those working for defense. On March 3, it
ordered the arrest of members of the Imperial family, including Grand
Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich. On March g, it closed “reactionary” newspa-
pers. Two days later, it forbade editors of newspapers and periodicals to
publish without express permission of the Soviet—that is, itself. These
attempts to restore pre-19o5 censorship provoked such an outcry that
they had to be rescinded, but it was indicative of the readiness of the
socialist intelligentsia, while professing the loftiest democratic ideals, to
violate a cardinal principle of democracy: freedom of opinion.

The Ispolkom insisted that the government do nothing of any impor-
tance without its approval. It set up a “Contact Commission” of five
socialist intellectuals to ensure compliance with this directive. According
to Miliukov, the government satisfied all of the Commission’s demands.

For reasons stated, the Ispolkom paid particular attention to the
armed forces. To “facilitate contact,” on March 19 it appointed commis-
sars to the Ministry of War, the army headquarters, and the headquarters
of the fronts and fleets. In the frontline zone, orders by the military com-
manders did not go into effect without prior approval of the Ispolkom
and its commissars.

During the first month of its existence, the Petrograd Soviet served
only the capital city, but before the end of the month it had expanded its
authority to the entire country. After admitting representatives of
provincial city soviets and frontline units, it turned into the All-Russian
Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, and its Ispolkom renamed
itself the All-Russian Central Executive Committee (CEC). The mem-
bership of the Ispolkom increased to seventy-two; of this number,
twenty-three were Mensheviks, twenty-two SRs, and twelve Bolsheviks.
The CEC had in effect supplanted the Soviet. In the first four days of its
existence (February 28-March 3), the Soviet plenum met daily. During
the remainder of March, it met four times, and in April six. No one paid
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attention to its raucous proceedings, and its main function was reduced
to ratifying, by acclamation, resolutions submitted by the CEC.

Although the Ispolkom and its successor, the CEC, posed as authentic
spokesmen of the masses, they had among their members no representa-
tives from peasant organizations. The latter, 8o percent of the population,
had their own Peasant Union, which kept aloof from the Soviet. The All-
Russian Soviet thus spoke for only a fraction of the country’s inhabitants,
10 to 15 percent at best if allowance is made for the peasantry and the
“bourgeoisie,” neither of which was represented.

The Provisional Government legislated profusely: the legislative
industry was the most productive sector of the Russian economy. Unfor-
tunately for it, while laws granting new freedoms were promptly acted
on, no one paid attention to laws that imposed new obligations.

On the three most urgent issues confronting it—land reform, the
Constituent Assembly, and peace—the government acted in a most dila-
tory fashion.

Except for areas adjoining the big cities, the news of the Tsar’s abdica-
tion traveled slowly to the rural districts, held as they were in the grip of
winter. Most villages first learned of the Revolution after a delay of four
to six weeks—that is, in the first half of April, when the thaw had set in.
Their initial reaction was to pounce on the households that had with-
drawn from the commune under the Stolypin legislation and bring them
back into the fold. The peasants also raided landed estates, cutting down
trees and stealing seed grain. There was little personal violence, how-
ever. The SRs organized their peasant followers and pleaded with them
to exercise patience and await a general decree on land reform. The
decree never came.

The government also postponed from month to month the convoca-
tion of the Constituent Assembly, in violation of its accord with the
Ispolkom and contrary to its own best interests. Only such a body would
have been able to give the post-tsarist government uncontestable legiti-
macy and thus help to protect it from assaults of the extreme right and
extreme left. Admittedly, the complexities of devising an equitable elec-
toral procedure under conditions of war and revolution were formidable.
Nevertheless, when the July monarchy had collapsed in France in 1848,
a Constituent Assembly met in two months. In Germany in late 1918,
after the defeatin war and in the midst of social upheavals, the politicians
who succeeded the Kaiser would manage to convene a National Assem-
bly in four months. The Russian Provisional Government failed to do so
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in the eight months it held office. Somehow there were always more
urgent matters to attend to. Its delay contributed heavily to the govern-
ment’s overthrow, for it allowed the Bolsheviks to claim that only a
Soviet government would guarantee the convocation of the Assembly.

And finally there was the issue of the war. Here the fault lay with the
Soviet. In theory, all the parties, the Bolsheviks excepted, favored war to
victory. Contrary to widespread misconception, the population in
February 1917, and until the onset of the summer, did not oppose the
war. During the first weeks of the February Revolution, writes Nicholas
Sukhanov, the author of the best eyewitness account of 1917, “the soldier
mass in Petrograd not only would not listen to talk of peace, but would
not allow it to be uttered, ready to bayonet any incautious ‘traitor’ and
anyone who ‘opened the front to the enemy.”” The Bolsheviks, who
treated an end to hostilities as a prelude to civil war and the key to power
seizure, exercised great caution in their antiwar propaganda. Even so,
their unpopularity with the troops is evidenced by the fact that in the
elections to the CEC in the Soldiers’ Section of the Soviet, held on April
8, not a single Bolshevik won a seat.

In its public pronouncements, the Soviet pursued a highly contradic-
tory policy. It wanted the war to continue even though it considered it
“imperialistic.” In an “Appeal to the Peoples of the World” on March 13,
the Ispolkom called on people everywhere—*“bled white and ruined by
the monstrous war”—to rise in revolution, pledging that it would “resist
with all means the rapacious policy of its [own] ruling class.” This left the
man on the street thoroughly bewildered. If Russia’s “ruling classes”
pursued a “rapacious policy,” why keep them in power and why allow
oneself to be “bled white” in their “monstrous war”? The Provisional
Government ignored these pronouncements, pledging to the Allies that
Russia would wage war with all her might and declaring its intention to
acquire, after victory, Constantinople and the Straits, as the Allies had
promised her in 1915. But when pressed by the Soviet, the government
retreated, denying that it wanted any foreign conquests.

"The February Revolution spread peacefully to the provinces. In most
localities, tsarist officials resigned and authority passed either to zem-
stvos and city councils or to local soviets.

The most striking aspect of the February Revolution was the extraor-
dinary rapidity with which the Russian state fell apart. It was as if the
greatest empire in the world had been an artificial construction, without
organic unity. The instant the monarch withdrew, the entire structure
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collapsed in a heap. Kerensky says that there were moments when it
seemed to him that

the word “revolution” [was] quite inapplicable to what happened in Rus-
sia ... A whole world of national and political relationships sank to the
bottom, and all at once all existing political and tactical programs, however
bold and well conceived, appeared hanging aimlessly and uselessly in space.

And in the words of V. Rozanov:

Russia wilted in two days. At the very most, three. Even [the newspaper]
The New Times could not have been shut down as quickly as Russia shut
down. It is amazing how she suddenly fell apart, all of her, down to parti-
cles, to pieces. Indeed, such an upheaval had never occurred before, not
excluding the “Great Migrations of Peoples.” ... There was no Empire,
no Church, no army, no working class. And what remained? Strange to say,
literally nothing. The base masses remained.

By late April, eight weeks after the Revolution had broken out, Russia
was foundering. On April 26, the Provisional Government issued a
pathetic appeal in which it conceded that it could no longer run the
country.

Russians, having got rid of tsarism, on which they were accustomed to
blame all their ills, stood stunned in the midst of their newly gained free-
dom. They resembled the lady in the Balzac story who had been sick for so
long that when finally cured, she believed herself afflicted by a new disease.
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ne need not believe that history is made by “great men” to

appreciate the immense importance of Lenin for the Rus-

sian Revolution and the regime that emerged from it. It is
not only that the power which he accumulated allowed Lenin to exert a
decisive influence on events but also that the regime that he established
in October 1917 institutionalized, as it were, his personality. The Bol-
shevik Party was Lenin’s creation: as its founder, he conceived it in his
own image and, overcoming all opposition from within and without,
kept it on the course he had charted. The same party, on seizing power
in October 1917, promptly eliminated all rival parties to become Russia’s
exclusive source of political authority. Communist Russia, therefore, was
throughout its seventy-four years to an unusual extent the embodiment
of the mind and psyche of one man: his biography and its history are
uniquely fused.

Although few historical figures have been so much written about, per-
sonal information on Lenin is sparse. Lenin was so unwilling to distin-
guish himself from his cause or even to allow that he had an existence
apart from it (or it from him) that he left virtually no autobiographical
data. Almost nothing is known of his early years. The entire body of writ-
ings for the first twenty-three years of his life consists of twenty items,
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nearly all of them petitions, certificates, and other official documents.
Nor did he have friends who remembered him as he was in his youth.

Lenin was born Vladimir Ilich Ulianov in April 1870 in the Volga city
of Simbirsk, into a conventional, comfortably well-off bureaucratic fam-
ily. His father, a school inspector, had at the time of his death in 1886
attained the rank of state councillor, which gave him status equal to that
of a general and made him a hereditary noble. He was a man of liberal-
conservative views and an admirer of Alexander II’s reforms. A year after
his death, tragedy struck the family for the second time when the eldest
son, Alexander, was arrested and executed for plotting to assassinate
the Tsar. The Ulianovs suffered ostracism at the hands of local soci-
ety. Although Communist hagiography depicts the seventeen-year-old
Lenin as having turned into a revolutionary because of his brother’s exe-
cution, the available evidence gives no warrant to this thesis. Lenin was
throughout his school years an exemplary student, earning year after
year gold medals for his studies as well as behavior. He showed no inter-
est in politics.

It is thanks to this model record that he gained admission to the Uni-
versity of Kazan, from which his family background would otherwise
have barred him. The father of Alexander Kerensky, who by a remark-
able coincidence served as principal of Lenin’s school in Simbirsk, rec-
ommended him to the university as a “reticent” and “unsociable” youth
but one who “neither in school nor out of it gave his superiors or teach-
ers by a single word or deed any cause to form of him an unfavorable
opinion.” Had it not been for the foolish persistence of the tsarist regime
in treating every act of insubordination as a political crime, Lenin might
well have made a career as a prominent bureaucrat.

On entering the university, Lenin was recognized by fellow students
as the brother of Alexander, executed earlier that year, and they pulled
him into a clandestine political organization. His membership in it came
to light when he took part in a rather harmless student rally to protest
some university regulations, as a result of which he was expelled. Such
savage punishments kept the revolutionary movement supplied with
ever-fresh recruits.

Barred from enrolling at any other university, understandably embit-
tered, Lenin spent the next four years in enforced idleness. His mood
was so desperate that his mother, who pleaded in vain with the authori-
ties to reinstate him, feared he might commit suicide. It was during this
period that he familiarized himself with radical literature and turned into
a fanatical revolutionary determined to destroy the state and society that



LeENiN aAND THE ORIGINS OF BoLsHEVISM 103

had treated him so shabbily. His radicalism, then and afterward, was
rooted not in idealism but in personal resentment. Struve, who had fre-
quent dealings with Lenin during the 189os, recalled that his

principal Einstellung [disposition] . . . was hatred. Lenin took to Marx’s doc-
trine primarily because it found response in that principal Einstellung of his
mind. The doctrine of class war, relentless and thoroughgoing, aiming at
the final destruction and extermination of the enemy, proved congenial to
Lenin’s emotional attitude to surrounding reality. He hated not only the
existing autocracy (the Tsar) and the bureaucracy, not only lawlessness and
arbitrary rule of the police, but also their antipodes—the “liberals” and the
“bourgeoisie.” That hatred had something repulsive and terrible in it; for
being rooted in the concrete, I should say even animal, emodons and
repulsions, it was at the same time abstract and cold like Lenin’s whole
being.

In his entire psychological makeup, Lenin differed fundamentally from
the typical Russian intelligent, who—to employ categories devised by the
novelist Ivan Turgenev—qualified as either a Hamlet or a Don Quixote:
an ineffectual dreamer or a foolhardy hero. Lenin’s personality alienated
most people from him. But it also won him the devoted following of a
minority.

Initially, like his elder brother, he sympathized with the People’s Will.
Conversations with veterans of this terrorist organization, exiled to the
Volga region where he grew up, taught him how to organize a tightly
disciplined, clandestine revolutionary organization and inculcated in
him the belief in the necessity of a head-on assault on the tsarist
regime—a belief that he retained even after converting to Social-
Democracy.

This he did in the early 18gos, under the influence of the great elec-
toral triumphs of the German Social-Democratic Party, and of contacts
with the small band of Russian Social-Democratic émigrés in Switzer-
land. He sought to graft Marxism onto the anarchist People’s Will by
accepting the Marxist notion that a country could not become socialist
until it had gone through a capitalist phase and then declaring that Rus-
sia already was in the midst of capitalist development. When, in 1891,
the authorities finally relented and allowed him to take the university
examination for a law degree in St. Petersburg, Lenin embodied a not
untypical (for the time) blend of anarchist-terrorist and Social-
Democrat.

By then, the twenty-two-year-old Lenin was a fully formed personal-
ity. His short, stocky figure, his premature baldness, his slanted eyes and
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high cheekbones, his brusque manner of speaking, often accompanied by
a sarcastic snicker, made a poor impression. His acquaintances then and
later often resorted to the adjective “provincial” to describe him: some
he reminded of a provincial tradesman, others of a provincial grocer or
schoolteacher. But this unattractive individual glowed with an inner fire
that made people quickly forget their first impressions. He knew only
two categories of men: friend and enemy—those who followed him, and
all the rest. Early on, in 1904, long before he joined him, Trotsky com-
pared Lenin to Robespierre in that he recognized but “two parties—that
of good citizens and that of bad citizens.” The normal “I/we—you/they”
contrast, translated into an uncompromising dualism, “friend-foe,” had
two important historical consequences.

First, it led Lenin to treat all politics as warfare. When, in a rare
moment of candor, he defined peace as “a breathing spell for war,” he
inadvertently allowed an insight into the innermost recesses of his mind.
Such a manner of thinking made him constitutionally incapable of com-
promise, except for tactical purposes. Once Lenin and his followers came
to power, this attitude automatically permeated their regime. The sec-
ond consequence was an inability to tolerate dissent. Given that he
viewed any group or individual who was not a member of his party as
ipso facto an enemy, and hence a threat, it followed that such a person
had to be silenced and suppressed. Lenin was quite incapable of tolerat-
ing criticism; he simply did not hear it. He belonged to that category of
men of whom a French writer a century earlier had said that they know
everything except what one tells them. One either agreed with him or
fought him. Here lay the seeds of the whole totalitarian mentality.

Lenin’s absolute conviction of being in the right and his absence of
moral qualms attracted to the Bolshevik Party pseudo-intellectuals who
yearned for certainty in an uncertain world. It especially appealed to the
young, semiliterate peasants who flocked to the city in search of work
and found themselves adrift in a strange, cold world, devoid of the kind
of personal relations they had known in the village. Lenin’s party gave
them a sense of belonging; they liked its cohesion and simple slogans.

Lenin’s total commitment to revolution had also its attractive side. It
made him rather tolerant of his own followers even when they disagreed
with him on particular issues. It also made for a peculiar kind of modesty:
being fully submerged in his cause, his ego had no need for the kind of
personal adulation commonly associated with dictators. It sufficed for
his cause to triumph.
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Lenin had a strong streak of cruelty. He condemned people to death
by the thousands without remorse, though also without pleasure. The
writer Maxim Gorky, who knew him well, said that for Lenin human
beings held “almost no interest . . . he thought only of parties, masses,
states. . . .” When, after 1917, Gorky would plead with him to spare the
life of this or that condemned person, Lenin seemed genuinely puzzled
that his friend should bother him with such trivia. As is usually the case
(this held true of Robespierre as well), the obverse of Lenin’s cruelty was
cowardice. Whenever there was any physical risk he made himself
scarce, even if it meant abandoning his troops. And when he finally
became head of state, he used his unlimited powers to exorcise his fears
by ordering mass executions of real or imagined enemies.

The mature Lenin was of a piece. After he had formulated the theory
and practice of Bolshevism, which he did in his early thirties, he sur-
rounded himself with an invisible wall that alien ideas could not penetrate.
One either agreed with him or fought him; and disagreement always
aroused in Lenin destructive passions. This was his strength as a revolu-
donary and his weakness as a statesman: formidable in combat, he lacked
the human qualities necessary to govern. In the end, this flaw would defeat
his efforts to create a new society, for he simply could not comprehend that
ordinary people wanted nothing more than to live in peace.

In the fall of 1893, Lenin moved to St. Petersburg, ostensibly to practice
law but in reality to earn his spurs as a professional revolutionary. Con-
versations with Marxists, who at the time were gaining dominance
among the youthful intelligentsia, persuaded him to abandon (for the
time being) the People’s Will ideology and become a full-fledged Social-
Democrat. He accepted the notion that revolution would come only as
the result of capitalist development and that the immediate task of revo-
lutionaries was to organize workers. Direct contact with workers, how-
ever, brought him disappointment, for they turned out to be quite
uninterested in politics and unresponsive to revolutionary agitation.
Lenin, along with some of his associates, took to distributing leaflets in
factories supporting the workers’ economic grievances in the hope that
this would bring them in conflict with the state authorities and in this
manner politicize them. Arrested for this activity, he was sentenced to
three years of exile in Siberia, which he spent rather comfortably in a
rented cottage with his new bride, Nadezhda Krupskaia, writing, trans-
lating, and engaging in vigorous outdoor activity.
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The news he received from home, however, brought him no comfort.
The Social-Democratic movement was racked by heresies and weakened
by splits. He was especially troubled by the emergence of a trend that,
acknowledging the apoliticism of the working class as a given, urged
socialists to concentrate on trade-union activity. Inasmuch as trade
unions accepted the capitalist system, Lenin considered them inherently
antirevolutionary. Before his term of exile was up, he formulated a new
and highly unorthodox revolutionary theory fully spelled out in What Is
to Be Done?, a book he published in Germany in 1902.

The basic thesis of Lenin’s theory held that the worker, if left to him-
self, would not make revolution but come to terms with the capitalist. It
was the same premise that had inspired Zubatov to found police-
sponsored trade unions. “The labor movement, separated from Social-
Democracy . . . inevitably turns bourgeois,” he wrote. The implication
of this startling statement was that unless the workers were led by a
socialist party composed of professional revolutionaries, they would
betray their class interests (as understood by socialists) and sell out. The
proletariat, for its own good, had to be led by a minority of the elect:

No single class in history has ever attained mastery unless it has produced
political leaders . .. capable of organizing the movement and leading
it. . . . It is necessary to prepare men who devote to the revolution not
only their free evenings, but their entire lives.

Since workers have to earn a living and therefore cannot devote “their
entire lives” to the revolutionary movement, it followed from Lenin’s
premise that the leadership of their cause had to fall on the shoulders of
the socialist intelligentsia. This quite un-Marxist inference led to the
creation of a party that, both before and after the seizure of power, acted
in the name of the workers but without their mandate.

To implement his theory, Lenin reverted to the practices of the Peo-
ple’s Will, demanding that the Russian Social-Democratic Party, for-
mally created in 1903, adopt a clandestine and centralized form of
organization. All decisions were to be made by the leadership and carried
out by its local cells without questioning. When the majority of Social-
Democrats rejected this program, Lenin refused to submit and began to
build up within the party his own faction that in time would evolve into
a separate organization.

Although until 1912 the two factions nominally belonged to the same
SD Party, the break between Mensheviks and Bolsheviks occurred as
early as 1906-7. The Mensheviks, even as they adhered to the Marxist
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ideal of a social upheaval, were content, for the time being, to instruct
and organize workers. The Bolsheviks prepared cadres for the coming
revolution. Neither group had a mass following. At the height of their
popularity in 1907, the Bolsheviks had 46,100 members enrolled and
the Mensheviks 38,200—this in a country of 150 million inhabitants
and some 2 million workers. Soon, however, desertions began and even
these modest figures dwindled. In the calmer Stolypin era (1910), by
Trotsky’s estimate, the two factions had between them 10,000 or fewer
adherents. The Bolsheviks had a predominantly Great Russian follow-
ing, while the Mensheviks attracted more non-Russians, especially
Georgians and Jews. At the Fifth Congress of the Party in 1907, 78.3
percent of the Bolsheviks were of Great Russian origin, while their pro-
portion among the Mensheviks was only 34 percent. Intellectuals pre-
dominated in both factions. Their directing organs, according to L.
Martov, the leader of the Mensheviks, were staffed not by workers, who
had no leisure time for such activities, but by intellectuals.

Lenin had differences with the Mensheviks not only over organiza-
tional but also over programmatic matters. To make a successful revolu-
tion when the time was ripe, in his opinion, one had to rally the largest
number of potential opponents of the status quo, including those whose
long-term aspirations were inimical to socialism. These were, first and
foremost, the peasants and the non-Russian minorities.

Russian Social-Democrats, in common with Western Marxists,
treated the peasantry, except for the minority which had no access to
land, as a “petty-bourgeois,” reactionary class. They opposed the claim
of the Russian communes to acquire all privately owned land. Ideally,
they wanted the nationalization of the agrarian land with a view toward
its ultimate collectivization, under which the peasant would become, like
the factory worker, a wage earner working for the state. Lenin shared
these views. But thinking as a revolutionary tactician, he felt that the
peasants’ support was essential and that to gain it there was no harm in
granting them, for the time being, their wishes and embracing the
Socialist-Revolutionary program that called for the abolition of com-
merce in land and its transfer to the peasant communes. After power had
been won, there would always be time to resolve the land question in a
Marsxist fashion.

Lenin adopted a similar tactical approach to the national minorities.
Like other socialists, he repudiated nationalism and favored assimilation:
he rejected any solution, such as federalism or cultural autonomy, that
would institutionalize ethnic differences. His program offered the minori-
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ties all or nothing: Either assimilate and become Russians or separate and
form an independent state. To associates who argued that such a program
threatened to Balkanize Russia, Lenin responded with two counterargu-
ments: first, that the economic bonds linking the borderlands with Russia
would prevent separation; and, second, that if these proved insufficiently
strong to thwart centrifugal impulses, the socialists could always, with
appeal to the higher principle of “proletarian self-determination,” bring
the separated borderlands back into the fold.

Lenin regarded both slogans—land seizure for the peasants, and
national self-determination for the minorities—as nothing more than
temporary concessions:

It is the support of an ally against a given enemy, and the Social-Democrats
provide this support in order to speed the fall of the common enemy, but
they expect nothing for themselves from these temporary allies and concede
them nothing.

The decade that preceded the 1917 Revolution was for the Social-
Democrats a period of interminable intrigues and squabbles, many of
them involving money.

While the Mensheviks financed their operations with membership
dues, Lenin needed much greater sums because he staffed his organiza-
tions with full-time revolutionaries. His needs were partly met by con-
tributions from wealthy patrons. At this time, writes Leonid Krasin,
Lenin’s close associate, “it was regarded as a sign of bon ton in more or
less radical circles to contribute money to revolutionary parties, and
among those who quite regularly paid dues of between 5 and 235 rubles
were not only prominent attorneys, engineers and physicians, but also
bank directors and government officials.” But such contributions from
repentant “bourgeois” did not suffice, and the Bolsheviks resorted to
bank robberies which they euphemistically called “expropriations.” In
one notorious burglary carried out in Tiflis in 1907, they stole 250,000
rubles ($125,000). The serial numbers of these banknotes had been reg-
istered and attempts to cash them abroad led to the arrest of a number of
prominent Bolsheviks, among them Maxim Litvinov, the future Soviet
Minister of Foreign Affairs. On one occasion, the Bolsheviks used a
combination of blackmail and enticement to appropriate for their trea-
sury the estate of a wealthy Marxist sympathizer, amounting to more
than 100,000 rubles, which he had bequeathed to the Social-Democratic
Party. According to Martov, the proceeds of such crimes enabled the
Bolsheviks to pay their St. Petersburg and Moscow organizations 1,000
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21. Lenin, Paris, 1910.

and 5,000 rubles a month, respectively, while the legitimate SD trea-
sury’s monthly earnings from dues did not exceed 100 rubles. When, in
1910, the Bolsheviks had to turn over their funds to German trustees,
their Russian committees vanished into thin air.

Lenin used his moneys to pay salaries, but also to publish Bolshevik
papers in Russia. In the sordid contest between the security organs and
the revolutionaries, cooperation between the hunters and the hunted
was not unknown. So it transpired that in his operations in Russia—
some open, others clandestine—Lenin found himself working hand in
glove with the police. The Police Department, which by now had infil-
trated all the revolutionary parties, was eager to promote friction among
and within them. A major responsibility of their secret agents, in addi-
tion to reporting on the activities and plans of the revolutionaries, was to
exacerbate ideological and personal conflicts in radical circles. The
police resolved to exploit Lenin’s hostility to the Mensheviks so as to
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maintain tension between the two factions of the Social-Democratic
Party and thus render them less dangerous.

To this end, a police agent by the name of Roman Malinovskii pene-
trated Bolshevik ranks and became the party’s chief spokesman in the
Duma. Malinovskii also secured from the police funds to publish Lenin’s
daily Pravda, and appointed a fellow agent as its editor. Lenin’s Pravda
articles were regularly vetted by the police before publication. It is not
absolutely clear to this day whether Lenin was ignorant of Malinovskii’s
police connections or knew of them but thought that he gained more
from the relationship than did the authorities. The fact that he angrily
rejected information supplied by the Mensheviks and SRs about Mali-
novskii’s background and maintained with him cordial relations even
after Malinovskii’s police connections had been revealed beyond a
shadow of a doubt suggests the latter as the more likely explanation.*

Lenin welcomed the outbreak of World War I because he counted on
the masses of workers and peasants to rebel against the carnage and,
directed by the socialists, transform the international conflict into a civil
war. In January 1913, during one of the recurrent Balkan crises, he wrote
to Gorky: “A war between Austria and Russia would be a most useful
thing for the revolution (in all of Eastern Europe), but it is not very likely
that Franz Joseph and Nicky [Nicholas IT] will give us this pleasure [!].”
And to his mistress, Inessa Armand, on the outbreak of World War I, he
sent a postcard that began: “My dear and dearest friend! Best greetings
on the commencement of the revolution in Russia.”!

He was living at the time in Cracow, in the Austrian part of Poland,
from which he maintained contacts with the Austrian government. In
return for financial subsidies, he supported the independence of the Rus-
sian Ukraine, which Austria actively promoted as a means of weakening
Russia. (Neither then nor later did he urge independence for the
Ukrainians of Austria-Hungary.) Interned at the outbreak of hostilities
as an enemy alien, he was soon released and escorted to neutral Switzer-

* Malinovskii was unmasked in 1914, following which he resigned his seat in the Duma and
went abroad. He returned voluntarily to Soviet Russia in November 1918, at the height of the
Red Terror, apparently expecting Lenin’s support. But Lenin had no further use for him and had
him executed.

*The Russian Center for the Preservation and Study of Documents of Modern History
(RTsKhIDNT), Moscow, Fond 2, op. 1, delo 3341. Benito Mussolini and other proto-Fascists in
Italy entertained identical revolutionary hopes of the Great War. See this author’s Russia under the
Bolshevik Regime (New York, 1994), 250.
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land, where he would spend the next two and a half years. After arriving
there, he prepared a programmatic statement which advocated the
defeat of Russia at the hands of the Germans and Austrians as “the least
evil.” He was the only prominent European socialist to call for the defeat
of his own country.

The support that nearly all European socialist parties gave their
national governments at the outbreak of the war unquestionably betrayed
their solemn pledges not to help unleash a contlict the main burden of
which would fall on the common people. The betrayal provoked a crisis
within the international socialist movement, pitting the pro-war majority
against a minority with strong Russian representation, which demanded
an instant suspension of hostilities. Lenin headed the extreme wing of
that minority in that instead of calling for immediate peace, he insisted
that the war between nations be transformed into a war between classes.

Lenin’s anti-Russian propaganda, his open endorsement of Russia’s
defeat, attracted the attention of the German government. One of its
experts on Russian affairs was Alexander Helphand-Parvus, an expatriate
Russian radical who in 1905 had formulated the theory of “permanent
revolution” (Chapter II). Disillusioned by the failure of the Revolution
of 1903, Parvus concluded that only the German army could rid Russia
of tsarism. He emigrated to Germany, where he established contact with
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. After the outbreak of the war, he argued
that the interests of Russian revolutionaries and those of the German
government coincided insofar as the former could attain their objec-
tive—the overthrow of tsarism—only if the German armies crushed the
Russians. With official sanction, he contacted Lenin in Zurich in May
1915, but at that point Lenin rejected his advances. He agreed, however,
in return for financial help, to supply another German agent, an Esto-
nian nationalist, with reports on internal conditions in Russia sent to him
by his followers there. These activities, as well as his relations with the
Austrian government, constituted high treason and Lenin maintained
about them to the end of his life complete silence. They only came to
light after German and Austrian archives were thrown open.

In 1915 and 1916, Lenin participated in two conferences convened in
Switzerland by antiwar socialists. In both instances, he and his Bolshevik
followers found themselves in a minority in their opposition to appeals for
an immediate cease-fire and their insistence that the “imperialist” war be
turned into a civil war. The majority held such a slogan to be impractical
as well as dangerous: as one delegate pointed out, on their return home
the signatories of such a platform would face the death penalty while
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Lenin enjoyed the safety of neutral Switzerland. Although defeated,
Lenin’s motions would provide the programmatic basis of the Third or
Communist International, which he would found in Soviet Russiain 1919.

The war years were for Lenin and Krupskaia a time of severe trials, a
time of poverty and isolation from Russia. They lived in quarters that
bordered on slums, took their meals in the company of prostitutes and
criminals, and found themselves abandoned by many past followers who
had come to regard Lenin as a dangerous fanatic. The only shaft of light
for Lenin during this dark period was his love affair with Inessa Armand,
the daughter of two music-hall artists and the wife of a wealthy Russian.
She had met Lenin in Paris in 1910 and soon became his mistress under
the tolerant eye of Krupskaia. Armand seems to have been the only
human being with whom Lenin ever established true intimacy.

For all his talk of civil war, Lenin had little faith in the imminence of
revolution. Addressing a gathering of socialist youths in Zurich on Jan-
uary 9/22, 1917, he predicted that while Europe would not escape social
upheaval, “we old-timers perhaps shall not live [to see] the decisive bat-
tles of the looming revolution.” Seven weeks later, tsarism collapsed.



chapter

THE OCTOBER COUP VI

The Bolsheviks’ Failed Bids for Power

Ithough it is customary to speak of two Russian revolutions of
1917—one in February, the other in October—only the first

deserves the name. In February 1917, Russia experienced a
genuine revolution in that the disorders that brought down the tsarist
regime, although neither unprovoked nor unexpected, erupted sponta-
neously and the Provisional Government that assumed power gained
immediate nationwide acceptance. Neither held true of October 1917.
The events that led to the overthrow of the Provisional Government
were not spontaneous but carefully plotted and staged by a tightly orga-
nized conspiracy. It took these conspirators three years of civil war to
subdue the majority of the population. October was a classic coup d’état,
the capture of governmental authority by a small band, carried out, in
deference to the democratic professions of the age, with a show of mass
participation, but with hardly any mass involvement.

The Bolshevik coup went through two phases. In the first, during
which Lenin assumed direct command, the strategy was to replicate the
events of February and bring the government down by street demon-
strations. The strategy failed. Trotsky, who took charge in September,
while Lenin hid out in Finland, abandoned orchestrated riots. He dis-
guised Bolshevik preparations for the coup behind the facade of an
unlawfully convened Second Congress of Soviets and entrusted to spe-
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cial shock troops the task of seizing the nerve centers of the government.
In theory, the power seizure was carried out provisionally and on behalf
of the soviets, but, in fact, permanently and for the benefit of the Bol-
shevik Party.

The outbreak of the February Revolution found Lenin in Zurich; he
learned of it nearly a week late from a report in a Swiss newspaper. He
decided immediately to return to Russia. But how? Given his pro-
nounced pro-German and anti-Russian stand, the Allies would certainly
refuse him transit. The other alternative was to travel across Germany to
neutral Sweden and from there, by way of Finland, to Petrograd. But this
option exposed him to charges of consorting with the enemy at a time
when anti-German feeling in Russia ran high.

While raging in Zurich, in the words of Trotsky, like a caged animal,
he worried lest his followers in Russia adopt a wrong political course. He
feared, with good reason as events were to show, that they would follow
the Menshevik line of supporting the Provisional Government instead of
working for its immediate overthrow. On March 6/19, he cabled the Pet-
rograd Bolsheviks:

Our tactics: complete mistrust, no support for the new government. We
especially suspect Kerensky. The arming of the proletariat provides the
only guarantee. Immediate elections to the Petrograd [Municipal] Duma.
No rapprochement with the other parties.

When Lenin sent these instructions to his followers, the Provisional Gov-
ernment had been in office for only one week and had hardly revealed its
physiognomy. ‘To the extent that it had, it demonstrated subservience to
the socialist Soviet. Lenin’s insistence that it be treated with “complete
mistrust” and denied support, therefore, had to be due to his disapproval
not of what it did but of what it was—a political rival. His order to “arm
the proletariat” indicates that he intended to topple it by military insur-
rection. And the refusal to cooperate with any other party meant that the
coup was to be carried out exclusively by the Bolshevik Party.

The party, decimated by the tsarist police, was hardly in a position to
realize such an ambitious program. It had nearly no following among
the mutinous soldiers, while among the Petrograd workers it had fewer
adherents than either the Mensheviks or the SRs. But the Bolsheviks
were good at organizing. On March 2, the Petrograd Committee of the
party, fresh out of prison, resumed operations and three days later
brought out the first issue of Pravda; which had been shut down at the
outbreak of the war. For their headquarters, the Bolsheviks appropri-
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ated the luxurious villa of the ballerina M. F. Kshesinskaia, who in her
youth is said to have been the mistress of the tsarevich, the future
Nicholas II.

The Petrograd Bolsheviks were inclined to cooperate with the Men-
sheviks in support of the “bourgeois” Provisional Government but not
to join it. This was also the view of leading Bolsheviks, Lev Kamenev and
Joseph Stalin, who returned to Petrograd from Siberia under the gov-
ernment’s amnesty. The Bolshevik policy, as enunciated by Stalin at the
All-Russian Conference of Bolsheviks held in Petrograd between March
28 and April 4, was identical with that of the Mensheviks: control of
the Provisional Government and cooperation with other “progressive
forces” to thwart the “counterrevolution.” The “un-Bolshevik” behavior
of the Bolsheviks when on their own and the rapid turnabout after
Lenin’s arrival demonstrates that the party’s conduct was based not on
principles that the members could assimilate and apply but on their
leader’s will. It indicates that the Bolsheviks were bound together not by
what they believed but in whom they believed.

The Germans had their own designs on the Russian radicals. In the
fall of 1916, Kaiser Wilhelm mused:

From the strictly military point of view, it is important to detach one or
another of the Allied belligerents by means of a separate peace, in order to
hurl our full might against the rest. . . . Accordingly, we can organize our
war effort only insofar as the internal struggle in Russia exerts influence on
the conclusion of peace with us.

This meant exploiting the pro-German, antiwar stand of the radical left,
of which Lenin was the undisputed leader.

The principal proponent of the “Lenin card” was Parvus. In 1917 he
was living in neutral Denmark, where, as a cover for his intelligence
operations, he ran an import company. As his business agent in Stock-
holm, he employed the Pole Jacob Fiirstenberg-Ganetskii, a trusted
associate of Lenin’s. Intimately familiar with Russian politics—as a polit-
ical strategist Parvus was Lenin’s peer—he assured the German ambas-
sador to Denmark that if let loose, the antiwar left would sow such
discord in Russia that in two or three months she would drop out of the
war. He singled out for particular attention Lenin, whom he described as
“much more raving mad” than Kerensky. With extraordinary foresight,
he predicted that once Lenin returned home he would topple the Provi-
sional Government, take charge, and conclude a separate peace. He
understood Lenin’s lust for power and believed that he would strike a
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deal to traverse Germany en route to Sweden and Russia. Under Parvus’s
influence, the German ambassador wired Berlin:

We must unconditionally seek to create in Russia the greatest possible
chaos ... We should do all we can... to exacerbate the differences
between the moderate and extremist parties, because we have the greatest
interest in the latter gaining the upper hand, since the Revolution will then
become unavoidable and assume forms that must shatter the stability of the
Russian state.

Persuaded by these arguments, the German government authorized its
embassy in Switzerland to enter into negotiations with the Russian émi-
grés about transit rights. Lenin, who spoke on the latter’s behalf, went to
great lengths to ensure that they would not be accused of collaborating
with the enemy. The Russians were to be exchanged for German civilian
internees in Russia; their train was to enjoy extraterritorial status and
exemption from passport controls. Lenin’s objectives happened to coincide
with those of the Germans and he acted now, as always, on the principle
that one struck deals with anyone with whom one shared a passing interest
against a common enemy. As for the Germans, what they did in Russia was
part of a pattern. In the words of the historian Richard M. Watt:

For each of their enemies, France, Britain, Italy, and Russia, the Germans
had long since worked out a scheme for treason from within. The plans all
bore a rough similarity: first, discord by means of the parties of the far left;
next, pacifist articles by defeatists either paid or directly inspired by Ger-
many; and, finally, the establishment of an understanding with a prominent
political personality who would ultimately take over the weakened enemy
government and sue for peace.

For Britain, they employed the Irishman Sir Roger Casement, for
France, Joseph Caillaux, and for Russia, Lenin. Casement was hanged,
Caillaux ended up in prison, and only Lenin justified the effort.

At 3:20 p.m. on March 27/April g, thirty-two Russian émigrés left the
Zurich railway station for the German frontier. Among the passengers
were Lenin, Krupskaia, Grigorii Zinoviev with his wife and child, and
Inessa Armand. On its journey across Germany, their train received the
highest priority. Contrary to legend it was not sealed, but in confor-
mance with the agreement, no Germans entered the car. On March
30/April 20, the Russians reached the Baltic, where they boarded a
steamer bound for Sweden.

In Stockholm, Parvus awaited them. He asked to meet Lenin, but
Lenin refused, turning him over to Karl Radek, a close associate, who,
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being an Austrian citizen, could not be accused of consorting with the
enemy. No record exists of Radek’s talks with Parvus, but it is virtually
certain that the two worked out the terms of German financial support
for the Bolsheviks. Following these negotiations, Parvus dashed off to
Berlin, where he met with the German State Secretary.

Lenin and his party arrived in Petrograd on April 3 at r1:10 p.m. It
happened to be the final day of the All-Russian Bolshevik Conference,
and his followers prepared for him a welcome accorded to no other
political figure in post-tsarist Russia. As the train pulled into Finland sta-
tion, a band struck up the “Marseillaise”; outside the terminal stood an
armored car illuminated by a projector. Lenin mounted the car to deliver
a short message, and then, followed by a crowd, rode to Kshesinskaia’s
villa. There he delivered a speech whose militancy stupefied everyone
present. [ts thrust was that the transition from the “bourgeois” phase of
the revolution to the socialist one had to be accomplished in a matter of
weeks rather than years. Sukhanov, a Menshevik who was in the audi-
ence, wrote:

I cannot forget that speech, like a flash of lightning, which shook and
astonished not only me, a heretic accidentally thrown into delirium, but
also the true believers. T aver that no one had expected anything like it. It
seemed as if all the elemental forces had risen from their lairs and the spirit
of universal destruction, which knew no obstacles, no doubts, neither
human difficulties nor human calculations, circled in Kshesinskaia’s hall
above the heads of the enchanted disciples.

Later that day Lenin read to his followers a document which came to
be known as “the April Theses.” It impressed most members of his audi-
ence as written by someone out of touch with reality, if not positively
mad. Lenin proposed renunciation of the war; immediate transition to
the next phase of the Revolution; denial of any support to the Provisional
Government; transfer of all power to the soviets; dissolution of the army
in favor of a people’s militia; confiscation of landlord property and
nationalization of all land; integration of Russia’s financial institutions
into a single National Bank under soviet supervision; soviet control of
production and distribution; and creation of a new International.

The Pravda editorial board at first refused to publish Lenin’s “The-
ses.” When finally compelled to do so, it accompanied the text with an
editorial that disassociated the paper from Lenin’s views.

Whatever the Bolsheviks” opinion of their leader’s pronouncements,
the Germans were delighted. On April 4/17, their agent in Stockholm
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cabled to Berlin: “Lenin’s entry into Russia successful. He is working
exactly as we desire.”

Lenin was a highly secretive man: treating politics as warfare, he was no
more likely to disclose his intentions than a general on the eve of battle. Of
his general strategic objective, to be sure, he made no secret; it was his tac-
tics that he kept to himself. And as Benito Mussolini, no mean expert in
the art of the coup d’état, confided to a friend: “A State has to be defended
not against the program of the revolution but against its tactics.”

Like every successful conqueror, Lenin had a keen sense of his enemy’s
weaknesses. He knew the liberal and socialist intelligentsia for what they
were: “vegetarian tigers,” to borrow a phrase from Clemenceau, men who
for all their revolutionary posturing feared both violence and responsibil-
ity. He further realized that the country was seething with resentments
and unsatisfied aspirations that, fanned and properly directed, could
bring him to power. 'To achieve this objective, the Bolsheviks had to dis-
tance themselves from the government and the other parties in order to
appear as the sole alternative to the status quo.

Lenin had studied closely Clausewitz’s On War, and applied its teach-
ings to politics. As in war, the objective was not merely to defeat the
opponent but to destroy him. This meant (1) depriving him of an armed
force and (2) dismantling all his institutions. But if he refused to submit,
it could also mean his physical annihilation.

The principle guiding Lenin was a dictum that Marx had pronounced
rather casually in 1871, following the collapse of the Paris Commune.
Analyzing its failure, Marx had concluded that the Communards had
committed a fundamental mistake in taking over instead of liquidating
the existing political, social, and military structures. Future revolutions
would have to proceed differently: “not transfer from one set of hands to
another the bureaucratic-military machine, as has been done until now,
but smash it.” These words etched themselves deeply in Lenin’s mind
because they showed how to avert the counterrevolutionary backlash
that had been the undoing of every previous revolution. They explain
the destruction he and his successor, Stalin, would visit on their country
after gaining power.

The experience of February seems to have persuaded Lenin that the
Provisional Government, like tsarism, could be toppled by street action.
Unlike then, however, such riots were to be carefully managed by the
Bolshevik Party. Lenin adopted for revolutlonary ends the military tactic
of skirmishing, or tiraillerie, devised by Napoleon to ascertain the
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enemy’s weak spots before sending the elite Guard to deliver the decisive
blow. In addition to Clausewitz, Lenin studied the work of the French
sociologist Gustave Le Bon, Crowd Psychology, a pioneering analysis of
human behavior in crowds and of the ways to manipulate it. (Le Bon’s
book provided similar guidance to Mussolini and Hitler.)

In the three months that followed his return to Russia, Lenin acted
with reckless impetuosity to bring down the Provisional Government by
mobs. He failed, and his last attempt, in July 1917, almost ended in the
destruction of the Bolshevik Party. But the skirmishes were not a total
loss because they demonstrated the government’s indecisiveness, knowl-
edge of which Trotsky would later put to good use. They also served to
solidify his movement.*

The first, rather halfhearted, Bolshevik bid for power occurred in
April, less than three weeks after Lenin’s return. The pretext was a dis-
agreement between the government and the Soviet over war aims. The
Soviet wanted to pursue the war till victory, but to conclude it with a
peace without “annexations and indemnities.” Miliukov, the Foreign
Minister, had different ideas, desiring to claim for Russia the Turkish
Straits and Constantinople promised her by the Allies in 1915, when
they feared that she might drop out of the war. Conflicting signals sent
by the government on this matter led to street demonstrations by mili-
tary units brought out by radical junior officers. The Bolsheviks joined
these disturbances under slogans calling for the resignation of the gov-
ernment in favor of the Soviet. General Lavr Kornilov, the Commander
of the Petrograd Military District, asked the cabinet for permission to
suppress the riot by force, but this was denied, and order was restored by
agreement with the Ispolkom. Disgusted with the government’s indeci-
siveness, Kornilov asked to be relieved of his duties and assigned to the
front. He would be heard from again.

Evaluating the lessons of April, Lenin concluded that the Bolsheviks
had been “insufficiently revolutionary” in their tactics.

The April riots precipitated the first crisis of the new government. In
its public appeal at the end of the month (above, p. 97), it conceded that
it could no longer administer the country and pleaded with the socialist

* According to Eric Hoffer’s study of modern dictatorships, “Action is a unifier . . . All mass
movements avail themselves of mass action as a means of unification. The conflicts a mass move-
ment seeks and incites serve not only to down its enemies but also to strip its followers of their
distinct individuality and render them more soluble in the collective medium.” The True Believer
(New York, 1951), 117, 118-19.
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intelligentsia to join the cabinet. The Ispolkom, faithful to the principle
of controlling the new authority from the outside, initially rejected the
request, but then thought better of it and at the beginning of May
reversed itself. After Miliukov and Guchkov had resigned, six socialist
representatives of the Soviet accepted ministerial posts in what came to
be known as the “Coalition Government.” Lvov stayed on as Prime
Minister, while Kerensky took over the Ministry of War.

The May accords alleviated the pernicious effects of dual power, but
they also created a new problem. By entering the “bourgeois” govern-
ment, the socialists automatically came to share the blame for everything
that went wrong, for they were now part of the establishment. This
allowed the Bolsheviks, who refused to join, to pose as the sole alterna-
tive to the existing “bourgeois” authority and the true custodians of the
Revolution. And since under the hopelessly incompetent administration
of liberal and socialist intellectuals events were bound to go from bad to
worse, they positioned themselves as the only party able to save Russia.

In May and June 1917, the Bolshevik Party still ran a poor third to the
socialist parties: at the First All-Russian Congress of Soviets in early
June, it had only 105 seats, compared with 285 for the SRs and 248 for
the Mensheviks. At the First Peasant Congress, dominated by the SRs, it
had a mere twenty delegates. But the tide was running in its favor.

The Bolsheviks enjoyed several advantages over their rivals. In addi-
tion to their unique status as the sole alternative to the status quo and
their equally unique paramilitary organization, there are two other assets
that deserve emphasis.

Unlike the Mensheviks and the SRs, who mouthed revolutionary slo-
gans but balked when it was time to act on them, the Bolsheviks took their
program literally. They were, therefore, able to portray their socialist
rivals as hypocrites and pose as the conscience of the Revolution. And,
again unlike the socialists, the Bolsheviks thought in global terms and did
not much care what happened to Russia, which was for them merely a
stepping-stone to a world revolution. They could, therefore, act with
complete irresponsibility, promising every group whatever it wanted and
encouraging every destructive trend. This neither the SRs nor the Men-
sheviks, not to speak of the liberals and conservatives, were prepared to
do. Later, when in power, the Bolsheviks would promptly renege on all
their promises and reconstruct the state in a highly centralized manner.
But until then, their unconcern for Russia proved for them an immense,
perhaps even decisive, asset. 1
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The rapid disintegration of Russian unity gave the Bolsheviks the
opportunity to loosen the Mensheviks’ hold on organized labor. As
transport and communications disintegrated, and each region, no longer
able to rely on the central government, had to take charge of its own
affairs, the network of national trade unions weakened. Factory workers
now began to shift their loyalties from unions organized horizontally,
along professional lines, to those organized vertically, by enterprises.
This development promoted syndicalism, a form of anarchism that
called for the abolition of the state and for worker control of the national
economy. One expression of the trend was the emergence of Factory
Committees (Fabzavkomy), which embraced workers of diverse trades
working in the same enterprises. The Fabzavkomy initially adopted a
moderate stance, helping to improve production, but they soon radical-
ized, evicting proprietors and their managers and taking charge of facto-
ries. Marxists despised syndicalism, since they wanted to vest command
of the economy not in workers but in the socialist state. Nevertheless, as
was his habit, Lenin now identified himself with syndicalism, joining
calls for “worker control” of industry. This gained for his party a strong
following among industrial workers: at the First Conference of Petro-
grad Factory Committees at the end of May, the Bolsheviks controlled at
least two-thirds of the delegates.* Later, in 1920, the syndicalist trend
within the Communist Party would give Lenin a great deal of trouble
and make him resort to purges to rid himself of it. In 1917, however, he
wholeheartedly supported the syndicalists.

Since he envisaged the power seizure, in its decisive phase, as a violent
act, Lenin organized a private army, called the Red Guard, that he
refused to subordinate to the Soviet. He also carried out intense propa-
ganda among the troops, both in city garrisons and at the front, in order
to deprive the government of military support during the anticipated
coup. The antiwar propaganda was carried out in muted tones, for the
troops hated the Germans and Lenin was already under suspicion of
being their agent. Bolshevik newspapers distributed in vast quantities to
the men in uniform carried a subtle message that was propagandistic
rather than agitational in nature: The soldiers were not to lay down their

* Even so, few workers joined the Bolshevik Party. On the eve of the Bolshevik coup in the fall
of 1917, only 5.3 percent of Russia’ industrial workers were members. Z. V. Stepanov, Rabochie
Petrograda v period podgotovki i provedeniia Oktiabr'skogo vooruzhonnogo vosstaniia (Moscow-
Leningrad, 1965), 47—48.
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arms, but ponder who wanted war and to what end? (The answer: the
“bourgeoisie”.)* This was a veiled appeal for civil war. The troops were
exhorted under no conditions to let themselves be used against the work-
ers (by which was meant the Bolshevik Party).

Such propaganda, carried by newspapers produced in hundreds of
thousands copies, mostly distributed free of charge, required money.
This came mainly from Germany, which shared with the Bolsheviks a
common interest in taking Russia out of the war. Subversive activities of
this nature rarely leave documentary traces. Reliable people in Berlin,
using equally reliable intermediaries, delivered cash to Bolshevik agents
in neutral Sweden without written requests or receipts passing hands.
According to a most authoritative source, the German Minister of For-
eign Affairs, Richard von Kiihlmann, the architect of Berlin’s pro-
Bolshevik policy in 1917-1918, the Bolsheviks used German subsidies to
pay for party organization and propaganda. On December 3, 1917 (NS),
in a confidential internal memorandum, Kiihlmann thus summarized his
country’s contribution to the Bolshevik cause:

The disruption of the Entente and the subsequent creation of political
combinations agreeable to us constitute the most important war aim of our
diplomacy. Russia appeared to be the weakest link in the enemy chain. The
task therefore was gradually to loosen it, and, when possible, to remove it.
This was the purpose of the subversive activity we caused to be carried out
in Russia behind the front—in the first place, promotion of separatist ten-
dencies and support of the Bolsheviks. It was not until the Bolsheviks had
received from us a steady flow of funds through various channels and under
different labels that they were able to build up their main organ, Pravda, to
conduct energetic propaganda and appreciably to extend the originally
narrow basis of their party.

A German socialist with close links to the postwar Weimar government
estimated the subsidies to the Bolsheviks to have exceeded 50 million
deutsche marks in gold—a sum equivalent to $6-$10 million, which at
the time would have purchased nine or more tons of gold. The bulk of
the funds seems to have been channeled through a German Embassy
official in Stockholm, Kurt Riezler. Riezler paid them to Fiirstenberg-
Ganetskii, an associate of Lenin’s and an employee of Parvus’s, who for-
warded them to Petrograd to spurious business firms, including a

*In the vocabulary of Russian revolutionaries, “agitation” meant an appeal to immediate
action, whereas “propaganda” called for planting ideas in subjects’ minds which in due course
Prog £ ]
would move them to act on their own.
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22. Kerensky visiting the front, summer 1917.

pharmaceutical company run by a member of the Bolshevik Central
Committee. The Provisional Government learned of these transactions
from French intelligence and kept track of them for possible future use
but did not, for the time being, disrupt them.

Although he lacked military experience, Kerensky tackled his duties as
Minister of War with admirable vigor. He believed that the survival of
democracy in Russia depended on the spirit of the army and that the
army’s morale would be best raised by a successful offensive. He hoped
to duplicate the feat of the French army in 1792, when it stopped and
threw back the invading Prussians, rallying the nation behind the revo-
lutionary government. But he also expected that a resounding triumph
of Russian arms would enable him to make short shrift of the Bolsheviks,
who campaigned relentlessly against his government.

An offensive was scheduled for mid-June. Kerensky’s personal contri-
bution to it consisted in rousing the troops with patriotic speeches; these
had an enormous immediate effect which evaporated as soon as he
departed. The generals, trying to command an increasingly undisciplined
army, regarded such rhetoric skeptically, dubbing the Minister “Persuader
in Chiet.” The will to fight was no longer there. According to Kerensky,
the Revolution had persuaded the troops that there was no point in fight-
ing. “After three years of bitter suffering,” he recalled, “millions of war-
weary soldiers were asking themselves: ‘Why should I die now when at
home a new, freer life is only beginning?’ ” The malaise was encouraged
by the ambivalent attitude of the Soviet, which continued to urge them to
fight in the same breath that it condemned the war as “imperialist.”
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23. Russian soldiers fleeing Germans, July 1917.

The Bolsheviks sought to exploit this war-weariness by staging a sec-
ond mass demonstration on June ro—this time, with the participants
fully armed—in order to embarrass the government and, should the
opportunity present itself, overthrow it. The event, which had aroused
considerable opposition in the Bolshevik Central Committee as prema-
ture, was canceled at the last moment on the insistence of the Soviet. But
even as they yielded, the Bolsheviks put the Soviet on notice that in the
future they would not be bound by its wishes.

On June 16, the Russian army struck. The brunt of the assault fell on
the Southern front, against Lwow and Galicia. But the offensive, in
which the Eighth Army under Kornilov distinguished itself, dissipated as
soon as the Germans came to the Austrians’ aid. At the sight of German
uniforms, the Russians fled in panic. The June operation was the dying
gasp of the Russian army.

Since the old army engaged in no more significant operations and
soon disintegrated, this is an appropriate place to summarize Russian
casualties in World War 1. These are often greatly exaggerated, as it is
sometimes said that they exceeded those of any other belligerent power.
The most reliable estimates speak of 1.3 million fatalities, which is equal
to the fatalities suffered by the French and Austrians but is one-third
fewer than those of the Germans. The Russians, however, lost to the
enemy far and away the largest number of prisoners of war—3.9 mil-
lion—a figure that indicates (when compared with their battlefield casu-

alties) that they surrendered at a rate twelve to fifteen times that of
Western soldiers.
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The failure of the June offensive affected calamitously the reputation
of Kerensky and the Provisional Government, improving correspond-
ingly the fortunes of the antiwar Bolsheviks, who in the prevailing atmo-
sphere of gloom ventured on yet another putsch.

The story of the July events has long been confused, largely because
the Communists went to great trouble to conceal their involvement in
what turned out to be an unmitigated disaster.

The July riots were triggered by the government’s decision to dis-
patch some units of the Petrograd garrison to the front. The order,
which violated the agreement reached four months earlier with the
Soviet, angered the troops. The Bolsheviks unleashed a furious propa-
ganda campaign, inciting the garrison to mutiny. They made certain,
however, that any riots that broke out would not be spontaneous and
unmanaged, as had been the case the previous February, but directed by
their own Military Organization, a clandestine command center formed
to carry out the coup d’état.

On June 29, as tension rose, Lenin suddenly vanished from Petrograd.
He resurfaced in Finland. The ostensible reason for his departure was
exhaustion and need of rest. The more likely reason was intelligence fur-
nished by the Bolsheviks’ sympathizers in the government that the
authorities had sufficient evidence of their dealings with the enemy to
bring the party’s leaders to trial. Indeed, on July 1 orders went out for the
arrest of twenty-eight prominent Bolsheviks, Lenin included.

In Lenin’s absence, the Petrograd Bolsheviks concentrated on the
Machine Gun Regiment, the largest military unit in the city and the one
that gave the authorities the most trouble. On June 30, the regiment
learned that it would be disbanded and its soldiers sent to the front.
Protest meetings followed at which Bolshevik and anarchist agitators
incited the soldiers against the authorities. Similar meetings took place
at the nearby naval base of Kronshtadt, an anarchist stronghold. The
Bolsheviks vacillated between fomenting a mutiny and restraining the
troops, for as much as they wanted a large-scale riot, they also feared that
a premature and undirected uprising could give the government the pre-
text to crush them.

On July 3, the Machine Gun Regiment, having voted to take to the
streets, sent emissaries to the other garrison units to request their help.
Most refused. Later that day the leading Bolsheviks in Petrograd—
Kamenev, Trotsky, and Zinoviev—decided to side with the mutineers.
Their plan was to take control of the Workers’ Section of the Soviet and
proclaim the passage of power to the Soviet, and then

but only then—
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notify the Ispolkom of the decision. In line with this plan, they convened
an extraordinary session of the Workers’ Section. When Zinoviev
declared that the Soviet was about to take power, the Mensheviks and
SRs walked out, leaving the Bolsheviks in full control. On their motion,
the rump body passed a resolution calling for the passage of all power to
the Soviet. The Bolshevik Central Committee, meeting late at night,
ordered its Military Organization to bring out the mutinous soldiers and
sailors in the morning, fully armed, for a demonstration.

The Bolsheviks drew up flexible plans, their actions to be determined
by the progress of the mutiny. Mikhail Kalinin, a participant in these
events (and many years later President of the Soviet Union), described
the Bolshevik attitude as follows:

Responsible party workers faced a delicate question: “What is this—a
demonstration or something more? Perhaps the beginning of the proletar-
ian revolution, the beginning of a power seizure?” ... [Lenin] would
answer: “We will see what happens, now one can’t tell anything! ... This
was, indeed, a review of the revolutionary forces, their numbers, their qual-
ity, and activism . . . The review could turn into a decisive encounter: every-
thing depended on the correlaton of forces and on any number of chance
occurrences. In any event, as if for purposes of insurance against unpleasant
surprises, the commander’s order was: “We shall see.” This in no way pre-
cluded the possibility of throwing the regiments into battle if the correla-
tion of forces proved favorable, or, on the other hand, of retiring with the
least possible losses, which is what actually happened on July 4.

The armed demonstration began, as planned, with a review of the
troops by the Bolsheviks at Kshesinskaia’s villa. Lenin, who had come
back earlier that morning, addressed them in a short and rather non-
committal speech. The demonstrators then marched through the city
center to Taurida Palace, once the seat of the Duma and now of the
Soviet. They were directed by the Bolshevik Military Organization,
whose units occupied strategic points throughout the capital. The intent
was to compel the Soviet to take power: once this was done, the Bolshe-
viks had no doubt that they would shunt the SRs and Mensheviks aside
and take charge.

In the afternoon, a huge crowd assembled in the front of Taurida
Palace. Bolshevik speakers, dispersed in its midst, fired provocative ques-
tions at the Soviet’s socialists as they appeared before them. The stage

* Since Lenin was not present in Petrograd on July 3, when the decision to proceed with the
putsch was made, Kalinin presumably refers to his responses the following day, when he returned.
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was set for the final push, but it did not occur because at the crucial
moment Lenin lost his nerve. While Bolshevik troops, awaiting his
order, stood poised to take over the Taurida and announce the power
seizure, he equivocated and thus lost the battle.

The government, under siege and virtually without armed defenders,
sat as if paralyzed. It was its good fortune that the Minister of Justice
took matters into his own hands and released to the press a small part of
the evidence in his possession on Bolshevik dealings with the Germans.
The information, which quickly reached the garrison troops, produced
on them an electrifying effect. In the late afternoon, army units reached
Taurida Palace ready to make short shrift of the Bolsheviks and their fol-
lowers. The mutineers, along with sympathetic workers, ran for cover.
By nightfall, the putsch was over.

For the next several days, during which the city was occupied by
frontline troops loyal to the government, the police hunted and arrested
Bolsheviks. Lenin and his closest associates were ordered held on
charges of “high treason and organizing an armed uprising.” Lenin went
into hiding in Petrograd, hotly denying from his hideaway having had
any intention of launching a coup; a few days later, accompanied by
Zinoviev, he fled in disguise first to a rural region near Petrograd and
later to Finland. Most of his colleagues were arrested, but the govern-
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ment did not initiate legal proceedings against them because of Soviet
objections: the Soviet feared that any action against the Bolsheviks
would serve as a pretext to liquidate the socialist parties. Even though
the abortive coup had been directed as much against the Soviet as against
the Provisional Government, the Soviet felt that its fate was tied to that
of the Bolsheviks.

In the aftermath of the July events, Lvov resigned and Kerensky took
over the prime ministership, with wide-ranging powers. He offered
Kornilov command of the armed forces. He also ordered that units that
had participated in the mutiny be disarmed and the garrison reduced.
Pravda and other Bolshevik publications were barred from the front. Yet
despite these energetic steps, Kerensky feared a right-wing, monarchist
coup more than a repetition of a Bolshevik putsch. Appeasing the Soviet,
he failed to deal the Bolsheviks the coup de grice they expected. This
saved them: later on Trotsky would write that “fortunately our enemies
had neither sufficient logical consistency nor determination.”

The Coup

I n September 1917, with Lenin in hiding, the command of the Bol-
shevik forces passed to his associates. Trotsky was the most visible
Bolshevik, largely owing to his outstanding rhetorical gifts. The opera-
tional direction of the coup was entrusted to the Bolshevik Military
Organization headed by N. 1. Podvoiskii. Viacheslav Molotov, a Bolshe-
vik insider, recalled many years later that Trotsky had played a “major
role” in October but “only as agitator”—he was not invited to participate
in organizational matters.* Defying Lenin’s pressures for immediate
action, his associates adopted a more circumspect strategy, avoiding
street riots and disguising the coup as the assumption of power by the
Soviet.

Trotsky ideally complemented Lenin. Better read and more flamboy-
ant, a superior speaker and writer, he could galvanize crowds, whereas
Lenin’s charisma was limited to his followers. But Trotsky was unpopular
with the Bolshevik cadres, in part because he had joined the party late and
in part because of his insufferable arrogance. During the Revolution and

4

* Sto sovok besed s Molotovym (Iz dnevnika F. Chueva) (Moscow, 1991), 162.
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25. Leon Trotsky.

the Civil War, he was Lenin’s alter ego, an indispensable companion-in-
arms. Once victory had been won, he became an embarrassment.

The event that enabled the Bolsheviks to recover from their July debacle
was one of the more bizarre episodes of the Russian Revolution. Known
to historians as the Kornilov affair, it resulted from a struggle in Keren-
sky’s mind between his sense that as the head of state in a situation of
near-anarchy and a looming German offensive he needed the army’s sup-
port, and his fear as a socialist intellectual that the army was likely to
breed a counterrevolutionary Napoleon.*

Kornilov, the son of a Siberian Cossack, had made a rapid career in the
army owing to personal courage and his ability to inspire troops. He knew
little and cared less about politics; such opinions as he had on the subject
were neither conservative nor monarchist but rather “progressive.” He
was an ardent patriot. He always displayed a tendency to insubordination.

* In private conversation with the author, Kerensky conceded that his actions at the time had
been strongly influenced by the experience of the French Revolution.
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26. General Lavr Kornilov.

Kerensky turned to Kornilov after the July putsch, appointing him
Commander in Chief in the hope that he would restore discipline in the
armed forces and arrest the German counteroffensive. Kornilov accepted
the post but on certain conditions. To restore the army’s fighting capacity,
he demanded elimination of the most harmful provisions of Order No. 1:
the disbanding or at least reduction in power of the army committees the
Order had sanctioned and the restoration of disciplinary authority to the
officers. He further wanted the reintroduction of the death penalty for
desertion or mutiny at the front as well as in the rear. Russian defense
industries were to be mobilized more effectively for the war effort.

These conditions incensed Kerensky and nearly caused him to with-
draw Kornilov’s nomination. Associates dissuaded him, but the seeds of
conflict had been sown: in the words of Boris Savinkov, Kerensky’s
deputy, who knew both men well, Kornilov “loves freedom . . . but Rus-
sia comes for him first, and freedom second, while for Kerensky . . . free-
dom and revolution come first, and Russia second.” These differing
priorities could not be reconciled. -
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Negotiations between the two men dragged on for two weeks.
Kornilov assumed his new duties only on July 24 after receiving assur-
ances that most of his demands would be met. In fact, however, Keren-
sky neither could nor would keep his promises to Kornilov. He could not
because he was dependent on the Soviet, which viewed Kornilov as an
incipient military dictator; and he would not because he soon came to
perceive Kornilov as a dangerous rival.

Kerensky procrastinated in implementing the military reforms that
Kornilov had made a condition of assuming command. Aware that the
Germans were about to resume operations in the Baltic provinces,
Kornilov requested permission to meet with the cabinet. The meeting
took place on August 3. While he was giving an overview of the situation
at the front, Kerensky leaned over and asked him in a whisper to exercise
caution; Savinkov made a similar request. This incident shattered
Kornilov’s faith in the Provisional Government, for it convinced him
that there were ministers in the cabinet capable of betraying military
secrets to the enemy.

A few days later, Kornilov ordered the Third Cavalry Corps, made up
of two Cossack divisions and one division of Caucasian natives, to deploy
in a locality roughly equidistant from Petrograd and Moscow. This he
did in order to have troops ready to suppress another Bolshevik putsch,
and, if it occurred, to disperse the Soviet.

Liberal and conservative politicians began to look up to Kornilov as
the country’s savior. When he arrived in Moscow on August 14, over
Kerensky’s objections, to attend a State Conference, he was wildly
cheered. For Kerensky, who regarded Kornilov’s reception as a personal
affront, this incident marked a watershed. According to his subsequent
testimony, “after the Moscow conference, it was clear to me that the next
attempt at a blow would come from the right and not from the left.” His
belief received reinforcement from an unrelenting barrage of criticism of
his administration in the nonsocialist press. He expected a Bonapartist
putsch to come any day, and dismissed the Bolshevik threat as a phantom.

Thus the plot was written; it only remained to find the protagonist.

In the middle of August, Savinkov received from French intelligence
information that the Bolsheviks were planning to stage another putsch at
the beginning of September in support of a German advance on Petro-
grad. The information proved to be incorrect, but Kerensky used it to
ruin Kornilov. He sent Savinkov to Kornilov’s headquarters with a
request that he dispatch the Third Cavalry Corps to Petrograd
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for the purpose of imposing martial law in Petrograd and defending the
Provisional Government from any and all assaults, and, in particular, from
an assault of the Bolsheviks . . . who, according to information of foreign
intelligence, are once again preparing to rise in connection with German
landings and an uprising in Finland.

Since Kerensky had stated emphatically more than once both before and
after October 1917 that he no longer feared a Bolshevik putsch, this
request has to be interpreted as a devious provocation to discredit
Kornilov—a popular general who appeared to Kerensky’s fevered imagi-
nation as the leader of a military cabal.

At this point there occurred one of those incidents that, though triv-
ial in themselves, have weighty historical consequences. Its central fig-
ure, Vladimir Lvov, was a man who had failed in everything he had tried
but owing to family connections had managed to gain a seat in the last
two Dumas, and then to have himself appointed the head of church
administration (Procurator of the Holy Synod) in the First Provisional
Government. Kerensky dismissed him in July, following which he joined
one of the many conservative groups that sprang up at the time to help
save the country from catastrophe.

On the morning of August 22, Lvov paid a visit to Kerensky. He
implied in veiled terms that he represented an influential party which
believed the government should be strengthened with the addition of
public figures close to the military. Kerensky subsequently claimed that
the instant the interview was over, he dismissed it from his mind.

Lvov, however, proceeded to Mogilev to sound out Kornilov. There he
identified himself as an emissary of the Prime Minister sent to request the
General’s opinion on how to strengthen the government. With a reckless
lack of caution, Kornilov neither asked Lvov for his credentials nor con-
tacted Petrograd to confirm his authority to speak on the Prime Minis-
ter’s behalf. Lvov requested Kornilov’s reaction to three alternatives: (1)
Kerensky assumes dictatorial powers; (2) a Directory is formed with
Kornilov as a member; and (3) Kornilov becomes dictator. Interpreting
Lvov’s words to mean that Kerensky was offering him dictatorial author-
ity, Kornilov responded that he preferred the third option. He did not
crave power, he said, and would work for any legitimate government, but
he would not refuse supreme authority if offered it. He went on to say
that in view of the danger of an imminent Bolshevik coup in Petrograd, it
would be prudent for Kerensky and Savinkov to seek safety in Mogilev.

Lvov rushed back to Petrograd, and the following day (August 26) at
6 p.m. saw Kerensky. Just as in the interview with Kornilov he had posed
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as a representative of the Prime Minister, so now he pretended to be an
agent of the Commander in Chief. Without telling Kerensky what
options he had offered Kornilov, he declared that the General demanded
dictatorial powers. Kerensky, who had long suspected Kornilov of har-
boring such ambitions, asked Lvov to put the General’s demands in writ-
ing. Lvov wrote: “General Kornilov proposes:

1. That martal law be proclaimed in Petrograd.

2. That all military and civil authority be placed in the hands
of the Commander in Chief.

3. That all ministers, not excluding the Prime Minister,
resign and that provisional executive authority be
transferred to deputy ministers until the formation of a
cabinet by the Commander in Chief.

The ultimatum was in fact drafted by Lvov and his friends, who believed
that a military dictatorship alone could save Russia and attempted to
force the issue in this clumsy way.

Kerensky now grew seriously alarmed. Later that evening he con-
tacted Kornilov by teleprinter. The conversation, tapes of which have
been preserved, leaves no doubt that the two men were talking at cross-
purposes. Kerensky, referring to Kornilov’s ultimatum (without spelling
it out) and impersonating Lvov, requested that Kornilov confirm it.
Kornilov, thinking that the message referred to his request that Keren-
sky and Savinkov come to Mogilev, did so. Kerensky interpreted
Kornilov’s confirmation to mean that he demanded dictatorial powers.
The most favorable interpretation of the Prime Minister’s behavior is
that he was exhausted and unable to think straight. But the suspicion
lurks that he heard exactly what he wanted to hear.

On the basis of such flimsy evidence, Kerensky made up his mind to
finish off Kornilov. Ignoring Savinkov’s pleas that he communicate once
more with headquarters to clear up what seemed a tragic misunder-
standing, Kerensky convened the cabinet and requested dictatorial pow-
ers to crush a counterrevolutionary military coup. In the early hours of
the morning, Kerensky informed Kornilov that he had been dismissed as
Commander in Chief and was to report to Petrograd.

While these events were taking place, Kornilov, ignorant of Keren-
sky’s interpretation of their exchange, proceeded with deployments to
help the government suppress the anticipated Bolshevik rising. At 2:40
a.m. he cabled Savinkov: “The [Cavalry] corps is assembling in the envi-
rons of Petrograd toward evening of August 28. Request that Petrograd
be placed under martial law.” If any more proof is needed that Kornilov
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did not intend a putsch, this cable should furnish it: for surely if he had
sent the Cavalry Corps to unscat the government he would hardly have
forewarned it of his intention by telegraph. Nor would he have remained
behind in Mogilev, entrusting the operation to subordinates.

The receipt, at 7 a.m. on August 27 at headquarters, of Kerensky’s
telegram dismissing Kornilov threw the generals into confusion. At first
they treated the cable as a forgery, not only because it contradicted what
Kornilov thought was his understanding with the Prime Minister but
also because it was improperly formatted. Subsequently, the generals
concluded that perhaps it was genuine but that the Prime Minister had
fallen into Bolshevik hands and was acting under duress. On these
grounds, Kornilov refused to carry out Kerensky’s orders until he had
the chance to clarify the situation.

Later that day, Savinkov contacted Kornilov and learned for the first
time of Lvov’s involvement. But Kerensky would not rescind his orders:
he was determined on a break and issued a statement to the press charg-
ing Kornilov with treason. Kerensky’s accusation threw Kornilov into an
uncontrollable rage because it touched his most sensitive nerve, his
patriotism. Having read it, he no longer thought of Kerensky as a puta-
tive Bolshevik prisoner but as a despicable schemer, the author of a
provocation designed to discredit him and the army. He sent the armed
forces a message in which he called Kerensky’s charges “an out-and-out
lie,” and recounted the circumstances that had impelled him to act as he
did. He called on the people of Russia to rally behind him to save their
country, pledging to throw back the Germans and convene a Constituent
Assembly. This, at last, was mutiny: Kornilov did rebel, but only after
having been wrongly charged with rebellion.

As the Cavalry Corps approached Petrograd, Kerensky issued another
statement in which he told the population that Kornilov, acting “treach-
erously,” had stripped the front of troops and sent them against the cap-
ital. But to General Alexander Krymov, their commander, he wired that
the city was calm and there was no danger of an uprising, for which rea-
son he should immediately halt his advance. He invited Krymov to visit
him under guarantees of personal safety. When Krymov showed up, he
ordered him to report to the Military-Naval Court. Krymov instead
went to a friend’s apartment and put a bullet through his heart.

Was there a “Kornilov plot”? Almost certainly not. The available evi-
dence indicates that there was a “Kerensky plot” to discredit the com-
manding general as the ringleader of an imaginary but widely anticipated
counterrevolution, the suppression of which would elevate the Prime
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Minister to a position of unrivaled popularity. It cannot be a coincidence
that none of the elements present in a genuine coup d’état ever came to
light: lists of conspirators, organizational charts, code signals, programs.
Neither Kerensky nor the Bolsheviks have ever been able to identify a
single person who would admit, or of whom it could be demonstrated,
that he was in collusion with Kornilov: and a conspiracy of one is an
obvious absurdity. A government commission appointed in October
1917 completed in June 1918 (that is, already under Bolshevik rule) an
investigation into the Kornilov Affair. It concluded that the charges of
treason and mutiny leveled against the Commander in Chief had no
foundation and accused Kerensky of lacking the courage to admit that he
had committed a grave mistake.

If it is correct that Kerensky provoked the break with Kornilov to
enhance his authority, he not only failed in his purpose but achieved the
very opposite. The clash estranged him from both liberal and conserva-
tive circles without solidifying his position in the socialist camp. The
main beneficiaries of the affair were the Bolsheviks, who had warned all
along of the looming counterrevolution. In August, the government,
responding to pressures of the Ispolkom, began to release the Bolsheviks
who had been held in prison for the July putsch. In municipal elections
held the following month, the Bolsheviks showed a dramatic spurt: in
Moscow they gained 49.5 percent of the seats, while the Mensheviks and
SRs, who between them had held 71.1 percent of the seats since June,
now declined to 18.9 percent. Nor was this all. To stop the imaginary
invasion of Kornilov, Kerensky appealed to the Bolsheviks for assistance.
Of the 40,000 guns distributed to the workers at the time, a good part
ended up in the hands of the Bolshevik Red Guard.

A no less important consequence of the Kornilov Affair was a break
between Kerensky and the military. For although the officer corps, loyal
as always to the government and confused by Kerensky’s appeals, would
not rally behind Kornilov, it despised the Prime Minister for his treat-
ment of their popular commander, the arrest of many prominent gener-
als accused of conspiring with him, and his pandering to the left. When,
in late October, he would appeal to the military to help save his govern-
ment from the Bolsheviks, he would meet with no response.

It was only a question of time before Kerensky would be overthrown
by someone able to provide the country with firm leadership. Such a
leader had to come from the left. For whatever the differences dividing
them, the parties of the left closed ranks when confronted with the
specter of the “counterrevolution,” a term that in their definition cov-
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ered every initiative to restore to Russia an effective government and a
credible military force. But since the country had to have both, the ini-
tiative to restore order had to emerge from its own ranks: the “counter-
revolution” would come disguised as the “true” revolution.

In the meantime, Lenin, in his rural hideaway, busied himself redesign-
ing the world.

From the recollections of Zinoviev, we learn that the two men lived in
a field hut, disguised as farm laborers, but maintained communications
with Petrograd by means of couriers. Lenin at first thought that he and
his party were finished but that even so, his failed efforts could serve as a
lesson for future revolutionaries. With this in mind, he resumed work on
a book, which he had started in Switzerland and which would come out -
the following year under the title State and Revolution. The thrust of this
work, based on a dictum of Marx (see above, p. 118), was that a success-
ful revolution had to “smash” the existing bureaucratic and military
machine of the old regime. This was the task of a transitional “proletar-
ian dictatorship.” Once it had accomplished its mission, government
would wither away: “Under socialism, #// will govern in turn and quickly
become accustomed to no one governing.” In dealing with the future
economy, Lenin was much more conservative: rather than destroy capi-
talism, he wanted it harnessed in the service of the socialist state. In this
instance, he acted under the influence of German socialists, who argued
that advanced, or “finance,” capitalism had attained a level of ownership
concentration that made it easy to introduce socialism by the simple
device of nationalizing banks and syndicates.

The Kornilov Affair gave Lenin fresh hope. He realized how fatal was
Kerensky’s break with the army, and observed with delight and surprise
the Prime Minister rehabilitating and even arming his followers. Nor
was it lost on him that the workers and soldiers were drifting away from
the soviets—the main base of support of the Mensheviks and Socialists-
Revolutionaries—leaving them open to manipulation by a determined
minority.

In mid-September, the Bolsheviks gained majorities in the Workers’
Sections of both the Moscow and Petrograd soviets. Trotsky, who had
been released from prison on bail, took over as chairman of the Petro-
grad Soviet and immediately proceeded to fashion it into an instrument
with which to seize control of the nation’s soviets. Ignoring the
Ispolkom, he created a parallel pseudonational soviet organization that
represented those soviets in which the Bolsheviks had pluralities.
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27. Grigorii Zinoviev.

In the more favorable political environment created by the Kornilov
Affair and their successes in the soviets, the Bolsheviks renewed discus-
sions of another coup d’état. The July fiasco still fresh in their minds,
Kamenev and Zinoviev firmly opposed another “adventure.” The Bol-
sheviks were gaining strength, they conceded, but they remained a
minority: even if they managed to seize power, they would soon lose it to
the combined forces of the “bourgeois” and the peasant “counterrevolu-
tion.” They preferred to await the convocation of a Second Congress of
Soviets, which would assume power by legitimate means.

Lenin regarded such a course as nothing short of insane. On Septem-
ber 12 and 14, he addressed from Finland two letters to the Central Com-
mittee, one called “The Bolsheviks Must Take Power,” the other,
“Marxism and Insurrection.” Having gained majorities in the Petrograd
and Moscow soviets, he insisted, “the Bolsheviks can and st seize
power.” Contrary to Kamenev and Zinoviev, they not only could seize it
but keep it, too: by offering an immediate peace and encouraging the
peasants to appropriate private land, Lenin assured the skeptics, “the Bol-
sheviks can set up a government that 7o one will overthrow.” It was imper-
ative, however, to act swiftly, because the Provisional Government could
turn Petrograd over to the Germans or else the war could end. The
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“order of the day” was “armed insurrection in Petrograd and Moscow (plus
their regions), the conquest of power, the overthrow of the government.
We must consider how to agitate for this, without so expressing ourselves
in print.” Once power had been taken in Petrograd and Moscow, the issue
would be settled. As for Kamenev’s and Zinoviev’s suggestion that the
party await a popular mandate from the Second Congress of Soviets, he
dismissed it as “naive”: “no revolution waits for that.”

The Central Committee was far from convinced: according to Trot-
sky, none of its members favored an immediate insurrection. On Stalin’s
motion, Lenin’s letters were sent to the party’s major regional organiza-
tions for their reaction.

Such passivity infuriated Lenin, for he feared that the favorable
moment for the insurrection would pass, never to return. On September
29, he sent the Central Committee a third letter, “The Crisis Had
Ripened.” He was appalled that the Committee chose to await the convo-
cation of the Second Congress of Soviets. “To pass up such a moment and
‘await’ the Congress of Soviets is complete idiocy or complete treason.” It was
necessary to act swiftly and decisively, striking simultaneously in Petro-
grad, Moscow, and the Baltic Fleet; an unexpected move in Moscow
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could well “paralyze” the government. “The chances are that we will win
with fewer losses than we suffered on July 3-5, because the trogps will not
move against a government of peace.”

Lenin’s sense of urgency was in good measure inspired by his fear of
being preempted by the Constituent Assembly. After interminable
delays, on August ¢ the government finally scheduled the elections for
November 12 and the inaugural session for November 28. An Assembly
elected on a democratic franchise was bound to be in large measure a
peasant body, which is the same as saying that it would be dominated by
the Socialists-Revolutionaries. The only hope the Bolsheviks had of win-
ning any semblance of a popular mandate was provided by the urban
soviets, in many of which they had majorities. After the country had pro-
nounced its will through democratic elections, they could no longer pre-
tend to act in the name of the “people.” Once they were in power, on the
other hand, they would control the situation: as one Bolshevik publica-
tion indiscreetly put it, the composition of the Assembly “will strongly
depend on who convenes it.” Hence the haste. The coup had to be car-
ried out before November 12 or the Bolsheviks would appear to be strik-
ing not against a “bourgeois” government but against a government of
Socialists-Revolutionaries chosen by the nation.

Although Lenin wanted immediate action, he had to yield to the
majority of his associates, who preferred that the coup be carried out in
the name of the soviets. Since a genuinely elected national congress of
soviets was almost certain to yield a Bolshevik minority, Trotsky and his
lieutenants proceeded to convene a congress composed mostly of those
soviets in which they had assured majorities. Ignoring the protests of the
Ispolkom that it alone had the right to convene congresses of soviets,
they created a spurious “Northern Regional Committee” composed of
eleven Bolsheviks and six Left SRs (a splinter from the SR Party, tem-
porarily affiliated with them). This committee, arrogating itself the
authority of the Ispolkom, invited soviets and military committees to
send delegates to the forthcoming Congress. The soviets and army units
in which the Bolsheviks had clear majorities received double and triple
representation. One provincial soviet was allotted five delegates, which
was more than allocated to the city of Kiev, where the Bolsheviks hap-
pened to be weak. This was a veritable coup against the legitimate Soviet
organization, and the Ispolkom condemned it in the severest terms:

No other committee has the authority or the right to take upon itself the
initiative in convening this congress. The less does this right belong to the
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Northern Regional Congress, brought together in violation of all the rules
established for the regional soviets and representing soviets chosen arbi-
trarily and at random.

But much as they objected to Bolshevik procedures, in the end the
socialists of the Ispolkom yielded to them. On September 26, the
Ispolkom agreed to the convocation on October 20 of the Second
Congress chosen on a Bolshevik franchise, on condition that its agenda
be limited to the discussion of the internal situation in the country,
preparations for the Constituent Assembly, and the election of a new
Ispolkom. Later the Ispolkom postponed the date of the Congress to
October 23, to give provincial delegates time to reach the capital. It was
an astonishing and, as it turned out, fatal capitulation. Although aware of
what the Bolsheviks had in mind, the Ispolkom gave them what they
wanted: a handpicked body, packed with their adherents and allies, to
legitimize a coup d’état.

The gathering of pro-Bolshevik soviets, disguised as the Second
Congress of Soviets, was to sanction the Bolshevik coup, which, on
Lenin’s insistence, was to be carried out by shock troops of his Military
Organization before the Congress met. Their task was to seize strategic
points in the capital and declare the government overthrown. The instru-
ment the Bolsheviks intended to use for this purpose was the Military-
Revolutionary Committee (Milrevkom) created by the Petrograd Soviet
in a moment of panic in early October to defend the city from an expected
German assault.

The precipitating event was a German naval operation in the Gulf of
Riga. When completed in early October with the occupation of three
strategic islands, it created a direct threat to Petrograd. Fearing German
capture, the Russian General Staff proposed to evacuate the government
from Petrograd to Moscow. The Ispolkom condemned this plan, inter-
preting it as motivated by political considerations, namely the desire of
the Provisional Government to surrender the “capital of the Revolution.”
On October g, a Menshevik deputy moved that the Soviet form a “Com-
mittee of Revolutionary Defense” to work out measures for protecting
the city. The Bolsheviks initially voted against this resolution on the
grounds that it would strengthen the Provisional Government. But they
promptly reversed themselves, because they realized that such a commit-
tee would have no choice but to rely on their Military Organization, the
only armed force that remained outside government control. This would
enable them to carry out the projected coup in the name of the Soviet and
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under its umbrella. Later that day (October ¢) the Bolsheviks moved and
the Soviet Plenum approved—over Menshevik objections—a motion to
form a Revolutionary Committee of Defense to assume charge of the
city’s security not only against the Germans but also against domestic
“counterrevolutionaries.” Renamed Military-Revolutionary Committee,
the organization was a front of the Bolshevik Military Organization.

There can be no certainty, but it is highly probable that this vote of
the Soviet, seemingly so innocuous, prompted the hesitant Bolsheviks to
make their move. The decision fell at a clandestine meeting of the Cen-
tral Committee held during the night of October 1o-11. Present were
twelve members, including Lenin, who emerged from his place of hiding
despite the dangers because he did not trust his lieutenants to act deci-
sively. Three points of view were expressed. Lenin, a faction of one,
wanted an immediate seizure of power, independently of the Congress of
Soviets. Zinoviev and Kameneyv, supported by three others, preferred to
postpone the coup to a later, more propitious time. The remaining five
members agreed with Trotsky that the time was ripe for a coup but that
it should be carried out in conjunction with the Congress of Soviets and
in its name. A compromise was struck: The coup would be carried out on
the eve of the convocation of the Second Congress on October 25, and
the Congress would be asked, after the fact, to ratify it.

Kamenev found this decision unacceptable. He resigned from the
Central Committee and the following week, in an interview with a Men-
shevik newspaper, stated that he and Zinoviev had “firmly argued against
the party assuming the initiative in any armed uprisings in the near
future.” When Lenin read this interview, he demanded the immediate
expulsion of the two “strikebreakers”: “We cannot tell the capitalists the
truth, namely that we have decided [to go] on strike [read: stage a coup]
and to conceal from them the choice of timing.” The Central Committee
failed to act on his demand, but Lenin never quite forgave Kamenev and
Zinoviev for their timidity during these critical days.

The Central Committee’s tactics called for provoking the government
into retaliatory measures that would enable it to launch the coup in the
guise of the defense of the Revolution. Trotsky and Stalin later con-
firmed that this had indeed been the plan. In Trotsky’s words:

In essence, our strategy was offensive. We prepared to assault the govern-
ment, but our agitation rested on the claim that the enemy was getting
ready to disperse the Congress of Soviets and it was necessary mercilessly
to repulse him.



142 A Concise History of the Russian Revolution

And according to Stalin:

The Revolution [read: the Bolshevik Party] disguised its offensive actions
behind a smoke screen of defenses in order to make it easier to attract into
its orbit uncertain, hesitant elements.

Mesmerized by Bolshevik audacity, the Mensheviks and SRs resigned
themselves to another Bolshevik “adventure,” but they were not overly
concerned, certain that it would fail like their July putsch. Trotsky, who
during these critical days was everywhere at once, waged a war of nerves,
one day admitting, the next denying, that an insurrection was under way.
He held audiences spellbound with speeches that alternately promised
and threatened, extolled and ridiculed.

A survey of the correlation of forces in Petrograd on the eve of the
coup indicates that in one sense the pessimists in the Bolshevik camp
were right. The critical factor now, as in July, was the attitude of the gar-
rison. As best as can be determined, out of a total force of 240,000 sol-
diers in the capital and its environs, no more than 10,000 actively
supported the Bolsheviks. The rest declared “neutrality” in the looming
conflict. But Lenin was fundamentally correct in his assessment, for if he
could count on only 4 percent of the garrison, the government had
behind it even fewer troops.

The first step of the Milrevkom was to claim control of the garrison
on behalf of the Soviet. This it accomplished on October 21-22: it was
the first and most decisive move in the coup that fairly settled its out-
come. The Milrevkom dispatched some 200 “commissars” to the mili-
tary units, most of them junior officers who had participated in the July
putsch and had recently been released from prison on parole. Next, it
convened a meeting of regimental committees. In his address to the
group, Trotsky spoke of the threat of a counterrevolution and urged the
garrison to support the Soviet and its organ, the Milrevkom. At his
request, the meeting passed a harmless-sounding resolution that called
for closer relations between the front and the rear.

Armed with this noncommittal statement, a deputation from the Mil-
revkom went to the headquarters of the Military Staff. Its spokesman, a
Bolshevik lieutenant, advised the Commander of the Petrograd Military
District that by decision of the garrison, the Staff’s orders would hence-
forth acquire force only if countersigned by the Milrevkom. The troops,
of course, had made no such decision, and the deputation was acting on
the orders of the Bolshevik Military Organization. After the commander
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had threatened to have them arrested, the delegates returned to Smolnyi,
the new headquarters of the Bolshevik insurrection. A hastily convened
assembly—no one knows who attended—approved a Bolshevik resolu-
tion that by rejecting the garrison meeting’s decision, the Military Staff
had turned itself into a weapon of the counterrevolution. The garrison
was not to obey its commands unless confirmed by the Milrevkom. This
was the deception referred to by Trotsky and Stalin: the Milrevkom con-
cealed its offensive behind the smoke screen of the Revolution’s defense.
According to Podvoiskii, the Commander of the Bolshevik Military
Organization, these steps marked the onset of the armed insurrection.

And still the government temporized. It shut down some Bolshevik
papers but did not arrest the Milrevkom, as Kerensky wanted, because the
ministers preferred to resolve the new crisis through negotiations. There
are doubts about Kerensky’s determination, in any event. Some contem-
poraries claim that the Prime Minister actually hoped that the Bolsheviks
would rise in order to give him the opportunity to crush them once and
for all. Nor was he too eager to involve the army, for fear of unleashing a
right-wing counterrevolution; its zeal in suppressing the Bolsheviks in
July is said to have frightened him. Thus, no effective steps were taken to
mobilize loyal forces, including some 15,000 officers then living in the
capital in idleness. Security precautions were so lax that no one guarded
the headquarters of the Military Staff: anyone could enter this nerve cen-
ter of the government without being asked for identification.

The final phase of the Bolshevik takeover got under way on the morn-
ing of October 24, when the Military Staff implemented some half-
hearted preventive measures ordered by the government.

In the early hours of October 24, military cadets known as iunkers took
over guard duty at key points. Two or three detachments went to the
Winter Palace, the residence of Kerensky and the meeting place of the
cabinet; they were joined by the so-called Woman’s Death Battalion of
140 volunteers, some Cossacks, a bicycle unit, and forty war invalids com-
manded by an officer with artificial legs. Bridges over the Neva were
raised to prevent pro-Bolshevik soldiers and workers from penetrating
the center of the city. Orders went out to arrest the Bolshevik commissars.

These measures produced an atmosphere of crisis. The streets emp-
tied at around 2:30 p.m. as offices closed and people rushed home.

Lenin, who was hiding out in Petrograd, out of touch with hourly
developments, burned with anxiety and impatience. On the evening of
October 24, when the uprising was already well under way, he addressed
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yet another letter to the Central Committee, saying, “[to] delay the upris-
ing is death . . . everything hangs on a hair.”

It would be perdition or a formality to await the uncertain voting [of the
Soviet Congress| of October 25. The people have the right and duty to
solve such questions not by voting but by force . . .

Nothing in Lenin’s behavior or statements during these critical days
indicates that he placed his trust in the masses to carry out the “proletar-
ian revolution.” He trusted only in physical force.

Later that evening he made his way to Smolnyi, with his beard shaved
off and his face bandaged to look as if he were going to a dentist. He
barely escaped arrest by a government patrol by pretending to be drunk.
At Smolnyi he hid in one of the back rooms, taking naps on the floor.

That night (October 24-25), Bolshevik units methodically took con-
trol of the key points in the city by the simple procedure of posting pick-
ets. Junker guards, told to retire, either withdrew voluntarily or were
disarmed. Thus, under cover of darkness, the Milrevkom occupied, one
by one, railroad stations, postal, telephone and telegraph offices, banks,
and bridges. No resistance was encountered, no shots exchanged. The
Bolsheviks seized the Military Stdtf headquarters in the most casual
manner imaginable: according to one participant, “they entered and sat
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down while those who had been sitting there got up and left; thus the
Staft was taken.” '

Kerensky, isolated with his ministers at the Winter Palace, tried by
telephone to secure military help, but none was forthcoming. At ¢ a.m.,
disguised as a Serbian officer, he slipped out and in a car borrowed from
a U.S. Embassy official left for the front.

By then the Winter Palace was the only structure that remained in
government hands. Lenin insisted that it be captured before the Second
Congress of Soviets opened. But the Bolshevik forces, after months of
preparation, proved unequal to the task. They had no men willing to
brave fire: their 45,000 Red Guards and tens of thousands of alleged sup-
porters in the garrison were nowhere to be seen. At dawn a halfhearted
attack was launched, but at the first sound of shots the attackers
retreated.

Between 8 and 9 a.m., Lenin made his way to the Bolshevik operations
room in Smolnyi, where he drafted, in the name of the Milrevkom, the
following declaration:

TO THE CITIZENS OF RUSSIA!

The Provisional Government has been deposed. Govern-
ment authority has passed into the hands of an organ of the
Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, the
Military Revolutionary Committee, which stands at the head
of the Petrograd proletariat and garrison.

The task for which the people have been struggling—the
immediate offer of a democratic peace, the abolition of land-
lord property in land, worker control over production, the
creation of a Soviet Government—this task is assured.

Long Live the Revolution of Workers, Soldiers, and
Peasants!

This document, which enjoys pride of place in the corpus of Bolshe-
vik decrees, declared sovereign power over Russia to have been assumed
by a body that no one except the Bolshevik Central Committee had
authorized to do so. The Petrograd Soviet had formed the Milrevkom to
help defend the city from the Germans, not to depose the Provisional
Government. The Second Congress of Soviets, unrepresentative as it
was, had not even opened when the Bolsheviks began to act in its name.
Because the coup was unsanctioned and carried out virtually without
violence, the population of Petrograd had no reason to take it to heart.
On October 23, life in Petrograd returned to normal as offices and shops
reopened, factory workers returned to work, and places of entertainment
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filled with crowds. No one except a handful of principals knew what had
happened—that Petrograd was in the iron grip of armed Bolsheviks and
nothing would ever be the same.

The rest of the day was material for comedy. At the front, Kerensky
managed to persuade the Third Cavalry Corps—the same that two
months earlier he had accused of trying to remove him from office at
Kornilov’s behest—to advance on Petrograd, but the troops dismounted
before reaching the capital and refused to proceed farther. A few days
later they fought a desultory battle with Kronshtadt sailors, who forced
them to withdraw. The cabinet that Lenin had declared deposed sat in the
Malachite Room of the Winter Palace awaiting help. Five thousand
Kronshtadt sailors brought in by the Bolsheviks to seize the government’s
last stronghold had no heart for battle. Lenin did not want to open the
Congress of Soviets until the ministers were under arrest, so the delegates
milled around. At 6:30 p.m. the Milrevkom gave the cabinet an ultima-
tum to surrender or face artillery fire from naval and shore batteries. The
ministers, awaiting Kerensky’s arrival at the head of relief troops, ignored
it; they chatted listlessly, talked to friends on the phone, and took naps,
dressed in overcoats. At g p.m. the cruiser Aurora opened fire. Because it
had no live ammunition aboard, it shot a single blank salvo and fell
silent—just enough to secure a prominent place in the mythology of
October. Two hours later the Peter and Paul Fortress opened fire with
live shells, but its aim was so inaccurate that of the thirty to thirty-five
rounds only two struck the palace, inflicting minor damage.

The defenders of the Winter Palace, discouraged by the failure of
relief forces to arrive, began to disperse. When the pro-Bolshevik forces
no longer encountered resistance, they penetrated the building through
the open windows on the Hermitage side and the unlocked gates facing
the Neva. They then overran the vast structure, looting and vandalizing.
The iunkers, who stayed to the last, were willing to fight, but the minis-
ters wanted no bloodshed and ordered them to surrender. At 2:10 a.m.
the cabinet, minus Kerensky, was arrested and escorted under guard to
the Peter and Paul Fortress.

Some time before, the Bolsheviks, unable to hold out any longer, had
opened the Congress of Soviets in the Assembly Hall of Smolnyi. Present
were some 650 delegates, among them 338 Bolsheviks and 98 Left SRs.
The two allied parties thus controlled two-thirds of the seats—a represen-
tation twice that to which they were entitled, judging by the elections to
the Constituent Assembly held three weeks later. The initial hours were
spent on raucous debates. Awaiting word that the Winter Palace had
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fallen, the Bolsheviks gave their socialist opponents the floor. Amid
hooting and heckling, the Mensheviks and Socialists-Revolutionaries
denounced the Bolshevik coup and demanded immediate negotiations
with the Provisional Government. Trotsky dismissed these opponents
as “bankrupts,” fit for the “garbage heap of history.”

This happened around 1 a.m. on October 26. At 3:10 a.m., Kameney,
appointed Chairman of the Presidium, announced that the government
had been arrested. At 6 a.m. he adjourned the Congress until the evening.

Lenin now repaired to a friend’s apartment to draft key decrees for the
Congress’s ratification.

The Congress resumed at 10:40 p.m. Lenin, greeted with tumultuous
applause, presented the decrees on peace and on land with which he
expected to win the support of both soldiers and peasants.

The Decree on Peace was not a legislative act but an appeal to the
belligerent powers promptly to open negotiations for a peace without
annexations and indemnities, guaranteeing every people the right to
“self-determination.” The Land Decree was lifted bodily from the pro-
gram of the Socialist-Revolutionary Party. Instead of calling for the
nationalization of all land, as demanded by the Bolsheviks’ own program,
it directed that it be “socialized”—that is, withdrawn from commerce and
transferred to peasant communes. All landed properties, except those
owned by peasant-cultivators, were expropriated without compensation.

After these measures had been passed on a voice vote, the organizers
presented a slate of officials of the new Provisional Government, desig-
nated Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom). It was to be a care-
taker government to serve only until the Constituent Assembly met.
Lenin initially did not want a cabinet post, preferring to act behind the
scenes as de facto chairman of the Communist Party’s Central Commit-
tee, but his colleagues would have none of it and compelled him to
assume responsibility for a coup that was in large measure carried out at
his insistence. All the commissars belonged to the Bolshevik Party and
were subject to its discipline. Lenin became Chairman. A. I. Rykov took
over the portfolio of Internal Affairs, and Trotsky that of Foreign Affairs.
Stalin received the minor, newly created post of Chairman of National-
ity Affairs. The old Ispolkom was dissolved and replaced with one that
had 101 members, of whom 62 were Bolsheviks and 29 Left SRs.
Kamenev assumed its chairmanship. The decree setting up the Sov-
narkom made it accountable to the Ispolkom.

Lenin assured the Congress that all its decisions would be subject to
ratification, rejection, or modification by the Constituent Assembly,
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30. One of the early meetings of the Council of People’s Commissars.
Lenin at center; behind him, with hand to mouth, Stalin.

elections to which were to be held, as ordered by the previous govern-
ment, on November 12. Its work done, the Congress adjourned.

In Moscow, the takeover proved much more difficult. The pro-
government forces, composed mainly of military cadets and students,
captured the Kremlin. Instead of pressing their advantage, however, the
Committee of Public Safety, chaired by Moscow’s mayor, entered into
negotiations with the Bolsheviks, saving them from almost certain
defeat. During the three-day armistice, the Milrevkom assembled rein-
forcements and attacked at midnight of October 30. In the morning of
November 2, the government ordered its troops to lay down arms.

In the other cities of Russia, the situation followed a bewildering vari-
ety of scenarios, the course and outcome of the conflict in each city
depending on the strength and determination of the contending parties.
(In the countryside, at this point, the October coup had no impact except
to intensify land seizures; there it did not make itself felt until the fol-
lowing summer.) In some localities, the Bolsheviks joined hands with the
SRs and Mensheviks to proclaim “soviet” rule; in others, they ejected
their socialist rivals and took power for themselves. By early November,
the new government controlled the heartland of the defunct empire,
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Great Russia or, at any rate, the cities of that region. For the present the
borderlands as well as the villages remained outside its reach.

"The stratagem of carrying out the coup in the name and on behalf of
the Soviet concealed from nearly everyone its true significance. The illu-
sion prevailed that the Soviet, the stronger partner in the dual power
arrangement that had existed since February, had formally assumed full
responsibility, and hence that nothing much had really changed. The illu-
sion gained strength from the fact that the new authority called itself also
a Provisional Government. In the original draft of the October 23
announcement declaring the deposition of Kerensky’s cabinet, Lenin
wrote “Long Live Socialism!” but he had second thoughts and crossed
out the phrase, apparently to emphasize (for now) the image of continu-
ity. The earliest official use of the word socialisin occurred in a document
that Lenin drafted on November 2. In the aftermath of the coup, the
ruble lost one-half of its exchange value in terms of the U.S. dollar, but
shares on the Petrograd Stock Exchange held steady. There was no panic
even among the affluent.

The fall of the old Provisional Government caused few regrets: eye-
witnesses report that the population reacted to it with complete uncon-
cern. The man on the street seemed to feel that it made no difference
who was in charge, since things were so bad they could not possibly get
any worse.



chapter

BUILDING THE
ONE-PARTY STATE

he regime that Lenin established after coming to power
I resembled none that had ever existed. The world has known
a great variety of governmental systems ranging from com-
munal self-rule to autocracy, but the government of Russia after 1917 fit
no previous model. It was a dual authority: an extreme dictatorship exer-
cised by a private body—the “party”—behind the facade of popular self-
rule represented by the soviets. The system lent itself equally well to
adaptation by radical left and radical right causes. Because it had no
precedent, the world required many years to realize its true nature. It
was only after the Fascists and the Nazis borrowed Communist political
methods for their own purposes that the concept of totalitarianism came
into use to define the regime that had first sprung up on Russian soil.
Marx and his followers had given little thought to the state they would
set up after coming to power, in good measure because they did not
know how to resolve such thorny problems as the relationship between
the “dictatorship of the proletariat” and proletarian democracy or how a
socialist economy would function without money. They preferred to
leave the resolution of these problems to the future. The Bolsheviks sim-
ilarly ignored such issues because they took it for granted that their rev-
olution would instantly ignite the ehtire world and free them from the
burden of setting up a national government. Lenin’s one attempt to pro-
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ject the Communist future in State and Revolution was so confused that it
has puzzled commentators ever since.

Hence, Russia’s new rulers improvised their political system as they
went along. Essentially, they imposed on the entire population the rules
and procedures they had adopted for their Bolshevik organization when
it had been a private and voluntary body, making the private public and
the voluntary coercive. Although they never succeeded in providing it
with a theoretical foundation, the one-party state proved to be the most
enduring and influential of their accomplishments.

While Lenin took it for granted that he and his associates would exer-
cise unlimited power—for he saw the party as the agent chosen by his-
tory to lead humanity into the socialist era—he had to make allowance
for the fact that he had taken power in the name of “Soviet democracy.”
The Bolsheviks, it will be recalled, had carried out the October coup not
on their own behalf—the party’s name did not appear on any proclama-
tion of the Military-Revolutionary Committee—but on behalf of the
soviets. This pretense had to be maintained because the country would
not have tolerated a one-party dictatorship. Even the delegates to the
Second Congress of Soviets, which the Bolsheviks had packed with fol-
lowers and sympathizers, had no intention of investing them with dicta-
torial powers. In a poll conducted at the Congress, none of these
delegates expressed a preference for one-party rule. This even held true
of some of Lenin’s closest associates, who envisaged the new government
as a coalition of all the socialist parties. Although Lenin initially did not
reject such ideas outright, in fact he had no intention of entering into a
league with the Mensheviks and SRs, since he considered them compro-
misers who would slow down and emasculate his revolutionary agenda.
His solution was to create a formal edifice of democratic institutions to
satisfy the clamor for a popular government but to control it with an iron
hand through the Bolshevik Party. Individual Mensheviks and SRs could
participate in the new government but only if they broke with their own
parties and submitted to Bolshevik discipline.

The introduction of a one-party state required a variety of measures
of a destructive as well as constructive nature. First and foremost, the
Bolsheviks had to uproot all that remained of the old regime, tsarist as
well as “bourgeois” (democratic): the organs of self-government, the
political parties and their press, the armed forces, the judiciary system,
and the entire economic edifice built on the principle of private prop-
erty. This purely destructive phase of the Revolution, carried out in ful-
fillment of Marx’s injunction not merely to take over but “smash” the old
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order, found expression in decrees, but it was accomplished mainly by
the spontaneous anarchism of the population, which the Bolsheviks did
their utmost to encourage.

Construction of the new order proved a much more difficult task.
First, it required curbing anarchic passions. Then it called for the struc-
turing of a new authority designed to resemble folkish, “soviet” democ-
racy but in reality akin to Muscovite patrimonial absolutism. The new
government had to free itself from accountability to the soviets, its nom-
inal sovereign, and convert them into supine tools of the Party. It also
somehow had to be rid of the Constituent Assembly, to the convocation
of which it was solemnly committed but which was certain to remove it
from power. All these objectives the Bolsheviks attained within six
months of the October putsch.

That the Bolshevik Party was the engine driving the Soviet govern-
ment no Bolshevik ever questioned. Lenin merely stated a truism when
he said in 1921, “Our party is the governmental party and the resolutions
which the Party Congress adopts [are] binding on the entire republic.”
And yet for all its public authority, the Bolshevik Party remained after
1917 what it had been before—namely, a private body. Neither the con-
stitution of 1918 nor that of 1924 made reference to it. Until 1936, when
it was first mentioned in the so-called “Stalin constitution,” the party
liked to depict itself as a spiritual force that led the country not by com-
pulsion but by example.

As a private organization, the party was not subject to external super-
vision. While it controlled everything, it was itself free of any controls: it
remained, until its demise in August 1991, a self-contained and self-
perpetuating body, accountable only to itself.

The rolls of the party—renamed “Communist Party” in March
1918—grew exponentially: in February 1917, it had 23,600 members; in
1919, 250,000; in March 1921, 730,000 (including candidate members).
Most of the new adherents, to be sure, were careerists who joined in
order to benefit from the privileges traditionally associated in Russia
with government service. Lenin realized this, but he had no choice in the
matter because he desperately needed personnel to manage all the
spheres of life over which his party had assumed control. At the same
time, he made certain that key posts in the party and government went
to the “Old Guard,” Bolsheviks who had joined before 1917.

Until mid-1919, the party retained the casual structure of its under-
ground years, but as its ranks expanded it received a more formal orga-
nization. In March 1919, the Central Committee, the party’s highest
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organ, created two new offices alongside the Secretariat: the Politburo,
to reach rapid decisions on urgent policy matters, and the Orgburo, to
deal with the party’s personnel. Lenin was the undisputed head of the
party, although it had no formal chairman. In the first year, he often had
to fight his associates to have his way, sometimes with resort to threats of
resignation. But by late 1918, he no longer faced opposition. As
Kamenev told the Menshevik Nicholas Sukhanov:

I become ever more convinced that Lenin never makes a mistake. In the
end, he is always right. How many times it seemed that he had blundered,
in his prognosis or political line—and always, in the end, his prognosis and
his line turned out to have been correct.

Lenin and his lieutenants served in a double capacity: they ran the
party, the country’s true legislature, and also the Sovnarkom, the coun-
try’s supreme executive. As a rule, important decisions were first made in
the Central Committee or the Politburo, then submitted for discussion
to the Sovnarkom, often with the participation of non-Bolshevik experts.
Such discussions always confined themselves to the best means of imple-
menting party decisions, taking the decisions themselves for granted.
This duplication of offices became a characteristic feature of the totali-
tarian regime.

The destructive phase of the Bolshevik Revolution is best defined by
the term duvan, a Turkish word adopted by the Cossacks to mean “divi-
sion of spoils,” such as the Cossacks used to carry out after raids on Turk-
ish and Persian settlements. In the fall and winter of 1917-18, all Russia
became the object of duvan. The main commodity divided was agrarian
land. Similar pilferage also took place in industry, where workers took
over factories. Frontline soldiers, who after October deserted in droves,
before heading for home broke into arsenals and storehouses and took
whatever they could carry. Thus preoccupied, the peasants, workers, and
soldiers lost the little interest they had in politics.

The duvan was not limited to material goods; it also applied to politi-
cal power. The population of what had been the Russian Empire tore
apart the state, the product of 600 years of historical development. By
the spring of 1918, the largest state in the world had disintegrated into
many overlapping entities, large and small, each claiming sovereignty
over its territory. As in the Middle Ages, Russia turned into a realm of
self-governing principalities.

The first to detach themselves were the borderland areas inhabited by
non-Russians. Beginning with Finland, which declared its independence
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in December 1917, one ethnic group after another went its separate way,
sometimes justifying its action with the right of “national self-
determination” proclaimed by the new government.* But the centrifugal
forces also affected Russia proper, as provinces, regions, and even cities
asserted independence from central authority. The Bolshevik acceptance
of the anarchist principle of soviet rule encouraged this process. Accord-
ing to one contemporary source, in June 1918 there existed on the terri-
tory of what had been the Russian Empire at least thirty-three sovereign
“governments.”

The Bolsheviks, whose long-range objective called for a highly cen-
tralized state, for the time being did not interfere with these centrifugal
trends because they promoted the disintegration of the old political and
economic systems. In March 1918, the government approved a new con-
stitution of the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RSFSR)
which, drafted with the help of the Left SRs, had a strong anarchist fla-
vor. That it was not meant to be taken seriously is evident from the fact
that while vesting (nominally) all power in the soviets, it did not define
the distribution of power among the village soviets, district soviets, and
provincial soviets, nor between the soviets and the central government.
The Bolshevik Party, the true source of all authority, went unmentioned.

To gain full freedom of action, Lenin and Trotsky had to rid themselves
as quickly as possible of accountability to the Central Executive Com-
mittee (CEC)." It was on Lenin’s own initative that the Second
Congress of Soviets, which had created the Council of People’s Com-
missars (Sovnarkom), gave the Central Executive Committee control
over its actions and composition. But Lenin’s real intention was to have
the Sovnarkom, of which he was chairman, bear exclusive responsibility
to the Central Committee of the party, of which he was undisputed
leader. The contradiction between declaratory and intended practice led
to the first and only constitutional clash in the history of Soviet Russia.
The socialists on the CEC appointed by the Bolsheviks in late October
thought of it as a kind of socialist Duma empowered to monitor the activ-
ities of the new Provisional Government, nominate its members, and leg-
islate. Lenin, who treated such “formalism” with contempt, ignored the
CEC from his first day in office. The potential conflict between him and

*This subject will be treated at greater length,in Chapter XIIL.
" The Central Executive Committee (CEC, previously known as Ispolkom) was the highest
organ of the nation’s soviets—that is, the szare. The Central Committee directed the party.
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the CEC broke into the open with the release of two controversial
decrees, neither of which had been submitted to the CEC for approval.
One, made public on October 27, dealt with the press. Although signed
by Lenin, it was actually drafted by Anatolii Lunacharskii, the Commis-
sar of Enlightenment. It called for the shutting down of the “counterrev-
olutionary” press, by which were meant all newspapers that refused to
acknowledge the legitimacy of the October coup—in effect, the entire
press except for the organs of the Bolsheviks and Left SRs.

Anticipating that this decree and others that they had in mind would
provoke strong opposition in the CEC, the Bolsheviks issued another
law regulating their relations with the Sovnarkom. Called “Concerning
the Procedure for the Ratification and Promulgation of Laws,” it autho-
rized the Sovnarkom to legislate by decree. The CEC could ratify or
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