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PREFACE, 1998:
LENIN AMONG THE BOLSHEVIKS

What was Lenin’s impact on the world? Could someone else have done the
same thing? In retrospect, no one other than Lenin could have brought about
“the Great October,” the November 1917 coup that established the Soviet
state and communism, which in turn—this hackneyed phrase in this case is
literally true—changed the course of history. The Soviet Union collapsed in
December 1991. Communism continues to rule China, North Korea, and a
handful of other states, but in a form that would have astounded Lenin. In
their heyday, however, both affected, in some cases disastrously, every nation
on the planet.

The French Revolution threw up quite a number of young, brilliant, and
ambitious military commanders. Even without Napoleon France might have
made its bid for the domination of Europe, incidentally spreading the ideas
of the Revolution all over the continent. It is harder, but not inconceivable,
to think that someone other than Hitler could have led to fascism a nation
lacerated by the military defeat in World War I and ravaged by the Great
Depression.

But count the occasions when it was Lenin and Lenin alone who propelled
his followers—and history—toward what would become communism. He was
the founder of Bolshevism in 1go3. In subsequent years it was his leadership
that kept what was formally but a faction of the Russian Social Democratic
Party from losing its identity within the general movement. Arriving in Russia
in April 1917, after the overthrow of tsarism, he was the only politician of
stature, even among the Bolsheviks, to urge further revolutionary action and
no truck with the Provisional Government. Within weeks the Bolsheviks
submitted to his leadership.

It was at his feverish insistence that his followers undertook the armed
coup in November, and later, transmuted into Communists, abandoned their
lingering democratic “superstitions” and turned Russia into a one-party state.
As the ruler of that state, Lenin enunciated what would become the pervasive
characteristics of Soviet society and communism: a system of “class justice”
licensing the use of terror, and excluding by implication any rights of the
individual against the state; priority of industrialization over consumer needs;

vii



viii PREFACE, 1998

and sponsorship of revolutionary movements abroad. Add to his tasks running
a regime that at times seemed on the verge of collapse, and controlling
ambitious and contentious subordinates such as Trotsky and Stalin, and one
is not surprised that in his followers’ eyes, Lenin often appeared as a veritable
miracle worker.

A believer in democratic and liberal values cannot help finding the story
of Vladimir Ilyich’s life’s work reprehensible. He may not deny the man
greatness, but the sum total of Lenin’s accomplishments added up to oppres-
sion and misery for millions in his own country and elsewhere.

Many, and not necessarily Communists, would still balk at such peremp-
tory judgments. Lenin’s was a grandiose experiment that failed only because
Russia of those years was not suited to socialism. The man himself was a
teacher and practitioner of intolerance, but one cannot fault his ultimate vision
and goal—that of social justice and of humankind united under socialism, and
thus freed from the scourge of war.

Those who defend Lenin object strenuously to any suggestion of a generic
link between his legacy and Stalinism. Stalin perverted that legacy. Lenin,
whose active leadership of the state and the movement ended in 1922, cannot
be held accountable for such subsequent horrors as mass terror, enslavement
of Soviet peasants through collectivization, and the Soviet Union’s bid for
world mastery. Had Lenin been spared a few years, runs the argument, one
would not have had Stalin, and the Soviet Union and international commu-
nism would have followed a different, undoubtedly more humane, course.

Within Russia itself Lenin’s legacy has always been interpreted according
to the political needs of his successors. Stalin contrived an extravagant cult of
personality surrounding his great predecessor, so as to build and legitimize
his own. As other members of Lenin’s old guard were being liquidated, first
politically, then physically, the Georgian emerged as the only true pupil, a
kind of ideological reincarnation of the Founder. It was then only natural that,
after the tyrant’s death, Khrushchev and others bent on de-Stalinization would
seek a clear demarcation line between the personalities and the actions of the
two men. The motto of the post-1953 reforms was in effect “back to [true]
Lenin.” The same motif is evident in Tvardovsky’s 1960 poem in which he
says, “The Great Lenin was not a god, nor did he teach us to make gods.” Yet
even in the famous “secret” speech in 1956 Khrushchev revealed how much
of Stalinism remained among the canons of Soviet policies, thus by implication
being in accordance with Lenin’s practices and ideas. Stalin was condemned
mainly for his savage decimation of the Party ranks during the period of the
great terror, 1934-1941. Thus allegedly the pre-1934 Stalin, the enslaver of
the peasants and already the absolute dictator, was still following in Lenin’s
footsteps. And for the Soviet oligarchs who got rid of Khrushchev largely
because of his garrulity about Stalin’s crimes, the latter still remained “an
outstanding Marxist-Leninist” who, alas, occasionally abused his power.

Dissent in the Soviet Union was born, or rather reborn (for as the reader
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of this book will see, it had not been absent before 1g24), with Khrushchev’s
“secret speech.” But again, even those who believed that the speech did not
go far enough in exposing the negative aspects of the Soviet system shied
away, for the most part, from blaming the founder of the system. One does
not find any explicit criticisms of Lenin even in the writings of someone like
the academician Andrei Sakharov, never a member of the Communist Party.
Roy Medvedev, who with considerable danger to himself was unsparing in
collecting and publishing the horrifying data about Stalin’s terror, considered
himself a follower of Lenin’s. For the great majority of Russian dissidents and
would-be reformers, the person of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin remained a taboo
almost to the very end of the Soviet state. By the same token, Lenin remained
a revered figure to foreign Communists, even when, after Stalin’s death, they
shed their previous servility to Moscow, and some, notably in the Italian party,
felt free to criticize Soviet domestic and foreign policies.

The most eloquent voice of Russian dissent struck a different note. Once
a victim then a chronicler of the grim Soviet reality, Alexander Solzhenitsyn
ultimately became an uncompromising enemy of the entire Soviet system. As
such he has had to be a severe judge of its creator. Lenin, for the writer, is a
malevolent spirit, agitated by hatred, first of all of his own country. His
ideology, Marxism-Leninism as it was officially described in the USSR, is a
tissue of lies and nonsense. Addressing the ruling oligarchs in his Letter to
Leaders, Solzhenitsyn went so far as to assert that even autocratic rule was
not as harmful for Russia as the atmosphere of falsehood and hypocrisy that,
through the worship of false gods, had permeated the entire society. Lenin
and his legacy are then the source of the evil; Stalinism is not a perversion
but a natural extension of that legacy.

For all its earnestness, one could see Solzhenitsyn’s essay in demonology
as misdirected. Looking at Soviet society since the 1930s, one is struck by the
fact that Lenin, while remaining officially its patron saint, became rather
irrelevant to its development, even when “the real Lenin” was being invoked
as a counterfoil to Stalin. Those issues that had once agitated, if not the
masses, then certainly the faithful—would Lenin have approved of “socialism
in one country,” would he consider, say, China, “ripe” for a socialist revolu-
tion—became as distant from the consciousness of even the Party members
as the scholastic conundrums of the Middle Ages. The working ideology of
Stalinism became the cult of “Soviet patriotism,” that is, Russian nationalism,
with “Soviet” being a rather transparent device to make it appear inclusive of
other nationalities. Had this name not been preempted by another scourge
of the period, one would not be wrong to describe Stalinism as essentially
national socialism.

With Stalin gone, the ideological ingredient in the Soviet system receded
still further. “Soviet patriotism” became even more explicitly Russian and, as
such, the main psychological prop of the system. The clash between Mao’s
China and the USSR was usually explained by the ideological differences
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between the two Communist regimes. In fact, ideologically they were quite
similar, for both nationalism and power considerations replaced virtually
everything else in the Communist canon.

Like every other attempt at reform in Russia since 1953, perestroika began
with a call to return to the true roots of communism, that is, Lenin and his
ideas. One of its main slogans—glasnost—openness, meant in practice the
exposure, this time far-reaching and eventually uninhibited, of Stalin’s crimes.
Gorbachev’s efforts to confine such revelations within safe limits proved
unavailing. In his fall Stalin was dragging down the reputation of communism,
including that of its founder. The Party theologians, that is, its propaganda
officials, tried to create new myths: had some other of Lenin’s licutenants,
say, Nikolai Bukharin, inherited his mantle, communism and the Soviet Union
would not have diverted from the straight path of Marxism-Leninism.

But in the prevailing atmosphere, appeals to the old pieties could not be
effective. To the mass of the Soviet people, certainly to the younger genera-
tion, Lenin has become a remote figure, perhaps neither appealing nor
repellent, but mainly incomprehensible. Stalin, though finally and fully un-
masked, still bad devoted admirers in the 198os, just as he has in post-Soviet
Russia. He had led the country to victory and he presided over its greatness
as a superpower. Much as every Soviet citizen had been exposed from school
days to hagiographic materials about Lenin, his followers could now be found
mainly among the handful of elderly veterans of the movement. As for other
Bolshevik leaders of the past, such as Bukharin, victimized by Stalin and
rehabilitated under Gorbachev, they were by now shadowy figures.

Dmitri Volkogonov’s father was one of the countless individuals “re-
pressed”—the usual Soviet euphemism for shot—in the purges of the 1930s.
His son grew up a loyal Communist and quickly advanced in his military
career, reaching the rank of colonel-general, and the post of deputy director
of the political administration of the Soviet army. With perestroika his political
views began to change. Stripped of his post, the general turned author. His
access to the then still secret archives of the Party enabled him to come out
with very informative biographies—he called them political portraits—of the
Bolshevik greats. The one of Stalin was published in 1988. It amounted to a
severe condemnation of the man whom Volkogonov, for all the tragedy of his
own family, had admired throughout his previous career. When he wrote the
portrait the general was still a loyal Communist, the main point of his
indictment of the despot being that he had perverted and soiled Lenin’s
legacy. But Volkogonov’s further researches and reflections led to even more
drastic conclusions. His political portrait of Lenin, which appeared a few years
later, is a ruthless exposé of his one-time idol, both as a man and as a politician.
One cannot explain the evolution of Volkogonov's views by political oppor-
tunism (he did serve as an adviser to Yeltsin). As he himself told me, he was
aware while writing his last works that he was suffering from an incurable
disease. Thus toward the end of his life this former high Party and military
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official approached the same conclusion that had been reached many years
before by an inveterate antagonist of the Soviet regime: Alexander Solzhenit-
syn. It was one man’s perverse ideas and striving for power that lay at the
roots of his nation’s tragedy.

Writing about an earlier period of despotism in his country’s history—the
rule of Nicholas I (1825-1855)—a descendant of one of its victims stigmatized
that time in words reminiscent of a dissident of the Soviet era:

And when will our national consciousness be rid of this fatal confusion
[between power and national welfare] that has brought so much falsehood
into every sphere of national life, falsehood which has colored our politics,

our reli%lous and social thought, our education. Falsehood has been the
Erincipa ailment of Russian politics, along with its usual companions,

ypocrisy and cynicism. They run through our whole history. Yet surely
life’s goal must not be just to exist, but to exist with dignity. And if we
want to be frank with ourselves, then we must admit that if Russia cannot
exist otherwise than she did in the past, she does not deserve to survive.!

Well, that Russia, first of the tsars then of the Soviets, did cease to exist
in December 1991, the European part of what is now the Russian Federal
Republic having been reduced to the size of Muscovy before the middle of
the seventeenth century. And it still remains to be seen whether this new
Russia’s rather chaotic groping toward democracy will be successful so the
country can exist “otherwise than she did in the past.”

The momentous changes in world politics of the last decade cannot affect
the historical importance of the Russian Revolution or its central figure,
Vladimir IHyich Lenin. For more than seventy years communism had been the
world’s most widespread and powerful secular faith. For almost the same
period of time the Soviet Union had been one of the most important factors
in world politics. It is at least problematic whether other totalitarian move-
ments would have assumed the importance they did had it not been for the
challenge of communism; the fear of social revolution was conducive to the
rise of fascism, national socialism, and a plethora of similar movements.
Communism, by dividing the working classes and frightening the bourgeoisie
and capitalists, helped open the road to power for Hitler and Mussolini. How
vast and in many cases irreversible have been the consequences of the
Bolsheviks™ seizing control of the world’s largest state! For a believer in
democracy, whether in Russia or elsewhere, most of those consequences have,
of course, been lamentable. But has not the menace of Soviet imperialism
also helped ease ancient national enmities in the Western world, prodded
America to assume its proper world role, provided the impulse to the Euro-
pean economic union, and dramatized the issue of human rights? Just as
assuredly we have not reached “the end of history” with the fall of the Soviet

! Sergei Volkonsky, The Decembrists: Family Recollections (St. Petersburg, 1922),
p. 96.
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Union, so we have probably not yet experienced fully the consequences of
the events described in this book.

When I was writing the book, my aim was to tell the story of Lenin and
the Bolsheviks within its historical context, and thus incidentally to keep it
free of the echoes and passions of the Cold War. In collecting materials for
the work, I was a beneficiary of the post-Stalin “thaw” in the Soviet Union
which, extending to historiography, made avaliable a veritable mass of infor-
mation on Lenin and the Bolsheviks’ saga that was suppressed during the era.
As 1 wrote in the original Preface, one had to be grateful to many Soviet
historians and archivists for how much they were able to tell us, even with
the Party watchdogs peering over their shoulders.

It is a testimony to those people, their scholarly values, and their courage,
that the picture drawn in 1965 remains valid today, when the fall of the USSR
has enabled us to examine more archives. Before this book’s publication, no
diligent reader of Lenin’s collected works (I used their fourth and fifth
editions) would have had any trouble ascertaining where Lenin had stood on
such once-controversial issues as accepting money from the government of
Imperial Germany, or the use of terror. It is still puzzling why the guardians
of Communist orthodoxy let such compromising evidence see the light of day.
The recently opened Party archives have thus offered no new revelations on
those subjects, but simply ample confirmation of the already known facts.

To be sure, in view of new information, two subjects treated here require
reexamination. They both touch on Lenin’s private life, a subject that, in the
opinion of the guardians of Soviet orthodoxy, required greated discretion than
his politics.

There had been rumors that Lenin’s maternal grandfather, Dr. Alexander
Blank, not a common Russian name, may have been Jewish. Yet the Soviet
materials at my disposal were silent on the subject. Now, thanks to the late
General Volkogonov, we do know that such was the case: born of Jewish
parents, Alexander Blank converted early in his life. Much as antisemitism
did not elicit official encouragement until late in the Stalin period, Soviet
censors would never permit any reference to the Jewish element in Lenin’s
ancestry.

Other rumors concerned Lenin’s love life. Had he strayed from his own
quite Victorian moral code in his relations with a Party comrade, Inessa
Armand? Here again one could not have expected the priggish guardians of
the Lenin cult to allow that Vladimir Ilyich, an exemplary husband, could have
fallen prey to an illicit passion. In discussing the very extensive body of gossip
that alleged the contrary, I ill-advisedly dismissed the notion of Lenin’s being
capable of any but political passions. But then Volkogonov and other destroy-
ers of the Soviet myths have tracked down published letters between the
couple that suggest very strongly, even if they do not absolutely prove (but
can one ever in such cases?), that their relationship had been, indeed, very
intimate.
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In no other society was so much effort devoted to ensuring the immortality
of the legend of its founder. His earthly remains were mummified in order
to be exhibited presumably forever. His mausoleum has served as the central
point of the vast empire, its top the reviewing stand for the leaders of the
nation and the Communist movement. The country’s second capital, once
bearing the name of Russia’s greatest emperor, was changed to Leningrad.

The fall of the legend preceded the crash of the regime. Even before the
dissolution of the Soviet Union, a great majority of Russians voted to restore
Leningrad’s old name. It may not be long before Lenin’s remains receive a
regular burial. As it is, the mausoleum still stands in the midst of the capital,
but it is now more of a tourist attraction than an evocation of the triumph
and permanence of communism.

Still, in today’s Russian parliament a party that calls itself Communist
holds most seats. To be sure, its spirit and goals would hardly be recognized
as such by Lenin. But even the name serves as a reminder of how one man’s
legacy continues to weigh heavily on his country’s and the world’s fortunes.






I

THE FAMILY

Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, who took the name Lenin, was always reticent
about the origins and background of his family. It is not that there was
anything in the history of the Ulyanovs that could have been embarrass-
ing to the leader of world communism. Quite the contrary. Lenin’s reti-
cence was simply in line with his usual reserve and feeling for privacy
where his personal affairs were concerned. In filling out his Party ques-
tionnaire in 1920 Lenin professed not to know the profession of his
paternal grandfather.

The vast biographical literature that followed Lenin’s death in 1924
and included the reminiscences of his surviving two sisters and brother
did little to throw much light on the origins of the Ulyanovs or those of
Lenin’s mother’s family. Such omissions cannot be ascribed simply to the
conviction that the story of Lenin’s ancestors was of little importance
when compared to various incidents of the hero’s revolutionary struggle.
To the Soviet biographer it has always been a bit embarrassing that Lenin
did not come “from the people.” But, and this could not be obscured or
omitted, in fact his father had been a loyal servant of the Tsarist
state and a faithful son of the Orthodox Church, and his mother a daugh-
ter of a small landowner. With the cult of Russian nationalism introduced
under Stalin it became even more embarrassing and risky to pry further
into the family tree and discover the non-Russian ancestors of the founder
of the Soviet state. Furthermore, if the relatively high social status of
Lenin’s father was already a bother to the biographer, then paradoxically
the low station in life of the grandfather made the picture worse. If
Tsarist Russia was literally “the prison of nationalities” and an oppressive
class society, as Lenin himself had taught and Soviet historians have
insistently repeated, how can one explain the career of his own father?
Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov, born of a poor father and an illiterate mother,
of a family with at least a strong admixture of non-Russian blood, died a
high civil servant entitled to be addressed as “Your Excellency,” and a
hereditary noble. No wonder many Soviet writers overlooked the shadowy
but inconvenient grandfather, or made him into a “petty official” or a
“poor intelligent,” hardly a correct description of the status of a man who
was in actuality a tailor.

More scrupulous than most of the Lenin biographers, Soviet novelist

1
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. Marietta Shaginyan stumbled upon the data about Lenin’s ancestry while

working on her novel The Family of Ulyanovs.! Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov
was born in 1831 in Astrakhan. The old town in the mouth of the Volga
has long been a trade emporium with the East. Waves of Mongol and
Turkic invasions and migrations swept through South Russia and left a
lasting imprint on the composition of the population. In 1831 the town
and the neighboring countryside were a veritable melting pot where the
Tartars, Bashkirs, Kalmyks and other nationalities mixed with ethnic
Russians. Ilya’s mother, Anna, came without a doubt from a Kalmyk fam-
ily and there is strong circumstantial evidence that his father Nikolay was
also of the same racial origin.> To be sure, both the names and the mem-
bership in the Orthodox Church testify to the russification of the family,
but the inheritance is unmistakable in the Mongolian cast of features of
Ilya Nikolayevich and the often commented upon “hint of Tartar” in the
appearance of his famous son.

Nikolay Ulyanov began the process of social ascent which was to
conclude with his grandson the ruler of Russia. Born a serf and indentured
to learn a craft in the city, he evidently managed to buy his freedom and
to become inscribed as a burgess. The latter is a rather awkward transla-
tion of the Russian meshchanin, which carried none of the suggestion of
opulence of the English term, nor of the (to a Marxist) opprobrious
cormotation of the French bourgeois, but was simply the legal definition
of those townsmen who were neither peasants, nobles, nor inscribed in
the guilds of merchants. A burgess could be a man on his way to becom-
ing a millionaire entrepreneur or, as in this case, a poor tailor.

That the Ulyanovs were poor, a comforting thought to the Soviet
biographer for whom even a tailor could be, God forbid, an “exploiter,”
that is, an employer of labor rather than a “petty bourgeois” who himself
does cutting and sewing, is proved by the circumstances of the family on
Nikolay’s death. He had married late in life and on his death at the age
of seventy-four his son Ilya was only seven years old. Ilya’s brother Vasily,
who was ten or thirteen years older (there are glaring discrepancies as to
the dates and ages in Shaginyan’s account) had to become the family’s
provider. From his teens until his death, Vasily worked in an office. In his
later years Ilya would often refer with gratitude to his elder brother who
himself would have liked to obtain an education, but who sacrificed his
dreams to support his family. It was largely Vasily who enabled his
younger brother to go through the high school and the university (he
was also helped by his godfather who was an Orthodox clergyman).

It is all the more remarkable that Vasily, who remained a bachelor
and did not die until 1878, seems never to have visited his brother’s family.

! Moscow, 1959. The novel, appearing in 1937, incurred official wrath and was not
reissued until after the denunciation of Stalinism in 1957.

?Kalmyks, a branch of the Mongol tribe, were settled in the region in the seven-
teenth century.
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On his death a commemorative slab was put up on his tomb by his
fellow employees. Ilya’s mother and his two sisters hardly engaged the
attention of the Soviet chronicler whose main preoccupation is to demon-
strate that Lenin’s ancestors were always among the “exploited” rather
than the “exploiters.” Once Lenin’s father entered the university, his ties
with the city of his childhood grew more and more remote. Was the
State Councillor Ilya Ulyanov eventually to become embarrassed about his
humble beginnings, especially in view of his wife’s origins in a more
cultured milieu? This would seem hardly consistent with what we know
of the character of the man.

The story of the Ulyanovs serves as a useful corrective to many of the
stereotypes of Tsarist Russia. The Astrakhan gymnasium (high school) in
which Ilya Nikolayevich began his social ascent in 1843 could, in the
variety of subjects and the quality of teaching, vie with similar institu-
tions of contemporary France or Prussia. Here, in a semi-Asiatic city in
backward Russia, the son of a one-time serf received a sound preparation
for a university and a future pedagogical career. How many American
students of today are put through a high school curriculum that demands
the study of two modern foreign languages and Latin, and a fairly ad-
vanced acquaintance with mathematics and physics, as well as with a
wide variety of other subjects? Since the university in Russia was and has
remained the place for specialization, it was in the gymnasium that
Ilya Nikolayevich had to acquire the foundations of general education
that enabled the descendant of simple Kalmyk people to become a
typically cultivated Russian gentleman.

On the other side of the ledger, there is the undeniable fact that this
cramming of information plus harsh discipline made the gymnasium a
somewhat oppressive institution. The Russian pedagogue of the nineteenth
century, often a devoted and humane teacher, remained blissfully una-
ware of the future findings of Doctors Freud and Dewey. A student’s fail-
ure in a subject, a common occurrence, was followed invariably by the
repetition of a grade. No sports or other forms of student group activity
were allowed to relax the atmosphere of intensive learning. It is not sur-
prising that many a future Russian revolutionary would feel the first
stirrings of radical protest while oppressed by Greek grammar or loga-
rithms.

On Ilya Ulyanov’s graduation in 1850 we encounter a more familiar
aspect of the Tsarist regime. Having been an excellent student, Ilya was
recommended for a scholarship to the university. But scholarships were
then reserved for the children of impoverished nobility slated to enter the
state service and not for people of his background, and Ilya Nikolayevich
bad again to enlist the help of his relatives and to give private lessons in
order to support himself through the four years of the university.

Kazan, where he pursued his studies, and where his famous son was
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to follow him one day, was like Astrakhan a former Tartar capital. Its
university, while less fashionable than those of Moscow and Petersburg,
could boast of a very good scientific faculty. Its former professor, and
rector during much of the first half of the nineteenth century, had been
Lobachevski, one of the great names in the history of mathematics.
Though he felt some attraction to the law, Ilya Ulyanov decided finally
to enrcll under the faculty of mathematics and physics, from which he
duly graduated in 1854 with the degree of candidate (equivalent to our
master) of science. One year later, the great Lobachevski, then deputy
curator of the Kazan school region, set his name to the nomination of
Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov as teacher of physics and mathematics in the
high school of Penza.

In Penza, a veritable Podunk of nineteenth century Russia, Ilya began
his pedagogical and administrative career, which was to take place ex-
clusively in the provinces. Penza, then the Volga towns of Nizhni-Nov-
gorod (now Gorky) and then Simbirsk were to be his residences for the
rest of his life. The capitals, Moscow and St. Petersburg, he was to visit
only as a participant in a pedagogical congress or when reporting to the
ministry of education. A man of Ilya Nikolayevich’s eventual status would
often take at least one trip abroad to see the “cultured” West. He never
did. Lenin’s father spent his life in the torpor of nineteenth century pro-
vincial Russia, the same Russia for which Lenin was to feel a strange
mixture of affection and revulsion.

In 1863 Ilya Nikolayevich married Maria Blank, daughter of a retired
doctor. The family of Lenin’s mother is treated by the Soviet biographers
even more gingerly than that of the father. The original Ulyanovs were at
least incontestably poor, however troublesome their other characteristics.
Dr. Alexander Blank on the other hand retired from practice, bought an
estate, and was inscribed among the landed nobility of the Kazan prov-
ince. According to the hideous classificatory scheme of Soviet historiog-
raphy, he thus became an “exploiter.” Nor is the ancestry of Lenin’s
mother entirely satisfactory from the national point of view. Blank is
obviously not a common Russian name, and the doctor’s wife was Ger-
man. We should note that Blank moderated his class characteristics by
frequently helping the peasants with medical advice, and concerning his
personality we have the testimony of Lenin’s sister that her grandfather
was an “outstanding man . . . strong and self-reliant . . . Careerism of
any kind and servility were alien to his nature.” He was also evidently
something of a domestic tyrant, with every detail of his five daughters’
upbringing and behavior (including the proper position while going to
sleep!) being subject to very precise rules.

Maria Alexandrovna thus came from 2 higher and more cultured
environment than her husband, and while the marriage was evidently
a very happy one, there are hints that she did not find the life of an offi-
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cial’s wife in the procession of grim provincial towns entirely to her liking.
She was also more independent and less conformist. Ilya Nikolayevich
was deeply religious; his wife “did not like to go to church.” She must
have been a remarkable person. Without approving, she understood her
children’s revolutionary activity. After her husband’s death her oldest
son was executed and a young daughter died of typhoid, but the mother
continued to bring whatever comfort she could to her remaining four
children through their repeated arrests and exiles.

From Penza, where the pedagogical and living conditions were de-
plorable, the Ulyanovs moved to Nizhni-Novgorod. There for six years
Ilya was the senior science teacher in the gymnasium. In 1869 came an
advancement to the post of inspector of the public schools in the prov-
ince of Simbirsk.

The reforms of the 1860s brought new impetus to public education.
The newly created organs of provincial and county government had as a
primary task the sponsorship of public schools. The period of reaction
and disillusionment was not to come until the late seventies; for the
time being both the conservative and the liberal saw the future of the
country dependent on the rapid spread of literacy and education among
the people, and especially among the freshly liberated peasants. The
school inspector and the director of schools (the post to which Ilya
Nikolayevich advanced in 1874) became the keystone of the whole
system. He was the liaison between the ministry of education and
the local boards. Upon his shoulders lay the responsibility for the
training, assignment, and discipline of the teachers, and for the or-
ganization and curricula of the elementary schools. In a province as
backward and poor (even by the Russian standards of 1869) as Simbirsk
the job was likely to be of back-breaking proportions. It took not only
career considerations but real devotion to education on the part of
Ulyanov to exchange the more congenial post of the high school teacher
and the more pleasant atmosphere of Nizhni, which had at least some
appurtenances of a major city, for the task of supervising elementary
education in a bleak province of about one million inhabitants. The town
of Simbirsk (now Ulyanovsk) was a typical provincial hole like the ones
immortalized in the tales of Gogol and of Saltykov (Shchedrin). A nine-
teenth century versifier writing about the town referred engagingly to
its “pastoral” atmosphere, herds of cattle, and rivers of mud in the spring.
In Simbirsk Ilya Ulyanov was to spend the remaining fifteen years of his
life, and in it in 1870 was born his second son and third child, Vladimir
Ilyich.

Lenin lived throughout his childhood and youth in the towns and
villages of the Volga region. This period of life spent in the sleepy
Central Russian towns and primitive villages was to leave a definite im-
print on his personality. To & child the “lack of culture” of Simbirsk or
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Samara was more than compensated by the proximity of the countryside,
the river, and the closeness of the family or a student group. For a studious
young man it offered none of the distractions one encounters in a great
city. A great cosmopolitan center subjects all attitudes and values to a
corrosive questioning. When Lenin emerged from the provinces at the
age of twenty-three his philosophy and vocation were already deter-
mined. In his later life he was never to like the great cities. It was not
only nostalgia that made him in England long for his native country-
side and a boat ride on the Volga, but also a temperamental distaste for
the very same forces and institutions of modern European life that he as
a Marxist was fighting to bring about in his backward country. This
basic ambivalence characteristic of so many of Lenin’s feelings and argu-
ments appears in his letters from Austrian Poland, where he settled shortly
before World War 1. Cracow and its environs were “a veritable back-
water and uncivilized.” “Here one cannot speak of culture—it is almost
[as bad] as in Russia.” At the same time Lenin professed himself healthier
and more content than in Paris or Geneva. To be in an environment similar
to that of his youth was soothing for Lenin’s nerves and beneficial for his
work.

The life of the Ulyanov family unrolled with Victorian orderliness
and decorum. After Vladimir, the future Lenin, were born Olga (1871),
Dimitri (1874), and Maria (1878) to join Anna (1864) and Alexander
(1866). Of the sons, Vladimir was to grow up closest in appearance to
his father, inheriting Ilya Nikolayevich’s slanted eyes and high cheek-
bones, with red hair that he began to lose at a very early age.

Ulyanov’s career moved meantime through promotions and decora-
tions. The post of director of the public schools was equivalent in the
table of ranks to that of a major general in the army. The order of St.
Vladimir bestowed with it hereditary nobility. It is hardly necessary to
add that whatever the official designation, Ilya Ulyanov’s advancement
brought him and his family into what was in Russia the equivalent of the
middle class—the intelligentsia—the stratum occupied by the officials,
members of the free professions, and the like. Social classifications must
always remain imprecise. In the narrower sense of the term, membership
in the intelligentsia came to denote a certain political attitude, one which,
again inadequately, can be described as progressive or liberal. But in
the wider sense intelligentsia stood for what in nineteenth century Russia
was, in the absence of the Western-type business class, the middle station
in life.3

As an official Ilya Ulyanov was quite different from the Tsarist

* The preceding sentences cry for warnings and qualifications. Was a police official
or an army officer 2 member of the intelligentsia? No, but his son might be, in the
broader sense of the word, if he became a%awyer, and in the narrower if he took to
reading J. S. Mill and criticizing the autocracy. On the other hand, the Prince Tru-
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bureaucrat made familiar to us by Russian satire: servile to his superiors,
brutal and unfeeling to inferiors, venal, addicted to drinking and gam-
bling. All the accounts, some of them contemporary, agree that he was
an excellent and conscientious civil servant. His work was the harrowing
everyday struggle to raise the level of instruction, to secure adequate
school premises and textbooks, and to wrest from the ministry and the
local authorities additional funds for the miserably paid teachers. Until
1874 he had to perform alone the work of inspection for the whole prov-
ince of Simbirsk, which meant being on the road a great deal of the time,
going mostly not by railway but on horseback on the horrible provincial
Russian roads. After 1874 there were assistants, and he could indulge
occasionally in his old profession by taking over classes from ailing teach-
ers.

Primary education was the passion of contemporary Russia. Enlight-
ened noblemen such as Leo Tolstoy and Baron Korff ran model schools
on their estates. Ilya Ulyanov was attentive to every fresh pedagogical
advance and experiment. His own background may account for his spe-
cial solicitude for the children of the non-Russian inhabitants (a large
proportion of the population of the province was composed of the Tartar
and Finnish groups), the defense of their learning ability, and the in-
sistence on instruction in their own language as well as in Russian. In
his relations with the teachers he was a stern but fair superior. Nothing,
in brief, mars the image of a devoted and humane administrator and
pedagogue.

Many Russians of Ilya Nikolayevich’s generation who like him ad-
vanced through education from simple beginnings became involved in
the sixties and seventies in the revolutionary and radical movements.
But whichever way a Soviet author may try (and many have), it is im-
possible to connect Ulyanov with any political protest. His daughter
Anna remembers her father singing forbidden revolutionary songs.
Marietta Shaginyan would tie him to the progressive circles of his stu-
dent days. Most brazen of all, the Soviet Encyclopedia has Ilya Ulyanov
employing the pedagogical methods recommended by the revolutionary
thinkers Dobrolyubov and Chernyshevsky. But apart from the utter
implausibility of this evidence, would a man under the slightest sus-
picion of disloyalty be appointed director of public schools in 1874,
already a time of hunt for subversion? The very same sources feel con-
strained to testify to his loyality to the regime and the church. For Ilya
Nikolayevich, Alexander II, who emancipated the peasants and who
started his country upon belated reforms, remained to the end “Tsar-

betskoy who became a university professor and a leader of the Constitutional Dem-
ocrats has to be classified as an intelligent despite his ancient title and his lands. The
reader may come to share, though for different reasons, the sentiments of Nicholas II
who wanted to eliminate “intelligentsia” from the Russian language.
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Liberator,” and his assassination in 1881 by the revolutionaries was a
national calamity. A man of Ulyanov’s background and temperament
found it easy to be a moderate, and to believe that reforms from above
and education would suffice to bring Russia out of her torpor and back-
wardness.

This attitude, which in time his famous son came to hate more than
any out-and-out conservatism and reaction, was as a matter of fact shared
by a large mass of the Russian intelligentsia in the 1860s and 1870s. Be-
cause we view 1917 as the culmination of Russian history, we have come
to regard the preceding century as simply the scene of a struggle between
reaction and revolution, and we have often come to disregard the numer-
ous Ilya Ulyanovs who, in a less dramatic way, struggled for a third
solution.

The years after 1881 must have been extremely trying to a liberal-
minded official. The regime now entered upon a course of reaction that
became especially pronounced in the field of education. The curriculum
of the high schools became more classical, sciences being held to be
particularly conducive to arousing subversive thoughts among the youth.
The same obscurantist philosophy dictated general doubts about the
desirability of widespread elementary education. A minister of education
spoke of the folly and harm done by educating the “cooks’ sons” beyond
their station in life. (It would not have needed much reflection to realize
that it had not been the “cooks’ sons” who had been in the forefront of
the revolutionary movement.) The stress was now on elementary ed-
ucation through the church schools, and the public schools were rela-
tively neglected. The last four years of Ilya Nikolayevich’s life were
spent in struggling against the current, and in an atmosphere which no
longer held the hopes and promise of the seventies. Official worries were
accompanied by anxiety for his eldest son. Alexander had been pursuing
since 1883 a scientific career at St. Petersburg University. His views and
associations were the source of increasing anxiety to his father. Shortly
before his death he asked Anna, then also in St. Petersburg, to implore
Alexander to take care of himself “if only for our own sake.” In January
1886 Ilya Nikolayevich Ulyanov died suddenly of a brain hemorrhage.

Among the remaining photographs of Ilya Nikolayevich, one shows
him with his wife and children. The paterfamilias sits heavily amidst
his brood, his right hand thrust in his coat, his two eldest sons in their
uniforms of high school students. The severity of the father’s expression
is enhanced by his period beard and the baldness of his egg-shaped head.
Another photograph of the director of the public schools, this time with
his staff of five school inspectors, has the same pose and the same un-
smiling earnestness.

The family life of the Ulyanovs is usually described in terms of cloy-
ing sweetness. The parents loved but did not spoil their children. The
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children in turn loved their parents; each child had a special affection for
the brother or sister closest in age, but he also loved the rest. The reader
blinks and reaches for his Freud! Is it necessary to add that the Ulyanovs
were taught at an early age to be self-reliant and that they helped around
the house? In their attempt to present the Ulyanov family as an example
for the Russian youth, Soviet authors would deny the conflicts, cares, and
disappointments that beset the happiest and most normal lives.

Some legends are pathetic in their ineptitude. Thus the story of how
young Lenin broke with religion: his father in his presence complained to
a visiting official (“a major bureaucrat from the ministry”) that his chil-
dren were lax in attending church. “Well, they have to be whipped,”
advised the representative of Tsarist reaction, looking straight at young
Vladimir. Enraged, Lenin ran out, tore the cross from his neck and threw
it away. From then on he had nothing to do with religion. One does not
have to know much about nineteenth century Russian customs to assert
that a man of Ilya Nikolayevich’s class and manners would not discuss
intimate farnily matters with a casual visitor, or that it would never enter
anybody’s mind that he could whip his adolescent children. Besides,
even the Soviet reader should know that in filling out his Party question-
naire Lenin stated that he had retained his religious beliefs until after
he was sixteen, that is, for some time after his father’s death.

The haze of propaganda and hagiography should not obscure the
fact that, insofar as we know, the Ulyanovs were a happy and closely knit
family. But the last cannot mean that there was a place in a Russian
middle-class household for the frantic togetherness that contemporary
Soviet moralists and American “family councillors” prescribe as the ideal.
It was in many ways a typical intelligentsia household. Above all, the
parents tried to instill in their children the importance and the pleasure
of learning, and it is 2 measure of their success that all of them became
excellent students.* Summer vacations in the country provided a release
from what must have been a somewhat oppressive atmosphere of hard
studying and high-minded thoughts. Maria Alexandrovna inherited from
her father a dacha (villa) and some land in the village of Kokushkino,
and there the young Ulyanovs enjoyed games with their less intellectual
cousins. One of the latter was to remember how Volodya (diminutive of
Vladimir) subjected him to an examination in Russian literature and then
scolded him for not having read Turgenev. However bookish, Lenin be-
came and remained all his life enamored of the country and its diver-
sions. Years later he was to say with some exaggeration to a Party associ-

“In the gymnasium Lenin was graded “excellent” in all but one subject. This
circumstance inevitably inspired a grim Soviet hack to an article: Why Lenin Re-
ceived only “Very Good” in Logic. The obvious answer: the teacher of logic did not
believe that anybody should be graded “excellent” in his subject. Also, the textbook
in logic was written from “the vulgar idealistic and antimaterialist point of view” and
as such was criticized by Lenin.



10 THE FAMILY

ate, “I, too, am a squire’s child.” Understandably Kokushkino became for
the children a place of enchantment, the inevitable yardstick of leisure
and enjoyment.

Family accounts give Alexander the characteristic attributes of an
eldest son and a revolutionary hero. His natural seriousness would at
times turn into melancholy. It was difficult to draw him away from his
studies, even to eat. If other children, including the older Anna, were in-
attentive to their parents, he would scold them and demand an apology.
To the sister’s question as to his ideal of feminine beauty and appearance
Alexander answered dutifully “just like mother.” He disliked the formal
discipline of the gymnasium, and very early conceived that personal in-
volvement in literature that was the indelible mark of the Russian radical
of the times. At the age of thirteen, reports Anna, Alexander found un-
sympathetic the characters of Prince André and Pierre in War and Peace,
just as the great novel itself must have seemed to him insufficiently con-
cerned with the social question. In contrast he devoured such contempo-
rary radical and revolutionary writers as Pisarev and Chernyshevsky. In
his last years in the gymnasium Alexander converted one of the rooms
in the Ulyanov house into a chemical and biological laboratory from
which he would hardly budge, even though his parents would ask Anna
to lure him out for walks or croquet. In brief, a character who could have
stepped out of the pages of Turgenev.

Young Lenin was gay and playful where his brother was withdrawn,
attracted to history and languages rather than science. He enjoyed teas-
ing overly serious Alexander. That they were very close friends and that
Vladimir shared his older brother’s political and social preoccupations
is obviously a pious fabrication. In adolescence four years looms like a
huge difference in age; it means different friends and different interests
even between brothers whose temperaments are not as diametrically
opposed as the two Ulyanovs. There are excellent grounds for believing
that Lenin’s radicalism flowered after Alexander’s death, and largely as
a result of reading his martyred brother’s books. Atheism was a normal
attitude of a Russian revolutionary. And Lenin remained a believer until
after sixteen, when his brother was already away in St. Petersburg study-
ing science and engaged in the political activities that were to bring him
to the scaffold.

The death of Ilya Nikolayevich meant among other sorrows that the
family’s financial position became precarious.” Maria Alexandrovna had to
petition for a widow’s pension and also had to ask, since under the cele-
brated red tape of Tsarist bureaucracy even the most reasonable petition
took a‘long time, for an immediate grant in aid. It is characteristic of this
strong-willed woman that she did not wire Alexander the news of his
father’s death for fear of upsetting him when he was just preparing for
his exams, but asked a niece to announce the news by letter. Equally
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remarkable, when Anna offered to come home from her studies in the
capital to help her mother take care of the smaller children, Maria
Alexandrovna, faithful to the Ulyanov belief in the overwhelming im-
portance of education, refused.

In not much more than a year another and a harder blow was to befall
this woman who throughout her many remaining years (she died at
eighty-one in 1916) was to suffer the arrests, exiles, and deaths of her
children. Alexander was in jail on charges of plotting against the life of
Emperor Alexander III. A group of revolutionary students, finding every
other form of political activity barred to them, turned to the emulation of
the terrorists who in 1881 had assassinated the father of Alexander III.
This time the preparations for the assassination were quite amateurish,
just as the terrorists, in what became known as the affair of March 1, 1887,
were an isolated group and not, like their predecessors, representatives
of a wider movement. Maria Alexandrovna rushed to the capital but no
amount of persuasion could change her son’s determination to admit full
guilt and to refuse to ask for pardon.

The standard revolutionary behavior in such matters was set by the
condemned of 1881: the accused would not deny his respensibility for
terror or seek extenuating circumstances. He would use his court appear-
ance for a ringing denunciation of the autocratic regime, and the promise
of more terror, should the government persist in its denial of freedom.
Alexander was true to form, and his speech is a document of tragic
naiveté as well as heroism.

Terror . . . is the only form of defense by which a minority
strong only in its spiritual strength and the consciousness of its right-
eousness [can combat] the physical power of the majority. . . .
Among the Russian people there will always be found many people
who are so devoted to their ideas and who feel so bitterly the unhap-
piness of their country that it will not be a sacrifice for them to offer
their lives.

These are not the sentiments of a revolutionary who has thought
through his political philosophy, and who claims to act for an oppressed
majority. But Alexander put his finger on the root cause of the tragedy of
the Russian intelligentsia: “. . . We are encouraged to develop [our]
intellectual powers, but we are not allowed to use them for the benefit of
our country.”

Among her great virtues, Maria Alexandrovna had the inability to be
melodramatic. Her accounts of the interviews with Alexander are the
more moving because of their simplicity. At their first meeting her son
cried, and asked his mother for forgiveness, and to remember that she had
five other children. After the death sentence had been pronounced, he
could not bring himself, despite her pleas seconded by sympathetic offi-
cials, to ask for pardon. What would people say if having accepted a ma-
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jor responsibility for the plot he should now plead for mercy? And having
planned to take a man’s life, is it not natural that his own should be for-
feit? If pardon were granted it would mean lifetime incarceration in a
fortress “where they let you read only religious books.” This would drive
him insane. “Would you wish this for me, mother?” He was eventually
prevailed upon to ask for pardon, though this fact is almost always omit-
ted from the official Soviet accounts of A. Ulyanov.5 Alexander’s extreme
youth (he was in his twenty-first year), the fact that another (and older)
organizer of the plot had his sentence commuted to life imprisonment,
might have well inspired hope. But even though Alexander III himself
found the frankness of his would-be assassin “even engaging,” the sen-
tence was allowed to stand and Alexander Ulyanov was hanged on May
8, 1887.

Years later, already under the Soviets and after Lenin’s death, both
his sisters and Lenins widow, Krupskaya, were to assess the effect of
Alexander’s death on seventeen-year-old Vladimir. Since Anna Ulyanova
was capable of beginning a memoir of her own brother with “Our leader
Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov was born . .. ,” it is not surprising that her
main interest in the story of Alexander is to score propaganda points for
the benefit of the Soviet public. Though Marxism condemns individual
terror as the means of political struggle, Anna depicts Alexander as prac-
tically a Marxist who had helped his brother in his first steps toward
Bolshevism. That Alexander’s own words at the trial demonstrate how
far he was from the basic concepts of Marxism does not bother her a bit.
Equally revolting, for among other things they are really irreverent to
the memory of both brothers, are the attempts made by those closest
to them, Krupskaya and Lenin’s younger sister, Maria Ilinichna, to
represent Bolshevism as having literally leapt out of Lenin’s head the
minute he heard of his brother’s execution. Speaking to the solemn ses-
sion of the Moscow Soviet held in memory of Lenin on February 7,
1924, Maria gave currency to the most often repeated tale: on hearing of
the execution Vladimir said: “No, we shall not take that road [i.e., the
one chosen by Alexander], our road must be different.” At the time of
the alleged declaration Maria Ulyanova was nine. Lenin by his own
avowal did not choose the Marxist road until 1889, some two years later.

That the death of his brother was a great blow is self-evident. What-
ever their childhood rivalries and quarrels, Vladimir was deeply attached
to him, and he had always had a strong family feeling. But it is difficult,
not only because of the tendentious accounts but also because of Lenin’s
reserve, which made him keep his intimate feelings to himself, to deter-
mine the exact influence of this personal tragedy upon his convictions
and development. Years later and in connection with another act of politi-
cal terror Lenin was to write: “The utter uselessness of terror is clearly

* See Alexander Ilyich Ulyanov Collection, Moscow, 1927, p. 346.
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shown by the experience of the Russian revolutionary movement.” And
further: “individual acts of terrorism . . . create only a short-lived sen-
sation, and lead in the long run to an apathy, and the passive awaiting
of yet another ‘sensation.”” Here the mature Lenin seems to answer his
brother’s apology for individual terrorism of fifteen years before.

Among Alexander’s university acquaintances was the future distin-
guished Orientalist, Serge Oldenburg, who jotted down an interesting
recollection. In 1891 Lenin, then in St. Petersburg, dropped in to talk
about Alexander. Lenin’s expression and behavior were strained as if he
were reliving the past tragedy. What particularly struck Oldenburg was
the fact that he did not want to talk about his brother’s political activity
or personal affairs. All his questions referred to Alexander’s studies. He
was eager to know that his brother was genuinely interested in science,
and to have a confirmation of the value of his biological researches.

There can be many interpretations of this incident. Was Lenin anxious
to learn that his brother did not turn to politics as a result of disenchant-
ment with scienceP Did he seek to know that his brother’s life was not
wasted despite the futile gesture and the untimely death? Certainly he
grew to regard individual terror as a form of neurotic self-indulgence on
the part of some members of the intelligentsia, the result of impatience
and of the unwillingness to conduct real political work. The fate of his
brother stimulated his interest in social questions. It is only from 1887 on
that we have reliable accounts of Vladimir devoting himself to the read-
ing of radical literature with the same thoroughness and passion that he
had previously lavished on his study of history and languages.

While Alexander was awaiting first the trial and then the execution,
Lenin was finishing his eighth and final year in the Simbirsk gymmasium.
Graduation from high school was, for a European adolescent, a formidable
and often a traumatic experience. It required not only a successful com-
pletion of what corresponded to the American senior year of the school,
but also in addition a special examination in several subjects. This exam-
ination, the so-called “test of maturity,” consisted of written and oral
questions and exercises prepared not by the local teachers but by the
ministry of education or by the professors of the regional university.
Nothing was spared to endow the occasion with awe and tension. The
strict secrecy about the content of the examination, the barricaded rooms
where it took place, the virtual impossibiliy of beginning professional
training if one failed a subject, make the most strenuous American and
English academic tests appear innocent and relaxing in comparison.
Nervous breakdowns were not uncommon among the students, most of
whom were, after all, not older than eighteen or nineteen.

With the earlier noted exception of logic, Lenin completed his high
school course with the grade of “excellent” in every subject, including
religion. The high school certificate included also such categories as “be-
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havior in class,” “interest in studies,” etc. In all these respects his conduct
was adjudged “exemplary.” The final written examinations took place
in the week of his brother’s execution. Lenin passed them with the highest
distinction, being awarded the gold metal of the Simbirsk gymnasium
(both Alexander and Anna had received the same award) as the first
student in the class.

The story that because of Alexander Vladimir had difficulties in re-
ceiving the medal and then in entering the university is another canard ¢
of the Soviet biographers, in line with the mentality of Stalinism in such
matters. Even on purely practical grounds the Tsarist government could
not afford the policy of reprisals against the relatives of political offenders,
for such a policy would have barred some of the most distinguished
Russian families from higher education and state employment. Once
Lenin himself got into trouble, his brother’s deed was to be held as
corroborating evidence of his political unreliability. But not before.
Simbirsk was a small town and it was in the nature of things that the
cowardly among the local intelligentsia began to shun the family of the
would-be assassin of the Emperor. But to others, even if conservatives, it
was simply an undeserved calamity that befell a Christian and hard-
working family.

Among the charitable was the Simbirsk gymnasium director, Fyodor
Kerensky (he was, ironically enough, the father of the Kerensky whom
Lenin was to dispossess as the head of the Russian state). His charac-
terization of Vladimir Ulyanov at the time of his final examinations is
warm with sympathy for the youth and with compassion for his family.
Lenin was reported as extremely talented; his conduct throughout the
eight years of the gymnasium had not merited a single reproach.” Vladi-
mir’s virtues, wrote Kerensky, conscious that he was testifying about the
brother of a condemned terrorist, were related to his moral and religious
upbringing. The only possible personality defect in the young man was
the excessive reserve evidenced by the lack of friends among his con-
temporaries.

The university chosen was that of Kazan, That the road to the capi-
tal universities was now barred to a Ulyanov is unlikely. Two years later
sister Olga was pursuing her higher studies at St. Petersburg. But Maria
Alexandrovna wanted to be with her son during his studies (this was
also advised by Kerensky) and Kazan was close to the family property of
Kokushkino. Mother’s influence, it was hoped, would keep Vladimir out

°® Anna’s arrest, at the same time as Alexander’s, in St. Petersburg was on the
charge of complicity in the affair of March 1. In May she was released and returned
to the family.

" There is no way of pleasing a Soviet writer, Commenting on this glowing tes-
timony, sister Anna feels constrained to defend youn}g) Lenin from the unspoken sus-
picion of bourgeois priggishness: he was capable of being naughty and of ridiculing
some of his comrades and teachers. )
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of trouble, and the family was eager to leave Simbirsk and its sad memo-
ries,

To most Russian students the university represented an intoxicating
world of freedom after the repressive regimen of the gymnasium. The
contrast was much greater than that which could be felt by the average
English or American college freshman. The student for the most part now
lived on his own, free from parental or institutional supervision. The
strict supervision of deportment and recitations by rote now gave way to
free attendance at lectures and independent study. Most important of all,
within the autocratic state the university was in relative terms an oasis
of free speech and thought. The students soon felt that they were a sep-
arate order in society, free from the obscurantism of the officialdom and
the superstitions of the masses. As such they claimed freedom and rights
not found anywhere else in the autocratic state. The educated classes, in
turn, even the moderate elements within them, tolerated and half expected
the students to be rebellious. It was widely felt to be somewhat disgrace-
ful that when Alexander III visited Moscow University in 1886 he was
greeted by the youth with flowers and cheers.

It is not surprising that the general situation in the universities was
viewed by the Tsarist authorities with less than complete satisfaction.
Much of the revolutionary ferment of the 186os and 1870s stemmed in
their opinion from this anomalous—in an autocracy—position of the
university. It was not within the intentions and really beyond the powers
of a nineteenth century authoritarian regime to achieve the regimentation
of youth of which modern totalitarianism is capable. Repressive measures
when adopted usually tended to accentuate rather than to repress the
unquiet spirit of the youth. Thus the law of 1884 sought to curb the
“excesses” of university life. Each student was now required to sign a
pledge that he would not belong to unauthorized associations. Since the
Russian “angry young men” demonstrated, in the immemorial fashion,
their scorn for the hypocrisy and conventions of society by dressing
shabbily, the university students were now to wear uniforms just like
adolescents in high school. The government stressed the role of the stu-
dent inspector, the official whose functions were a cross between those of
a dean of men and a police spy, and who was usually regarded by the
students with feelings that do not have to be detailed. The “reform” was
greeted by a reactionary journalist with a ringing editorial entitled
“Stand Up, Gentlemen, The Government Is Coming Back.” Its reper-
cussions were not long in coming and they went beyond flowers and
cheers for the Emperor.

Having signed the appropriate pledges, Vladimir Ulyanov enrolled in
the fall of 1887 in the juridical faculty of Kazan. The choice of law dis-
appointed his teachers, who expected their prize pupil to pursue his
studies in history and languages, but it was an indication that Lenin
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now contemplated a more active career than that afforded by high school
or university teaching. Had he stuck to law there is little doubt that Lenin
would have made an excellent lawyer, as he had the requisite qualities of
a precise mind and a psychological insight. Some of the habits of his
legal studies and of his brief practicing career were to persist. In the
midst of the Revolution and the Civil War a speaker proposing a measure
of “class justice” would be startled by Lenin’s objection: “But that is not
legal. You might be sued.” Characteristically, though, in later years few
professions were to arouse in him greater distaste than that of the law,
few concepts were to bring out greater anger and contempt than that of
“impartial bourgeois” justice.

An analysis of the student body at Kazan shows that education in the
Russia of the 1880s was not an exclusive privilege of the upper classes.
It is doubtful, as a matter of fact, that any of the Western universities
could show a greater variety of the social origins of its students, or a
higher percentage coming from the lower strata of society. Out of 918
students there were 95 children of peasants and Cossacks, 189 of the
lower urban classes, 101 of the clergy (the rank-and-file clergyman, who
was the only one allowed to have a family, since the higher ecclesiastical
officials were recruited from the monasteries, was usually a person of
very modest circumstances ) and 16 of the common soldiers. Since Russia’s
population was overwhelmingly peasant, the figures are far from indicat-
ing an equality of educational opportunity, but granting the time and the
place they are significant.? By far the most numerous group were, like
Lenin, sons of government officials. Relatively few were descended from
the “real” nobility.

The average Kazan student was not likely to be a rich young man. The
reforms of the 1880s brought with them an increase in tuition, which
tended to add to the agitation of the student body. The university had,
from the government’s point of view, a bad tradition. It was a Kazan
alumnus, Karakozov, who with his shot at the Emperor Alexander II in
1866 began the campaign of political terrorism that was to culminate
with that Emperor’s assassination in 1881. Subversive propaganda was
being found in the students’ quarters, and even the local Midwives™ Insti-
tute was found infected by revolutionary literature. But it is clear that
the main reason for the students’ disaffection and rioting, in Kazan as
elsewhere, was the natural reaction against the authorities” supervision of
and interference with their private activities. It did not take much to
provoke a major riot that was to end Vladimir Ulyanov’s university ca-
reer.

The origin of the trouble was in Moscow. There, during a public
concert, a student slapped the face of the student inspector. The authori-
ties reacted with their usual clumsy harshness. The culprit was, by an

® The statistics are drawn from a Soviet source.
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administrative rescript, condemned to three years’ military service in a
penal battalion. There followed a wave of student protests and demon-
strations, one of which had to be dispersed by the soldiers. Stories of
police brutality ran through all the academic centers in Russia. Repre-
sentatives of Moscow (university functions there had been suspended)
arrived in Kazan to arouse their comrades to a supportive protest. It
was drafted strictly in terms of defense against the violation of the
alleged student, and university rights: “Shall we not defend the ancient
rights of our universities? . . . We believe in the Kazan students and
call upon them to protest openly within the walls of the university.”

Lenin had been quietly pursuing his chosen subjects, including,
curiously enough, theology. But he was on December 16 in a crowd of
students who gathered to protest the Moscow indignities and to demand
that the government of the Russian Empire change its laws on the uni-’
versities. Except for a broken door to the university auditorium, the meet-
ing at first progressed in an atmosphere of exaltation rather than violence.
A delegation of the students of the veterinary institute, which hastened
to express their solidarity with the university, was greeted with “brotherly
embraces and kisses.” But the appearance of the student inspector trans-
formed the situation. Unmindful of the incident with his corresponding
number in Moscow, this official conceived it to be his duty to appear
before the crowd and to order them to disperse. At the sight of the hated
spy there were shouts, “Hit him!” And, to be sure, the inspector was
roughed up and thrown out. It was now the turn of the professors who
appeared and begged the students to desist: “In this temple of learning
there is no room for such disorders. . . . You are here to study.” These
speeches had the usual effect of similar speeches made under similar
circumstances.

Emboldened, the students passed a series of resolutions. Some of them
were reasonable, but others would make an American or Soviet academic
administrator of today wince. The students demanded that the universi-
ties should be run by the professorial senate with no interference by the
ministry. They claimed freedom from any supervision of their private
lives, the right to assembly and to petition. Scholarships and fellowships
were to be adjudged and distributed by the students’ elected representa-
tives. And “to satisfy our and society’s indignation those officials who
intentionally or through negligence allowed . . . brutal excesses to be
committed in regard to our Moscow comrades . . .” should be punished.

The authorities’ answer was to arrest the alleged leaders of the dis-
turbances and in due time over one hundred students were either ex-
cluded or asked to resign from the university. Lectures and other activities
were suspended for two months.

Lenin was among those detained, spending two days in jail. He was
one of the forty-five students who were expelled outright. In the official
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report Vladimir Ulyanov is alleged to have been running along the corri-
dors “shouting and waving his arms” during the demonstration. If so, it
was behavior very untypical of him. Neither in the past nor in the future
was he to be part of a screaming mob. Because of his red hair he was
likely to be conspicuous in a crowd of milling students. Once the demon-
stration was over the authorities had to make an example and it is notori-
ously impossible to find the real leaders in that type of situation. But the
name Ulyanov had definite associations, and Lenin found himself for
the first time in jail. Those expelled were made to suffer for what, after
all, was the collective guilt of the student body. (The persons who man-
handled the inspector received special sentences.) Even so, the expulsion
to most of them was not an overwhelming tragedy. After a few months or
a year they would be allowed to come back and work for their degrees.
It would not necessarily be a black mark on their record. Since student
disorders were such a widespread occurrence, most of those who at one
time or another were expelled and even imprisoned would be allowed
to grow up into respectable lawyers, doctors, and, sometimes, high
Tsarist bureaucrats. But to Vladimir Ulyanov the road back to the univer-
sity would be barred for three years, not because he was more guilty
than the others, but because he was a brother of Alexander.

The liberal society of Kazan, and especially its female component,
greeted the expelled students as true martyrs for freedom. During
their brief imprisonment they were overwhelmed with presents, food
packages, and even cash. When the expellees were told to pack up and
leave Kazan, their departure to the bosom of their families took on the
appearance of another demonstration. The streets were lined up with
sympathizers shouting encouragement to the young heroes, who in their
turn greeted friends and relatives, and even tossed mimeographed proc-
lamations among the cheering public. One of them began “Farewell,
Kazan, farewell university” and complained, “We hoped that here, in this
temple of learning, we would find the knowledge which would enable us
to grow up into fighters for the happiness and welfare of our weary
country. . . . But what did we find? . . . This Tlearning for learning’s
sake” which was so ill-naturedly defended by some of the profes-
sors. . . .

Lenin’s leave-taking was of a more private nature. He left with his
mother for her villa in Kokushkino, a delightful place in the summer, but
hardly so during the Russian winter. Maria Alexandrovna returned to
Kazan to gather her younger children and then rejoined Vladimir, and
Anna, who had before been ordered by the police to reside on her mother’s
estate.

Lenin was to confess that never in his life did he read as much or as
passionately as during his forced stay in Kokushkino. Some of the reading
was connected with his studies, as he hoped to be readmitted to the uni-
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versity. But in addition he devoured literature, and became really for the
first time engrossed in the social and political question. As mentioned,
prior to his brother’s death he never evidenced any interest in politics.
Like many high school students of his generation, he must have read
some of the radical and forbidden literature. But Lenin was a young man
of systematic habits and something of a “grind,” with whom studies came
first. Now his enforced idleness enabled him to plunge into the vast lit-
erature of Russian liberalism and socialism. In the house library at Ko-
kushkino he would find not only books, but bound copies of such famous
literary and social magazines as The Contemporary and the European
Messenger. The winter of 1887-88 in Kokushkino marks Lenin’s appren-
ticeship in revolutionary thought. It is then that he fell under the spell of
Chernyshevsky, the spell that was to turn many of Lenin’s predecessors
and contemporaries onto the revolutionary path, and was to remain with
Lenin all his life. “I read every word of Chernyshevsky’s magnificent com-
ments about esthetics, art, and literature. . . . I was conquered by
Chernyshevsky’s encyclopedic knowledge, the clarity of his revolutionary
views, and his unyielding polemical talent.” ® It was not the first time that
Lenin encountered this fanatical and uncompromising revolutionary, the
hater of liberalism. He had read Chernyshevsky’s fantastic novel, What
Is To Be Done?, years before. At that time it made no impression on him.
Now upon rereading it he found it a revelation. To Chernyshevsky, as
we shall see, Lenin was to be indebted more than to any other thinker
with the exception of Marx for his philosophy and his decision to become
a revolutionary.

The expulsion from the university was the first tangible personal ex-
perience by Lenin of the injustice and harshness of the Russian political
system. Granting the egoism of youth it was a shock, perhaps as great in
its effect as the execution of his brother. Prior to the expulsion, Lenin
whether by inclination or because of regard for his mother avoided poli-
tics, and his involvement in the student riot was not greater than that of
many if not most of the students. Now he found himself under virtual
domestic arrest and under police supervision. While most of the culprits
were allowed to resume their studies, he for the next three years encoun-
tered repeated refusals to his petition for readmission. One can imagine
with what feelings Vladimir Ulyanov would write the following: “To His
Excellency the Minister of Education: The Petition of former student of
the Imperial Kazan University. I have the honor to ask most humbly of
your Excellency . . .”

But his and his mother’s importunings were unavailing. To the authori-
ties in Kazan Lenin became firmly identified as the brother of a con-
demned terrorist. His role in the student troubles was now magnified to
the point that he appeared as one of their instigators. A dull-witted

® A. I Ivanski, ed., Young Years of V. I. Lenin, Moscow, 1957, p. 285.
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police official could write that Vladimir Ulyanov “actively participated,
and maybe even now participates ' in the organization of the revolu-
tionary circles among the Kazan youth.” Not even the most assiduous
and inventive Soviet historian has been able to dig out any “revolutionary
circle” in which Vladimir participated prior to his expulsion. But the
local police official, like his successors in Stalin’s Russia, had to furnish
proofs of his “vigilance” and the ability to spot subversives. The univer-
sity authorities in turn sought to reduce the cause of the student riots to
political instigation, thus to absolve themselves of the charge of tactless-
ness and the inability to deal with the young.

The minister of education refused permission to re-enter the univer-
sity, The minister of the interior refused permission to go abroad to study.
(To a repeated plea to go abroad for health reasons to take waters at
Vichy the Ulyanovs were advised that there were excellent health re-
sorts in the Caucasus.) Vladimir Ulyanov’s name was now on the list of
those who were barred from state employment without a special permis-
sion. Circumstances as well as his convictions were pushing Lenin to-
ward one career that remained open, that of a revolutionary.

¥ My italics. In Kokushkino?!
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THE REVOLUTIONARY
TRADITION

1. The Decembrists

On December 14, 1825, part of the St. Petersburg garrison mutinied
against the newly proclaimed Tsar Nicholas I. To be more precise, soldiers
of several regiments were deceived by their officers into believing that the
new Tsar was a usurper and came out under arms to fight his accession.
The plotting officers, who used their soldiers’ ignorance and habit of
obedience to promote a revolution, passed into history under the name of
Decembrists.

The story of the Decembrists is not, properly speaking, part of the
Russian revolutionary tradition. Yet at the same time this tradition and
much of Russian history in general cannot be understood without the
story of this strange group of men who rebelled against the regime under
which they were the privileged class. From December 1825 dates the
split between Russian society and the government, the split never entirely
healed, which provided the basis for the revolutionary strivings and
eventually for that day in October 1917 when another armed uprising,
this time successful, established Vladimir Lenin as the head of the Soviet
regime.

The conspirators of 1825 came without exception from the members
of the secret officers” societies that sprang up in Russia at the end of the
Napoleonic wars. To the exaltation of national resistance against the
French and then the victorious campaigns through Europe there suc-
ceeded the boredom and routine of garrison life, and it was natural for
the younger and more active of the officers to seek some form of associa-
tion in which their newly gained ideas and impressions could be ex-
changed. The victorious war thus, paradoxically, endangered the Tsarist
regime, for it showed to a number of young and sensitive men the then in-
comparably higher and freer culture of the West. (And more than a hun-
dred years later, after another Russian victory, the Soviet government in
1945 took extraordinary measures to curtail the influx of Western ideas
and to isolate from the rest of society those Russians who had been partic-
ularly exposed to them.) The officers could not help noticing how even in
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defeat France shone with culture and lively intellectual and social activ-
ity. In the most advanced part of the West peasant serfdom, this most
characteristic institution of contemporary Russia, had long ago disap-
peared, and though there was a class system, one seldom encountered
personal servility and the lack of individual rights that characterized
Russian life from the top to the bottom of the social scale.

Still other circumstances pushed the young men into their secret and
dangerous designs. During the war the Emperor, Alexander I, appeared
as the embodiment of national resistance to the French and then as the
arbiter of the fate of Europe. But very soon afterward he lapsed into
reaction and mysticism. The plans of his earlier years to reform the gov-
ernment and society gave way to reaction and the reliance on the military
and the police to preserve the status quo, that is, Russia’s political and
social backwardness. The postwar European settlement emphasized facts
injurious to Russian national pride. Finland and the part of Poland
granted by the Treaty of Vienna to the Emperor were given representative
institutions and autonomy. In them he ruled as a constitutional monarch.
But in Russia he remained the autocrat and no representative institution
or judicial guarantees interposed between the individual and the abso-
lute regime.

The first secret society was set up in 1816. It was based on the pattern
of the Masonic lodges, which had been active in Russia for some time;
the membership consisted of three grades of initiates, of which only the
highest had the direction of the society as a whole. During the remain-
ing nine years before the exposure, the society underwent several trans-
formations and changes of name. It was eventually divided into two
branches, the so-called Northern Society, centered in St. Petersburg, and
the Southern Society, centered in the garrison seats of the Ukraine. While
the general rules of the society had the usual injunctions about the mem-
bers working for the general welfare and for the benefit of their country,
the impulse of the more hot-headed members drove them from the begin-
ning toward thoughts of a coup d’état, and even of the assassination of
the monarch. The peculiar conditions of Russia in the 1820s, which re-
mained true until 1905, almost inevitably pushed any organization de-
voted to the discussion of social and political purposes into the path of
illegality and eventually of revolution. The regime did not allow any
forum for the discussion of even the mildest reform of the status quo. It
viewed with increasing suspicion purely social clubs and organizations.
This in turn had the natural result of turning a chess club or a literary
discussion circle into a potential source of subversion. Since the thought
of even a mild reform was liable to be held as treason, people of the most
moderate political convictions were drawn at times to contemplate revo-
lution and terror as the means of eradicating the most obvious social ills.
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To this vicious circle was added another one which, from the De-
cembrists on, conditioned every political movement in the nineteenth
century. The young aristocrats and officers had to temper their constitu-
tional and revolutionary dreams with the realization that they had no
support, and indeed no understanding among the people. There was, in
the Russia of the 1820s, no middle class in the sense in which it already
existed in the West, and no industrial proletariat like the one which was
already growing in London or Lyons. The vast mass of the population
consisted of the illiterate peasantry, too passive and ignorant to dream of
any political action to further their aspirations. Any movement of reform
or revolution had to be a conspiracy, and almost by definition had to
resort to drastic and desperate means. One had to strike at the very top
of the political pyramid.

The imperial house could not inspire much veneration as a national
institution. The grandfather of the ruling monarch Alexander I had been
deposed and murdered with the complicity of his wife. His own father
and predecessor had been murdered with at least the knowledge of
Alexander and the elder of his brothers, Constantine. Still, while the
conspirators at times discussed another assassination, many reasons kept
them from attempting it, or indeed from coming out in revolt, as long as
Alexander lived. For one thing, their aim was political change and not
merely a palace revolt that would replace the person of the autocrat. For
another, almost all of them had served under Alexander during the
Napoleonic wars. He himself, while increasingly reactionary and begin-
ning to remind one of his mad father, was still the same man who began
his reign as a reformer desirous to curtail the evils of autocracy and serf-
dom.

But apart from the lingering personal attachment and distaste for a
political murder, there was yet another and weightier reason for the
Decembrists’ dilatoriness. They were very far from being an eflicient and
coordinated political organization. Members were drawn into their con-
spiratorial path through a variety of motivations. Some of them could
not stand the brutality of everyday military life with its routine of flog-
ging the soldiers for even minor misdemeanors.! Many others found
themselves in the society out of friendship or simply a sense of adventure.
But there was no commonly held ideology, no jointly agreed-upon course
of revolutionary action, and no clear notion as to what form of govern-
ment Russia should have. The Northern Society leaned toward the idea
of a constitutional monarchy with a limited franchise and a federal sys-
tem. More radical ideas prevailed in the Southern Society, whose mem-
bers were taken by the example of the Jacobins of the French Revolution

* A regiment of the Guards refused obedience in 1820 after its commander, having
spat in the face of a soldier, ordered a whole platoon to follow his example.
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rather than by the example of the English constitution. Had the Decem-
ber Revolution succeeded, it is not unlikely that the two camps would
have confronted each other in a conflict or even a civil war.

The radical philosophy of the southern group was the outgrowth of
the ideas of one man, Colonel Paul Pestel. Of all the Decembrists, Pestel
is the only one to resemble the future figures of the Russian revolutionary
movement. The coup d’état was for him to be the means not only of over-
throwing the autocracy but of establishing a drastically different type of
society. In his version of Jacobinism, Pestel came as close as one could
in the 1820s in Russia (the term and the movement had not yet been in-
vented) to socialism.

There are yet other “modern” touches about this young officer. Both
a revolutionary and a bureaucrat by temperament, Pestel is not unlike
some of the early Bolshevik leaders. Of them, Lenin was to exclaim
“Scratch a Russian Communist and you will find a Russian chauvinist.”
Pestel, a German by descent and a Lutheran by religion, was an uncom-
promising Russian nationalist, believer in a strongly centralized state,
and for the purposes of nationalism was ready to use the Orthodox
Church as the state religion. The non-Russian inhabitants of the Empire
were to be assimilated or, if they refused, to be treated as foreigners.
The Jews were to be expelled from Russia and Russian Poland. For the
latter the young legislator could not quite advocate a complete subor-
dination to Russia; the Decembrists maintained relations with and
counted on the support of the Polish revolutionary societies, but it is
clear that he wanted Poland to be, to use another modern term, a satellite
state.

Pestel elaborated his ideas, with true Germanic pedantry, in a secret
treatise called The Russian Justice, which was to serve as the constitution
for the postrevolutionary regime, and as the author said, “As an an-
nouncement to the nation of what it would be liberated from and what it
could expect.” When after 1go5 Pestel's scheme could finally be pub-
lished in Russia, its editor in the characteristic manner of the Russian
intelligentsia (which believed that everything connected with the strug-
gle against the autocracy was praiseworthy and commendable) wrote:
“If one had to defend the person of Pestel from calumnies and reproaches
then instead of other arguments one could point at the grandeur of this
theoretical work accomplished by Pestel.” 2 But if the work for its time is
indeed imposing from the point of view of the author’s inventiveness and
the scope of interests, it is much less so in its general spirit and direction.
True, Pestel planned to abolish serfdom and the class differences based
on birth. True, he attracts the future Socialists by a measure of nationali-
zation of land and the guarantee to every citizen of a lot of land sufficient
for the support of a family. But he goes beyond his Jacobin prototypes in

*P. Shchegolev, ed., P. I. Pestel, Russkaya Pravda, St. Petersburg, 1906, p. vii.
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groping, insofar as one could in the 1820s, toward the totalitarian state.
One of his chapters is devoted to the need for and a plan of organization
of the secret police and espionage.? With a certain lack of humor, Pestel
rants against secret societies, and would have his state ban any and all
private associations. In tedious detail are sketched also the functions of
the uniformed police (among them strict censorship) and their number
and remuneration (the systematic German in Pestel makes him elaborate
why policemen should be paid much more highly than soldiers: let us
face it, their duties are not as honorable!).

To be quite fair, an early nineteenth century reformer had not had
the opportunity to observe, as we have had in this age, that oppression in
the name of high-sounding ideas tends to be more destructive of human
freedom than a defense of vested interests, and there are many in the
West who have not learned this lesson even now. Pestel may be excused
for not realizing, in 1820, the necessary link between freedom and the
government of laws. But he also showed unmistakablie signs of dictatorial
temperament and ambitions. The parliamentary institutions of England
and France were for him (and how often this will be echoed by the
Russian revolutionaries of the century) but a cover-up for the domi-
nation of the upper classes. Before Russia could achieve a real democracy
he envisaged a period of dictatorship exercised by the conspirators, and
as members of the Northern Society suspected, it was not difficult to
divine who would be the dictator. In his views on terror, Pestel again was
more systematic than his colleagues: not only the ruling Emperor but all
the possible successors to the throne, including female members of the
imperial family, were to be liquidated. In the one political thinker and’
theorist among the Decembrists there is already much of the feverish
taste for violence and coercion that will mark the path of the Russian
revolutionary movement.

It was an unusual combination of circumstances that triggered off the
revolt. In 1825 Emperor Alexander I, not yet fifty years of age, died sud-
denly. His official heir was his next eldest brother, Grand Duke Constan-
tine. Since the latter, who inherited more than his share of the family’s
abnormality, had also contracted a morganatic marriage, he had agreed
to waive his right to succession in favor of the third brother, Nicholas.
The document determining the succession to the throne was allowed to
remain secret, and Alexander’s death threw the Empire into turmoil.
Constantine was in far-away Warsaw where he commanded the Polish
army. Nicholas in St. Petersburg waited for his brother’s renunciation,
while in the meantime, out of an exaggerated sense of delicacy, ordering

® After Pestel’s apprehension the authorities probably read with high approval
passages like this: “Secret inquiry or espionage is not only allowed and legal but
also the most useful, if not indeed the only means through which the services of order
[the police] can accomplish their aims.”
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the military personnel to take an oath of allegiance to Constantine. By
the time the renunciation arrived and the troops were ordered to take a
new oath to Nicholas on December 14, the conspirators were given a
unique opportunity to exploit the confusion for their own ends.

The attempted coup d'état involved a gross deception. The Decem-
brists were aware that their political slogans would find no support,
indeed no comprehension, among the populace at large. Hence the des-
perate attempt to exploit the common soldier’s ignorance and the habit
of duty by persuading him that Constantine had not renounced the
throne but that it was being usurped by Nicholas, who had imprisoned
his elder brother. Needless to say, under the existing conditions of com-
munication the action could not be synchronized with the other branches
of the Society and the main uprising took place in St. Petersburg. The
conspirators” indecision and incapacity (the most resolute among them
were far away in the southern garrisons) doomed the uprising from its
inception. Only a part of the Guards were deluded into coming out to fight
“for Constantine,” and the revolt was put down with a cannonade.

Though the mutiny lasted but one day and was suppressed with
ease, its aftereffects were to dominate the thirty-year reign of Nicholas I.
Many of the liberal historians have taken the rather unreasonable view
that the Emperor was unduly excited by the whole affair. But had Nicho-
las been the most democratic of men rather than an autocrat and martinet
by nature, he would still have been shocked by the character and extent
of the plot. Within days after December 14 it became clear that the revolt
involved not only a handful of officers and their sympathizers in St. Peters-
burg but conspirators and their sympathizers who were to be found
all over Russia. Among them were found the noblest names in Russia,
beginning with the princely families of Obolensky and Troubetskoy, and
the most promising army officers. Since their acquaintances and friends
included in turn the very elite of Russian social, official, and intellectual
life, the autocracy appeared to be threatened by the same class which
was assumed to be its main support. Nicholas™ treatment of the Decem-
brists, which for most historians bears the imprint of the cunning of a
cruel and calculating tyrant, shows also an element of hysteria. He him-
self interviewed many of the prisoners. At times he raged and abused
them verbally, at other times he would adopt a friendly and even broth-
erly tone. The Emperor of all Russia did not disdain to issue instruc-
tions in his own hand as to how the prisoners were to be treated, whether
they should be chained, allowed visitors, etc. In fact, he acted less like
an autocrat after an abortive revolt than a twentieth century police in-
vestigator in a totalitarian state.

From his Siberian exile one of the condemned Decembrists wrote a
versified answer to his fellow poet Pushkin, who in a poem-messsage of
encouragement referred to the “spark of freedom” set off by the revolu-
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tionaries. In it was the phrase “and the spark will set off a conflagration.”
The first Socialist organ to be published by the Russian revolutionaries in
the twentieth century, The Spark, was to bear this proud prophecy on its
masthead, thus emphasizing the thread of the revolutionary continuity
linking the party of the proletariat with the noblemen who, three quarters
of a century before, rose against the autocracy.

To be sure this continuity is not one of ideology. The political and
social ideas of the majority of the Decembrists were of a fragile kind.
Under arrest and investigation they confessed copiously, implicating
others, and in many cases recanted their revolutionary intentions, throw-
ing themselves upon the benevolence of the monarch. Their recantations
(some of them have the emoticnal tone of those delivered by the accused
in Stalin’s purge trials in the 1930s) were in most cases not the product
of fear and the hope of leniency; as a group they were men of consider-
able physical courage. But many Decembrists lacked the real revolution-
ary conviction of the justice of their cause, experienced a sense of guilt
for having involved their friends and families, and became while in jail
apologists for absolute monarchy.

But it is the fate and the popular image of the Decembrists that be-
came a powerful impetus to the future revolutionaries. However naive
the former were, however confused their motivations and questionable
their means, they were people who felt deeply the injustices of Russian
life. A wiser regime and a monarch more sure of himself would have
shown leniency toward the people who had recanted and whose attempt
had been utterly discredited. The penalities, as much because of their
character as because of their severity, surrounded the Decembrists with
the aura of martyrdom, and branded Tsarism with the infamy of barbar-
ism. It need hardly be said that there was nothing even reminiscent of a
public trial. After a secret commission completed its investigation, the
accused had no opportunity to appear and plead before the judges, no
lawyers, or other help. Five of the Decembrists were sent to the gallows,
the Tsar having commuted their sentence from being quartered to death
by hanging.* But even the horror at this punishment, which in Russia, un-
like in the contemporary West, was unusual even for the most opprobri-
ous crimes, was dwarfed by the pity for about 120 other Decembrists,
who were condemned to hard labor and exile in distant Siberia. The
latter in many cases were sentenced to life. Their wives could follow
them only if they forsook their children and at the price of never return-
ing to European Russia. Some of the 120 found themselves in Siberia
simply because at one time they had belonged to the secret society, though
they had left it before the actual plot. Guilt by association was a valid

* Curiously enough, in view of the general barbarity of the Russian penal laws,
formal death sentence, because of religious reasons, was not then on the statute book.

Legend has it that one of the condemned whose rope broke during the ceremony
exclaimed: “Poor Russia! They don’t even know how to hang properly.”
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and eminent basis for punishment. The hardier among the exiles managed
to adjust to the conditions of nineteenth century Siberian life, but the
weaker ones went insane or died. Relatively few worked their way back
to Russia ( even on the completion of the prison or hard-labor term, a polit-
ical offender would be prohibited from settling in European Russia ). Only
after Nicholas’ death in 1855 was a general amnesty for the Decem-
brists proclaimed, and the aged survivors could rejoin their families. For
more than a generation the story of the Decembrists and of their families
hung over Russian society as a mute commentary on the inhumanity of
the system that continued to enact vengeance on people who no longer
represented any danger.

The real tragedy of the Decembrist revolt is, however, much greater
than its human component. December 14 set its stamp on the whole
reign of Nicholas I. It is most unlikely that even without it he would
have become a believer in constitutionalism or liberalism. But he was a
man of intelligence who saw and deplored, even if only for power rea-
sons, the sources of Russia’s backwardness and social weakness. Had the
rebellion not occurred it is probable that he would have tackled by far
the greatest evil—peasant serfdom. But the Decembrists made him and
his circle fearful of any and every change. During the years of the most
intense industrial and social development in the rest of Europe, Russia’s
economy and society remained stultified by serfdom. When the reform
did come in the 1860s it could not undo the damage of four lost decades.
The peasant problem remained in Russia the main source of backwardness
and, in an indirect way, of the revolutionary spasms that intermittently
seized society until 1917. Not for the last time an abortive revolution dam-
aged the cause of reform.

The Decembrists and their legend stand at the beginning of the mod-
ern era of Russian politics. The last of the myth of eighteenth century
type of enlightened absolutism was dispersed in Russia with the exile of
the Decembrists. For the rest of the nineteenth century reaction and revo-
lution were to face each other, the periods of compromise and reform
appearing as miragelike interludes in their struggle. To the Tsarist regime
the lesson was very clear: society including its highest and privileged
classes could not be trusted. If a segment of the nobility, many of them
with special ties to the throne, could develop as the act of indictment
charged, “the insane lust for change,” where could the security for the
autocratic institution be found? The regime’s answer was to attempt to
transform Russia, since the classical model of autocracy in which the
loyalty or apathy of the subjects could be taken for granted was no longer
sufficient, into something more approximating the modern police state.
The immediate bureaucratic innovation was the creation of the Third
Section of the Imperial Chancery. This was the lineal ancestor and proto-
type of the notorious institutions of secret police that have flourished in
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Russia, both Tsarist and Soviet, down to our own day. The Okhrana, the
Cheka, and today’s Committee of State Security have all shared with the
Third Section the grandiose and moralistic concept of preservation of
the state going far beyond the prosaic functions of the ordinary police.
The Third Section was to preserve and enhance the general welfare by
rooting out corruption and subversion. Some of the sentimental feeling
with which modern totalitarianism surrounds such institutions was already
evident in the legend of Nicholas handing the chief of the Third Section,
Count Benckendorff, a white handerchief; the secret police was to dry
the tears and soothe the troubles of the faithful Russian people.

More prosaically the Third Section was to engage in wide-scale politi-
cal espionage, it was to investigate denunciations and, as any wise govern-
ment would, nip subversion in the beginning before it could (as on
December 14) flower into unmistakable treason. Since the ordinary organs
of administration had shown their ineptness if not indeed criminal neg-
ligence, the secret police was to bypass the routine channels of the minis-
tries, and its head was to become a special confidant of the sovereign and
one of the highest dignitaries of the empire. The activities of the Third
Section were soon enlarged to include such seemingly unrelated fields as
the problems of cultural policy, statistics, etc.® The Third Section was to
pioneer in the development of what later on became a special contribu-
tion of the Russian secret police: a special philosophy of treason or sub-
version. Most states have had a secret police and many of them have used
agents provocateurs. In Russia, however, first of modern states, random
search for traitors and spies has given place to a more philosophical prin-
ciple of police action: just as evil sits in every man, so potential trea-
son is always somewhere in society; it may be found hiding in a literary
criticism, historical work, or an innocent-appearing painting. Hence the
function of an enlightened secret police is not merely to prevent or to
punish overt acts of subversion, but also to bring into light and punish-
ment latent and nonobvious treason. We shall see later on how the gov-
ernment agents not only infiltrated the secret revolutionary organizations
but also how, paradoxically, they not infrequently initiated and abetted
revolutionary activities. And in time the revolutionary movement was to
develop strong traits of psychological resemblance to its pursuers: an
inquisitorial spirit, constant search for “treason” or deviation, and con-
tempt for legal norms and rules.

The seeds of totalitarianism that Nicholas planted in Russian soil were
nowhere more evident than in the cultural sphere. Under the old regime
prior to 1825 there was a general uneasiness and a rather clumsy persecu-
tion of Western political ideas. The French Revolution had put an end

® Under Stalin the secret police was to become the custodian of the state archives,
which in a sense made its head, next to the dictator himself, the chief historian of
the Soviet Union.
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to the flirtation of the Russian autocracy with ideas of the Enlightenment.
The year 1815 marked a further step in reaction, which was symbolized
in the international sphere by the Holy Alliance of which Alexander
was the main founder. With the Decembrists’ revolt, the government was
brought to the realization of the importance and danger of ideas, philo-
sophical as well as political, and of the far-reaching consequences of
artistic and journalistic expression. It now assumed a positive and fright-
ening curiosity as to the press and literature. The leitmotif of a historical
novel, private passion of a poem, all would now be scrutinized by the
highest authorities for the hints of a treasonous or unorthodox sentiment.
The regime was now eager to buy journalists and litterateurs. The Emper-
or’s personal protection and censorship was extended to Russia’s greatest
writer. Pushkin, who had been connected by friendship with some of the
Decembrists, had to endure the galling and humiliating treatment of a
schoolboy, being in turn praised and scolded for his productions.® A whole
new breed of journalists, paid by the government, the so-called “reptile
press” now sprung into being. They were expected to defend the ideas of
absolutism, the Orthodox Church, and Russian nationalism, and to scoff
at the foreign ideas and innovations. Since the latter task was impossible
without communicating what those ideas were about, even the most
servile and mercenary writers would occasionally find themselves in
jail. Such was also at times the lot of the official censors who could never
be sure that the vigilance and zeal of the high officials would not find a
hidden meaning in the most innocuous novel or article.

Modern Russian culture was being born in the atmosphere of intel-
lectual espionage and suspicion. In a sense, this attempt at repression
made it inevitable that when some of the chains were removed Russian
literature was to become passionately involved in the political and social
question, and artistic and intellectual criticism became one of the main
avenues of revolutionary propaganda. Try as it might, nineteenth century
autocracy was simply incapable of regimenting cultural life in the modern
totalitarian fashion. Its repression and chicaneries created this split be-
tween the educated class and the government, which in time led to the
term “intelligentsia” being almost synonymous with the spirit of opposi-
tion to the main institutions of the Empire. It was never healed until
both the Empire and the intelligentsia perished in the Bolshevik revolu-
tion.

Nicholas’ policies had another and disastrous effect on Russian social

® An article of his (ordered by the government) was returned to him by the
Emperor, through the Chief of the Third Section, with the following annotation:
“Answer him, thanking him for this paper, but point out to him that the principle he
advances to the effect that education and genius are everything is a dangerous one for
all governments; one which has actually led him to the edge of the abyss. .. .”
Quoted from Sidney Monas, The Third Section, Police and Society in Russia under
Nicholas I, Cambridge, Mass., 1961, p. 207.
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thought, and eventually on the revolutionary movement. They increased
the already burning sense of inferiority toward the West. The thought of
Russia’s “unculturedness” was increasingly to haunt the intellectuals. By
a very simple process of compensation for this humiliation at their coun-
try’s backwardness, nowhere more evident than in the political field, the
intellectuals were prone to postulate a messianic vision of their country’s
future: somehow because of this very same backwardness it was Russia’s
destiny to avoid the vices and shortcomings of Western civilization and to
establish a more just and perfect type of society. We have seen how in
our own day the realization of backwardness on the part of the emerging
nations often finds an expression in chauvinism, in claims of spiritual
superiority over the materialistic West. This process worked more subtly
among the nineteenth century Russian intelligentsia, but it also had
far-reaching and unfortunate effects. It hampered a realistic accounting
of their society’s strength and weaknesses. Part of the future popularity of
socialism among the Russian intellectuals was clearly a reflection of the
fact that here was a Western ideology critical and destructive of the
contemporary European institutions, which chastised backward Russia
without extolling the false gods of the West.

The generation of Nicholas I was to see only the beginning of this
involved intellectual journey. For the time being, the imperfect repres-
sion of Western ideas endowed them only with the added charm of a
forbidden fruit. Official persecution often succeeded in turning common-
place thinkers into heroes of liberty, and a day’s sensation into a momen-
tous event in Russia’s cultural history. Such was the fate of the celebrated
Philosophical Letter written by a retired officer, Chaadayev, which
through some mischance was allowed to appear in print in 1836. The
letter (originally written in French and privately circulated) was a
somewhat pompous historical essay bewailing Russia’s lack of tradition
and culture: “Where are our sages, where are our thinkers . . . who
thinks for us today?” The author discounted the previous attempt at
civilizing the country; Peter the Great had left Russia only the outer
covering of civilization. He referred to the tragedy of the Decembrists:
“. .. another great prince . . . has led us from one end of Europe to
the other; having returned from this triumphant march through the
world’s most civilized countries we brought back the ideas and aspira-
tions which resulted in a great calamity which set us back half a cen-
tury.” 7 It was the Orthodox Church that the author held responsible for
isolating Russia from the main currents of Western thought.

Little in this elegant exercise of French prose could not be heard daily
in the more intellectual drawing rooms of St. Petersburg. But the publi-
cation of the letter in Russian was treated as an act of subversion. Fright-

* M. Gershenzon, The Works of Chaadayev, Moscow, 1913, Vol. I, pp. 84-8s.



32 THE REVOLUTIONARY TRADITION

ful irony was mixed with punishment. Chaadayev was proclaimed to be
mentally ill and put under joint medical and police supervision. One
recalls how Mr. Khrushchev when confronted with a nonobjective paint-
ing by a Soviet artist wondered aloud whether the painter was a normal
man or a pervert. But it is a significant measure of the dubious progress
in political treatment of nonconformity that Chaadayev’s punishment was
a calculated piece of sadism on the part of Nicholas’ government, while
the outburst of Russia’s recent dictator seems to have been spontaneous.

Chaadayev’s letter stated in sensible, unrevolutionary and unoriginal
terms the essence of what was later on to become the argument of the
Westernizers: only through the adoption of modern European institutions
could Russia achieve a measure of civilization and play its rightful role in
world history. That much had already been implicit in the plans of the
northern group of the Decembrists, and indeed in the schemes of the
Tsars from Peter the Great to Alexander 1.8 By castigating the Philosoph-
ical Letter as the work of a madman the regime really played a joke on
itself insofar as the future course of Russian social thought was concerned.
Deprived of any middle ground where their ideas could affect the existing
institutions, the Russian political thinkers were bound to find refuge in
the realms of philosophical and historical fantasy. Unable to touch the
earth, to put their ideas to the test of discussion, popular acceptance, and
practicability, the would-be reformers were apt to soar into the heights
of metaphysics, heated debates of the philosophy of history, coming down
only to construct futile schemes of revolution and ending more often than
not in the Tsar’s prisons or in exile in Siberia or in the West.

It was in the Russia of the 1840s that the idealistic philosophy of
Germany was received most enthusiastically and voraciously. Nothing
seems more esoteric under the conditions of Russian society of the time
than this passionate interest in the ideas and philosophical constructs of
Hegel, Fichte, and Schilling. In the country of their origin these ideas
were already losing their hold over the minds of the young intellectuals.
One of them, Karl Marx, noted that the philosophers have only been
interested in various interpretations of the world while the point was how
to change it. But in Russia the German philosophy provided both an
escape from the depressing reality of Nicholas’ times and a guide to ac-
tion. There was much of the adolescent self-intoxication with the grandi-
ose concepts of the Absolute, the World Spirit, and the like. But the young
Russian intellectuals did not heed Hegel’s warning that philosophy comes
too late to tell the world what it should be (nor for that matter did
Hegel). Sooner or later they would find in Hegel or Fichte what they

® Chaadayev’s only originality lay in his dubious thesis that the main rcason for
Russia’s stagnation had been her adoption of Orthodox rather than Catholic Chris-
tianity. He already displayed the intelligentsia’s facility for sweeping historical gen-
eralities and their nearsightedness. When they said “the West” they saw France and
England and seldom Spain or Portugal.
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really sought: a criticism of the status quo or even a call to revolution.
Alexander Herzen, groping his way to revolution, became convinced that
“the philosophy of Hegel is the algebra of revolution; it frees man to an
extraordinary degree and leaves not a stone upon a stone of the whole
Christian world, the world of traditions which have outlived them-
selves.” ® It is doubtful that Professor Hegel, a loyal subject of the Prus-
sian monarchy, would have agreed with this summary of his philosophy.
But twenty years later other Russian radicals found no difficulty in de-
ducing from Utilitarianism, the philosophy of the English liberals, a
rationale for terrorism. Political oppression is insufferable without the
consolation of a religion. To the young angry men of the 1840s the
traditional religious concepts of the Orthodox Church no longer held
much validity, though the more conservative members of the intelligent-
sia, the Slavophiles, were soon to attempt to construct, needless to say
with the help of Hegel, an intellectualized version of the Orthodoxy.
German idealism came close, for a time, to filling up the void, but then
it had to give way to a still newer and more enticing faith, socialism.

This search for a new philosophy-religion among Russia’s rising in-
tellectual class had a frenzied character and it would often appear, had
not the circumstances frequently been so tragic, as somewhat comical.
The great literary critic Vissarion Belinsky (1810-1848) in the course of
his brief and troubled life went through the stages of fervent attach-
ment to Fichte then to Hegel, then through a violent reaction against
Hegel's “acceptance of reality,” and eventually reached for the primitive
materialistic viewpoint of another German sage, Feuerbach. The latest
issue of a French or German periodical would bring with it a revolution
in the young men’s beliefs and interests. Belinsky, the originator of the
thesis that art must have a social message, the thesis which was to have
such sad consequences for the Soviet literature, also went through several
political transformations. Once a eulogist of the historical role of the
Russian Emperor, he then proclaimed himself a Socialist. His nonliterary
judgments were arrived at after a hasty and often very fragmentary
reading of the authors. Rousseau was contemptuously dismissed for his
“asinine” sentimentality. (He had read only his Confessions.) His explora-
tions of German philosophy were limited by his inability to read German.
(This fact, more than anything else, has embarrassed his admirers who
would drag him in as an ancestor of the Marxian viewpoint on art.) This
passionate dilettantism and the tendency to seduction by the latest theory
were characteristic of the Russian intelligentsia.

Intellectual life could flourish with relative freedom only in the private
circles. The universities were under a continuous and meticulous super-
vision of the government, and the professors were under a strict and

® Quoted in Martin Malia, Alexander Herzen and the Birth of Russian Socialism,
Cambridge, Mass., 1961, p. 228.
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humiliating regimen. (It was not unheard of for a professor to be fined
for being late for his lecture!} Strict censorship choked the newspapers
and periodicals and any publisher or writer was automatically under
suspicion. (Belinsky, who never published anything that might be inter-
preted as subversive, was “invited” while on his deathbed to visit the
Third Section and his funeral was attended by its agents on the lookout
for his friends.) The circles, groups of friends who gathered for discus-
sion and became in fact private social and literary clubs, were the only
places where foreign theories and Russia’s social problems could be
discussed with relative freedom. As it was, even private houses and
discussion groups were not free from an intrusion by a secret agent. In
the fantastic world of Nicholas I a discussion group could grow insen-
sibly into a plot and private hospitality could assume the proportions of
a state crime.

Such was to be the fate of the Petrashevsky circle. Its originator, M. V.
Butashevich-Petrashevsky, was one of those contrary and sardonic natures
whose temperament would always draw them to rebellion and noncon-
formity. As a boy he would smoke in the lyceum (a kind of combination
high school and college) because it was forbidden, but stopped when he
graduated. When Petrashevsky heard that a person who met the Emperor
on his walks and did not salute him was being punished, he is reperted to
have said that if a similar mishap befell him he would tell the authorities
that he was nearsighted and that the Emperor should wear a rattle on his
head so that his faithful subjects could recognize him from afar.® It is
not surprising that Petrashevsky was slated for trouble.

The Petrashevsky circle gained most fame by its connection with the
great writers Fyodor Dostoevsky and Saltykov (Shchedrin). Actually the
circle deserves more attention from historians of the revolutionary move-
ment, for in it we find some of the ideas and psychological traits that were
to be so strikingly developed in the future revolutionary enterprises.
Petrashevsky’s own ideas went beyond the notions of a plot like the De-
cembrists” and in the direction of propaganda and agitation. In 1844-45
he co-authored an innocently titled Pocket Dictionary of Foreign Words
in the Russian Language. The most conscientious and fearful censor
would yawn and pass (as one did in the first instance) a book of this
kind, which as a matter of fact contained the most unheard of “subver-
sive” sentiments in the guise of explanations and definitions. Into the ex-
planations of such terms as “constitution,” “oratory,” “nationality,” the
author slipped criticisms of the Tsarist regimes and references to the
Socialist movements of the West. Petrashevsky had a sense of humor, a
rare trait in a revolutionary. Under “nationality,” after referring to Peter
the Great, he writes . . . [his heirs] have brought us close to the ideal
of political, social, and human existence . . . [in our state] there is no

» <«

*V. L Semevsky, M. V. Butashevich-Petrashevsky, Moscow, 1922, p. 147.
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longer place for the domination of sheer custom, routine, and uncon-
sciously accepted prejudices, but it is guided by science, knowledge, and
dignity.” Under the heading “egalitarianism” he appended an indictment
of peasant serfdom: “As the teaching of Christ is equality, slavery should
be erased in the Christian world. . . . All the landowners should turn
their forests and waters to the community at large.” And “there is no ex-
ample of a successful struggle to recover lost rights without bloody
sacrifices and persecutions.” This is already the voice of future revo-
lution.

Alongside the written propaganda (to use the term in the narrower
sense employed later by the Bolsheviks: an attempt to indoctrinate the
educated class), we find in Petrashevsky’s activity rudimentary efforts
at agitation, i.e., the spread of political dissatisfaction among the lower
class. This sometimes took odd forms. Petrashevsky disliked women; his
mother was a hateful person, and he was wont to assert that most of the
pejorative words in Russian are of the feminine gender, He would ro-
mance women, he explained, only to draw them into revolutionary
activity and through them their men acquaintances. Himself a nobleman,
he joined the Townsmen’s Dancing Club so as to extend his romantic-
political tactics to the lower classes.

To grganize his circle, the young revolutionary began his propaganda
in his early twenties, recruiting acquaintances from his school and from
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where he was a minor official. The circle
took the form of weekly receptions, on Fridays, in Petrashevsky’s dis-
orderly quarters. He was one of those persons who through their innate
liveliness, humor, and eccentricity attract companions and visitors. They
came to drink tea and to discuss foreign books. Very soon the evenings
took on a more organized form. One of the guests would read a paper on
a book or a problem and the others would join in a heated discussion, the
very model of those verbal orgies of the Russian intelligentsia where the
talk could begin with a topic in biology, shift to the social question, light
on the deplorable condition of the country, and conclude with revolu-
tionary sentiments.

The word “socialism” was then of very recent currency. It referred
mostly to the teaching of the individuals whom Marx was to call the
“Utopian Socialists,” Robert Owen, Saint-Simon, and Charles Fourier.
Their ideas soon circulated in Russia, and the Petrashevsky circle became
the first center of extended discussion of socialism, communism, and
the other exciting French and German novelties that seeped through
Nicholas I's censorship. The Utopians were rather far from being revo-
lutionaries (hence the derisive name given them by Marx). They looked
for munificent patrons, if need be absolute monarchs, to enable them to
put their ideas of social organization into effect. In Russia, of course,
their ideas were immediately linked with plans of a revolutionary trans-
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formation of society. Petrashevsky and many of his group became enthu-
siastic Fourierists. Charles Fourier (1772-1837), an amiable madman,
believed himself to be the Newton of the social sciences who had dis-
covered the universal law of harmony and attraction. It is now perhaps
difficult tc see how reasonable people could swallow the insanities of
Fourier’s writings and consider him the leading genius of the century.
But he collected an amazing number of disciples, not only in his native
country but also in the distant United States and in Russia. To be chari-
table, Fourier's main attraction was not his vision of progress wherein
mankind will achieve seas of lemonade, antilions (i.e., creatures which
are as useful and benevolent as their present ancestors are predatory
and dangerous) and -other pleasing fancies, but his proposal of phal-
anstéres, the communities of ccoperative labor and living. The phalan-
steries would protect their members from unpleasant work and other
deprivations; no man or woman would be tied down to one job any more
than to one spouse; there would be pleasing alternation and variety in
both respects.!

Socialist historians of socialism are somewhat haughty with those who
refer to the undoubted insanity of Fourier and the phantasmagoric char-
acter of his system. But to many and fairly reasonable people of his time
the phalanstery could appeal as the dream of an island of harmony and
contentment in the turbulent world of rising industrialism, That his fan-
tastic ideas had an ecstatic reception from persons such as Petrashevsky
and others is a reflection not only of their undoubted eccentricity but also
of the fantastic and hopeless reality of Nicholas I's Russia. From what
direction could one expect reform or improvement? The cruel reality
made one seize upon any, even the most impractical and fantastic dream
of reform and salvation.

Petrashevsky’s attempt to put Fourier’s teaching in practice is a
pathetic example of the problem the Russian revolutionaries had (and
this remained true at least until the Revolution of 1go5) in reaching the
masses on whose behalf they were allegedly striving and suffering. He
decided to institute a form of phalanstery on his own estate. As the first
step he undertook to persuade his serfs to abandon their miserable huts
and to move into a communal building, which he was erecting at his own
expense. But his speeches to the peasants about the benefits of communal
living would elicit no reaction. The peasants would simply say, “It is
your will, you know best, we are ignorant folk, as Your Honor will
order, so we shall do.” *2 The communal building was almost ready for
occupancy when one night it was burnt down, obviously by the peasants.
Such was one of the first encounters between the Socialist theory and the
reality of the Russian peasants’ life.

*Who would do the unpleasant work, e.g., garbage collection? Fourier had the
insight that children love dirt. Hence for them this would be a labor of love.
% Semevsky, op. cit., p. 174.
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The experience did not cure the eccentric young revolutionary of
his predilection for Fourier. It only strengthened his conviction that Rus-
sia was a “savage country” (Lenin was to say, “We live in a half-savage
country”). In a fine optimistic spirit, seldom absent in a Russian radical,
he concluded that it would take five years to indoctrinate the masses in
the virtue and benefits of Fourier’s teachings. The word “masses,” another
link with the future revolutionaries, was quite often on Petrashevsky’s
lips. He placed no confidence in the possibility of a military coup in the
style of the Decembrists. Military life and discipline, he believed,
stultified people. Didn’t Fourier consider the military as parasites? And
the officers are apt to develop peculiar ideas about most things. No, the
only hope was in the masses and in a popular insurrection.

As behooves a revolutionary group, the Petrashevsky circle was split
by vigorous debates and dissensions. The Fourierist views were coun-
tered by other theories and plans of action. There was a group calling
themselves Communists who looked for an immediate peasant uprising,
For Petrashevsky himself, Fourier’s views were not incompatible with
private property, and at one time he believed that they could be dissem-
inated among the landlords. Despite his eccentricity and natural rebel-
liousness, he was as much a would-be reformer as a revolutionary, and he
reminds us of those figures in France who after youthful infatuation with
the more bizarre aspects of Fourierism and Saint-Simonianism became
entrepreneurs, bankers, and technologists.'® But there was no scope for
an amateur reformer in contemporary Russia and Petrashevsky’s most
innocuous writings (like his quite sensible pamphlet about the enhance-
ment of the value of the landed estates) were to be used as an additional
proof of his subversiveness. A member of the circle jotted down a judg-
ment on his era, which unfortunately is relevant not only to Nicholas I's
times:

In Russia everything is a secret or a falsehood, and therefore

one cannot have reliable information about anything. ... The
policy of the government is to keep many things secret or to lie
about them. . .. Slaves willingly or unwillingly try to anticipate

the wishes of their oppressors. Hence the tendency to secretiveness
and to lie has become with us a habit.!

The writer adds that he talks about the Russian slaves, i.e., his con-
temporaries and not those Russians “who after the destruction of despot-
ism will amaze mankind by their example of heroism and noble feclings.”
Alas!

In 1849 the circle, long infiltrated by the police, was broken and its
members arrested. Unlike the Decembrists, the accused did not contain

* How often the followers of an esoteric political cult become, if given a chance,
hard-boiled men of affairsl Who, observing the Russian revolutionaries before 1917,
could have foretold how many of them would become the eminently practical admin-

istrators, diplomats, and industrial managers!
* Semevsky, op. cit., p. 207.
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this time members of the higher aristocracy. They came for most part
from among the ranks of smaller landowners and petty officials. The se-
cret police attempted to blow up this discussion group into a nationwide
conspiracy. The punishments, considering the fact that the accused, un-
like the Decembrists, talked but did not do very much about revolution,
were startling in their brutality and refined cruelty. Twenty-one members
of the circle, including Dostoevsky and Petrashevsky, were condemned
to death. They were arraigned for the execution, when the announcement
was made that the supreme penalty was commuted to hard labor and
exile (the delaying of the commutation till the last moment was deliber-
ate).

The fate of the Petrashevsky circle, a generation after the Decem-
brists, epitomizes the character and the effects of Nicholas I's reign. On
the surface, the suppression of radical activity and thought was complete.
The revolutionary years of 1830 and 1848, which shook thrones and upset
institutions all over Europe, were reflected in Russia only by increased
repression. The Polish insurrection of 1830 was put down and Russian
Poland stripped of her autonomy. The Russian state appeared as the
fortress of autocracy, the mainstay of opposition to liberal ideas and con-
stitutionalism throughout all Europe. But the stability and the power of
the regime were bought at the price of neglecting the needed reforms,
and of leaving the Russian Empire incomparably farther behind Western
Europe at the death of Nicholas I in 1855 than it had been in 1825. Rus-
sia’s defeats in the Crimean War (1854-56) showed that reforms could
not be postponed, and that the solidity of the imperial institutions had
been a mirage.

But the longest lasting and the most harmful legacy of the era was the
hostility between the government and the educated classes. In the latter it
was to breed a fear and loathing of the autocracy that made them see every
government, even one bent upon reform, as an uncompromising enemy.
Whatever liberalism was to arise in Russia, it was always to be somewhat
shamefaced at not being revolutionary radicalism, and always reluctant
to acknowledge that there could be a threat to liberty from the left as
well as from the right. The very completeness of political oppression of
Nicholas® times, the government’s ability to control religion, literature,
and other seemingly private concerns of its citizens, taught the society
the dangerous lesson that everything in the last resort is dependent on
politics. Thus the autocracy prepared the ground for socialism.

2. Bakunin and Herzen

Russian socialism was born as a twin revolt against the native autoc-
racy and Western liberalism. Two names stand at its beginning: Michael
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Bakunin and Alexander Herzen. They best epitomize its tone: a tortured,
often self-contradictory search for a third solution, its alternating moods
of despair at the actual chances of revolution, and of a messianic hope
that Russia and the Russians might teach the world and might show the
road to freedom and social justice. Strictly speaking, neither Bakunin nor
Herzen can be counted as Socialists. They defy classifications, and any
description—socialism, anarchism, Populism—fails to do justice to the ex-
traordinary variety and complexity of ideas that sprang from the pen of
each man, to the succession of moods and political positions they adopted
in their lifetimes. But they were reaching for socialism, i.e., writing and
acting in the conviction that a purely political reform is not enough, and
only a wide social and economic transformation would regenerate Russia.
With them Russian radical thought emerges from the drawing rooms of
St. Petersburg and Moscow, appears on the European stage, and in turn
begins to feed and form the revolutionary strivings at home.

The legacy of Michael Bakunin (1814-1876) belongs principally to
Western anarchism. In his own country, Bakunin left few disciples. But
he was in his lifetime the embodiment of the radical ethos, an example of
sheer revolutionary energy that passed into history as a characteristic
of the whole movement.

Bakunin was one of those natures that arouse either enthusiasm or
reprobation. Any attempt at a “sober” biography is likely to be tinged
with hypocrisy: an unfriendly biographer will inevitably imply that his
rebellious spirit was a function of his disorderly personality; no conceiv-
able social system, no conceivable occupation save that of a revolutionary
could accommodate and appease him. A friendly writer will have to over-
look or minimize his negative sides: his racism, xenophobia, and his utter
irresponsibility, which made him associate with clearly criminal and de-
mented characters such as Nechaev. But in Bakunin we see, in an exag-
gerated form, those strengths and weaknesses of the Russian revolution-
ary movement which go far to explain its history, at once heroic and
pathetic, and its final defeat (for that, in a sense, was the meaning of its
absorption by Bolshevism) in which there was more pathos than heroism.

Bakunin was born a nobleman and tried his hand at one of the few
professions open to his class: the army. After giving up his commission
he served an apprenticeship in the Moscow philosophical and literary
circles, and soon sought escape to the freer world of the West. In Europe
(that is how, consciously or unconsciously, the Russian intellectuals re-
ferred to the West in contradistinction to Russia) this student of German
philosophy soon plunged into the radical and Socialist movements that
put their imprint upon the eighteen forties and fifties. Bakunin became—
he was always to remain—what might be called a visiting revolutionary.
There was no insurrection, actual or planned—Prague in 1848, Dresden in
1849, Poland in 1863, the numerous attempted revolts in France and Italy—
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in which he was not ready to fight, lend his assistance as a drafter of
manifestoes, theorist of revolutionary dictatorship, and the like.

The middle period of his adult life was spent in prison and exile. The
Austrian government handed him over to its Russian ally in 1851. There
is an anecdote that upon being handed over to the Tsarist police, Bakunin,
in his way always a Russian patriot, exclaimed how good it was to be on
Russian soil even if in chains. (This was, a twentieth century writer
might say, a Freudian slip. The actual transfer of Bakunin, who was a
fighter for Polish independence, took place on Polish soil, though within
the Russian state.) The unsentimental Russian gendarme replied: “It is
strictly forbidden to talk.”

During Bakunin’s incarceration in Russia an incident took place that
his biographers have found difficult to explain. Nicholas I had, as we
have seen, a truly Soviet passion for hearing or reading recantations of
his imprisoned enemies. It was suggested to Bakunin that he should try.
The result was his Confession (it came to light only after the Bolshevik
Revolution), which the Tsar read with a great deal of interest and, on the
whole, approval. In it Bakunin flattered and eulogized the Tsar, and
denounced the Western liberals and parliamentarians. It will not do to
present the Confession as a Soviet biographer, Steklov, did as a clever
and justifiably mendacious document designed to enable Bakunin to have
his sentence softened, or to hedge on this point as does Professor Venturi,
who sees it as “a photographic negative of Bakunin’s personality,” and its
purpose “. . . consciously . . . to deceive and enlist the sympathies of
his royal gaoler.” 15 Bakunin would not have been human had he not
sought an alleviation of his prison regimen, which he felt was killing him.
(The next generation of the Russian revolutionaries would have scorned
such devices. They sought martyrdom, as we shall see in the case of
Chernyshevsky.) But parts of the Confession have a very genuine and
even passionate ring. Some of the explanation must be that the revolution-
ary often found it easier, and this was to remain sadly true, to talk and
to sympathize with the autocrat than with a Western-style liberal and
moderate reformer.

Like his gendarme Nicholas was rather unsentimental and Bakunin’s
Confession did not bring him freedom. It is only in the next reign that the
imprisonment in the fortress was exchanged for an exile to Siberia, where
Bakunin could at least move around and enjoy human company. Con-
tinued imprisonment for a man with his temperament would have ended,
as it did for many others, in insanity., From Siberia he found it rather
easy to escape. In 1861 he was back in London enquiring about the next
revolution.

To a superficial observer, Bakunin was a “typical Russian revolution-
ary” or, worse yet, a “typical Russian”: huge, gluttonous, eternally smok-

* Franco Venturi, The Roots of Populism, New York, 1960, p. 57.
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ing and drinking tea (or stronger stuff), always sponging money from his
friends, and most disorderly in his habits. This stereotype is as exagger-
ated as the other one of the Russian intellectual: fastidious and cultured
to a fault. But stereotypes are sometimes more influential than reality.
Lenin, and this was not unconnected with his revulsion at much of the
Russian revolutionary tradition, displayed the utmost bourgeois sobriety
and orderliness in his personal life, and nobody could be more unsym-
pathetic to any kind of bohemianism. The same traits in turn became in-
grained in the official Soviet man whose conformity, and not only in
politics, would make Bakunin and Herzen turn in their graves.

It is almost superfluous to say that Bakunin never worked out a sys-
tematic philosophy of revolution or of socialism. His socialism was mostly
of a visceral type: the revolt against any kind of oppression and injustice,
rejection of any palliatives or halfway measures. At one time he was a
follower of a version of Panslavism, the idea of a democratic federation
of all the Slav nations. But no major radical philosophy of his time failed
for a period to interest him or to hold his allegiance: Marxism, Saint-
Simonianism, Proudhonism. It was inevitable, however, that in practical
politics he should be a believer in the necessity of revolutionary dictator-
ships, and in theory in anarchism. The latter made him sensitive to the
authoritarian potentialities lurking in the teachings of Karl Marx. Marx-
ism was to him but ancther way of arriving at the centralized oppres-
sive state, and “he who says state says ‘oppression,” and he who says
oppression says exploitation.” Bakunin would have approved what an-
other though Christian and pacifist anarchist, Leo Tolstoy, said, that he
who has not been in jail does not know what the state is. For his period,
with its illusions, it was a most perceptive statement: “Those previous
workers having just become rulers or representatives of the people will
cease being workers; they will look at the workers from their heights, they
will represent not the people but themselves. . . . He who doubts it does
not know human nature.” To Steklov this is a typical “confusion” of
Bakunin, which was dissipated by the clear light of Marxism-Leninism,
but the Seviet author who died in Stalin’s concentration camp probably
had time to reconsider his opinion.!® To be sure, anarchism is excellent as
a critique of other political systems, but hardly so as a positive prescrip-
tion. Like other anarchists before and after him, Bakunin could only re-
peat: Smash the state, destroy every relationship of domination and
inequality. But then what? To that impolite question Bakunin, like other
anarchists, could only answer with vague suggestions of purely voluntary
cooperation, federalism of communes, and similar notions.

Marx and Marxism became for Bakunin, toward the end of his life, as
much an embodiment of evil as the Tsarist regime. The quarrel between
the two men and their followers broke up the First International. In the

Y, M. Steklov, Fighters for Socialism, Moscow, 1923, Vol. 1, p. 227.
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West and especially in the Latin American countries the historic quarrel
marked the real beginning of the hostility between the Marxist and the
anarchosyndicalist elements of the workers’ movement, the quarre] that
flared up into open fighting as recently as during the Spanish Civil War.
There was a personal element in Bakunins hostility toward Marx, with
whom at times he was in friendly personal relations and whose Capital
he was supposed to translate. {Like most similar endeavors of Bakunin
this remained unfinished.) He could write: “Himself a Jew, he attracts
whether in London or in France, but especially in Germany, a whole
heap of Yids, more or less intelligent, intriguers, busybodies and specu-
lators, as the Jews are likely to be, commercial and bank agents, writ-
ers . . . correspondents . . . who stand one foot in the world of finance
and the other in socialism.” 17

Anti-Semitism has been, more often than Socialist historians have
liked to admit, a strong element in the make-up of radical movements.
Marx himself was not entirely free from it. But with Bakunin it was a
veritabie obsession grounded in his temperament and self-delusion. For-
getting his aristocratic background, he fancied himself as a represent-
ative of the “masses.” “They [the Jews] are always exploiters of other
people’s labor; they have a basic fear and loathing of the masses, whom
whether openly or not they hold in contempt.” Anti-Semitism flowed into
and reinforced his Germanophobia. There was an element of personal
pique in his hatreds: he had an unmistakable fecling of inferiority toward
Marx. But mainly both the Jews and the Germans epitomized the quali-
ties that Bakunin Joathed, possibly because he felt their lack in himself:
assiduity, orderliness, the practical and business sense. The sum total of
those attributes was the autocratic state or, equally bad, the wretched
bourgeois culture of the West.!® Socialism in the West was being ruined
by the “Jews” (among whom Bakunin included, at times, persons he
disliked even when not Jewish by any possible criteria) who were push-
ing it into the authoritarian path of Marxism. As for Russia, even Bakunin
could not make a Jew out of Nicholas I, but then the imperial house was
German in its origin and connections, and so were the higher strata of the
officialdom. Thus Russian autocracy was “really” German, or as he
phrased it at times “Germano-Tartar.” The Russian people, i.e., the peas-
ant masses, were democratic by instinct but enslaved and kept backward
by an alien oligarchy.

Bakunin’s personal phobias ought not to obscure the ideological ele-
ment behind them. What he was against were essentially the main compo-
nents of modern society: industrialism, the centralized state, organization,
and the like, Here for all his peculiarities he is at one with a powerful

“ Ibid., p. 288.

 The study of the national character can produce almost any conclusion. It was
fashionable among certain English historians of the nineteenth century to attribute

constitutionalism to the “Germanic spirit” and to contrast with it the instinctive pen-
chant toward despotism found among the Latin nations and the Slavs.
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tradition of Russian Populism, the tradition dominant among the rev-
olutionaries until Marxism became influential, and which even pene-
trated Marxism and gave it much of its appeal and revolutionary energy.
What complements this rejection of the “West” (and Bakunin simpli-
fies the task by his fiat that undesirable elements of the Russian reality
are Western-German) is the faith in the “people.” The latter, who in
Bakunin’s time meaut the peasants, became the repository of moral
virtue, as contrasted with the corruption of the Western bourgeoisie.
Unsullied by the Judeo-Germanic ideas, uncorrupted by Western mate-
rialism, the Russian peasant, thank God, has preserved his simplicity and
virtue, his inherent democratic instinct, which will make a fit foundation
for the future Socialist commonwealth. That this philosophy combined
wishful thinking with ignorance of the actual conditions of the Russian
peasant’s life, that it equated material backwardness with moral virtues,
and that finally it concealed xenophobia and injured national pride caused
by the dazzling progress of the Western nations can be seen more
clearly by us than by a Russian revolutionary in the nineteenth century.
And yet today we hear similar voices and arguments from Asia and
Africa, and they find sympathetic echoes in the West. But what has es-
caped many of the critics of Russian Populism who see its view of the
peasantry as a combination of revulsion against the West and a senti-
mental idealization of the common man is its inherently undemocratic
condescension. The peasant is seen as the noble savage. He is an apt
instrument, if properly led, to wreak terrible vengeance upon the hated
government and the exploiting classes, and to show up the contemptible
bourgeoisie of the West with their smug satisfaction in their progress and
parliaments.

Bakunin’s contribution to Russian Populism was mostly through the
legend of his own personality and his revolutionary skirmishes. In his
last years in Switzerland, he was the object of much interest and some
veneration among the young radical intelligentsia who flocked to the
West in the 1870s. His writings and teachings were among the influences
that stirred the students to go to the people in the same decade and to try
to educate the Russian peasant for the revolution. But the leadership of
the radical movement and thought had by the sixties passed into other
hands. To the new generation Bakunin still epitomized revolutionary
energy and intransigeance, but their minds did not follow his exuberant
anarchism and his dreams of vast peasant uprisings. In his own country
Bakunin left no school. His violent anti-Marxism made him a rather em-
barrassing ancestor for the future generations of the Socialists. In the
long line of the revolutionary figures that begins with the Decembrists
and ends with Lenin, Bakunin stands somewhat to the side, ready to take
on any and all proponents of oppression and coercive institutions, and
strangely attractive despite his huge faults.

Unlike Bakunin the advocate of action and violence (if with a touch



44 THE REVOLUTIONARY TRADITION

of Don Quixote), his contemporary and friend Alexander Herzen repre-
sents the intellectual and moral side of the revolutionary appeal. History
has been kinder to Herzen. Though to the Russian “angry men” of the
1860s Herzen was something of a phony, advocating revolution from the
safety and luxury of his foreign residence, denouncing materialism while
living on the income from one million rubles, and assailing them for their
bad manners, the later radical thought reclaimed and acknowledged his
services. Lenin himself was to enroll Herzen among the great precursors
of Bolshevism. The liberals and Marxists were to quarrel over whom the
legacy of Herzen should belong to. But apart from the politicians’ quarrels
he has an undeniable place in the history of Russian literature. His
memoirs, My Past and Thoughts, is a masterpiece of its kind, one of the
most fetching and moving examples of the autobiographic genre in any
language. Even his purely political writings have an elegance and charm
that elevate them far above the standard Russian radical pamphleteering
with its pretentious “people—yes” tone or its heavy sarcasm about the
powers that be.

Herzen has always been a favorite among foreign connoisseurs of the
Russian revolutionary tradition. This is not unconnected with his quality,
both in life and in writings, of a grand seigneur. Like Leo Tolstoy, who
also pursued his own brand of unorthodoxy in politics and personal be-
havior, Herzen could not, even if he wished, erase his characteristics of
an aristocrat by birth and intellect. Such traits (a Soviet writer comments
sourly but unfairly that they come easily with one million rubles) were
not without their negative side. Herzen’s sensitivity has at times an ap-
pearance of snobbery. Most troublesome of all, there is an element of
humbug in his frequent declamations against materialism. Two neighbor-
ing passages in My Past and Thoughts set this in vivid relief. Herzen has
just finished a tirade against the West and a scathing indictment of the
prosaic materialistic pursuits of the bourgeoisie. Not long afterward he re-
turns to his private affairs. The Tsarist government has denied him, a
political exile, his patrimony. Herzen runs to his banker, the head of the
Paris House of Rothschild. The banker informs the Imperial government
that it would encounter difficulties in the international finance market
unless the money were promptly turned over. And as Herzen concludes
in a very amusing passage, the roles are seemingly reversed: Like a
“merchant of the second class” the Tsar obeys humbly the edict of the
emperor of bankers. The money is duly turned over to the political crim-
inal. Nor did the enemy of materialism scorn speculation on the stock
exchange and in real estate. He was to feel some remorse (mixed, per-
haps, with rancor at his bad judgment) that when the Civil War broke
out he banked on the victory of the “forces of reaction,” i.e., the Confed-
erate States, and sold his American bonds.

It is peevish to expect Socialists to be more consistent in their ideas
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and private life than the general run of mankind. And Herzen was most
generous in helping the revolutionary cause and the exiles. But Herzen’s
tirades against the West’s corrupt materialism were mischievous for an-
other reason. They taught—and Herzen’s influence on the Russian in-
telligentsia was at one time enormous—that political regeneration of his
country could be accomplished by an act of will, that sound economic
institutions (in fact healthy materialism) are not a necessary prerequisite
of political freedom. The history of Russian revolutionary thought is the
history of an ascending revulsion against the humdrum, unromantic as-
pect of the everyday life of most ordinary people, the revulsion which
finally burns itself out in terrorism, and is then replaced by a very differ-
ent, very materialistic preaching of Marxism. A French Socialist whom
Herzen admired, Proudhon, wrote in a moment of disenchantment that
the people are a “quiet beast” interested only in eating, sleeping, and love-
making. Few revolutionaries would subscribe to this unflattering descrip-
tion of the common man, but what irks them most is the adjective
“quiet.”

Herzen was born of a noble and rich family. He was of illegitimate
birth, but his social standing and education were unaffected by this fact.
His father was an eccentric aristocrat somewhat in the style of a French
nobleman of the ancien régime, who affected to disregard conventions,
and among them legalized marriage. The first political impulse for young
Herzen was provided by the drama of the Decembrists. Herzen was a
child of December 14, wrote Lenin. The heart and mind of the fourteen-
year-old boy were stirred by the aristocratic martyrs of freedom. Not long
afterward Herzen and his friend Ogarev swore a solemn oath to sacrifice
their lives, like the Decembrists, for the liberty of the Russian people. It
was a romantic gesture much in the style of Schiller, who was then being
read avidly by the youth, but Herzen and Ogarev, both to grow up as
men of talent and wealth without the necessity for politics to fill up a void
in their lives, always remained true to their adolescent vow.

Not that, like Bakunin, Herzen was a born rebel or a restless conspir-
ator. In different times and in a different society he might well have
become a Whig politician and man of letters. But Nicholas’ Russia made
it easy for sensitive young men to grow up into revolutionaries. Herzen’s
first arrest and exile from the capital were earned because he knew some
young people who were alleged to have sung, in private, revolutionary
songs. His second exile in Russia was occasioned by the secret police
intercepting his letter in which he alluded to the corruption of the police.
In 1847 the young nobleman left his oppressed country to find, as he
expected, a haven of liberty and civilization in the West.

Herzen’s ideas of the West had been fed upon the Romantic literature,
German idealistic philosophy, and echoes of the Western (mostly French)
theoreticians of socialism. Though he reached Europe in his manhood, it
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was still with a youthful shock that he realized that political life in the
West did not all turn around the noble and invigorating ideas of repub-
licanism and socialism, and that people in France and Germany were
preoccupied with practical concerns and materialistic cares. The revolu-
tions of 1848, after some turbulence and social experimentation, seemed
only to have weakened the upper and strengthened the middle classes,
and to have enthroned the middle-class viewpoint as the guiding principle
of politics. How different from Romanticism! This jarring impact of
reality brought out in Herzen the unconscious Russian nationalist. Europe
was decrepit and old. The bourgeoisie had had its day. At the very moment
of the beginning of its mastery Herzen, like Karl Marx, was wishfully
confident that he was watching the death throes of capitalism. Certainly
it was not from the French bourgeois or an English liberal that Russia
could expect the inspiration for her freedom.

The usual disgruntlements of a foreigner in France accentuated Her-
zen’s ideological distaste. An aristocratic youth in Russia encountered
France in the flesh in the person of French tutors and servants, or in
writing in the form of eloquent diatribes against tyranny and exploita-
tion by the French philosophes and Socialists. The average Frenchman
had nothing servile or tyrannicidal about him. He tended to be self-
reliant, caustically practical, and possessed of that eternal French cul-
tural chauvinism that made him criticize good-naturedly the French
pronunciation of his Russian friends. It is not uncharacteristic that Her-
zen was to feel much better in Italy. This country was then divided into
a number of autocratic principalities. The Italian bourgeoisie was much
weaker and poorer and the Italian peasant, closer in his misery to the
Russian one, had none of the infuriating traits of his French counterpart.
In London Herzen was to experience disgust, but at the same time a
certain awe at the supreme self-confidence of this bastion of the capital-
ist spirit. He could not but admire English liberties and individualism.
In Paris, Italy, or even Switzerland one was never quite safe from the
long reach of the Tsarist secret service, and the local authorities, at times,
were unhappy because of the presence of conspiratorial foreigners. To
the revolutionaries the British offered the boon of safety, but also the
utmost and insulting lack of interest in their affairs.

Herzen’s solution for Russia’s ills, once he found the Western remedies
and institutions wanting, took the form of “Russian” Populist socialism.1®
How consciously this is a rejection of European constitutionalism is
indicated by his famous challenge, “Russia will never be Protestant [i.e.,
moderate and materialistic], Russia will never be juste-milieu [i.e., a
prosaic middle-class regime and society], Russia will never make a revolu-
tion with the aim of getting rid of Tsar Nicholas and of replacing him

*® This is discussed at length in Martin Malia’s excellent Alexander Herzen and
the Birth of Russian Socialism, Cambridge, Mass., 1960.
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with Tsar-representatives, Tsar-judges, Tsar-policemen.”2* What then?

Behind many an unsound theory there is usually some bad history.
And in the case of Russia many historical or philosophical hypotheses that
lie at the root of “characteristically Russian” political and economic solu-
tions have been fathered by learned Germans. Herzen’s learned German
was Baron Haxthausen, whose work on the Russian peasant and agricul-
ture was to have a powerful and fateful influence not only on his but on
much of other Russian thought, whether conservative or radical in its
tendency. Haxthausen was attracted by one feature of Russian peasant
life: the communal organization of the Russian village—in Russian, obsch-
china. The commune both before and after the abolition of serfdom (in
1861-63) was the main type of agricultural organization in most of Euro-
pean Russia. The peasants’ land was vested in the commune, not in the
individual peasant families. In most communes the assembly of the peas-
ants—in Russian, mir—would periodically redistribute plots of land
among its members, arbitrate the peasants” disputes, and handle similar
matters (subject, of course, to the over-all authority of the landlord prior
to the abolition of serfdom, and of the government’s representatives after-
ward ). Haxthausen saw the commune as an institution of great antiquity,
the relic of ancient communism, which at one time characterized the agri-
cultural organization of all primitive peoples. Russia was lucky to have
preserved this grass-roots type of peasant democracy and socialism. It
could preserve her from the evils of competitive capitalism of the West
where the dispossessed peasants and craftsmen were being turned into
the slum-dwelling proletariat of the Lyons and Manchesters.

To the Russian conservative, the Slavophile, the theory of Haxthausen
provided an important intellectual weapon against the apologists for the
Western institutions. Here, and they argued somewhat in the manner of
the Southern defenders of slavery before the Civil War, the seemingly
backward institution represented actually both the wisdom of the ages
and social justice. The people—the peasants—did not need parliaments;
they had a superior form of direct democracy. The commune assured its
members economic security, it protected them from the uncertainties and
degradations that were the lot of the Western industrial proletariat.

Let it be said once and for all, even as an oversimplification, that in
fact the commune was an institution of no great antiquity, that the eco-
nomic security it provided was at best of a very low level, that despite
the periodic redistribution of land it did not prevent economic differentia-
tion among the peasants, and that, most important of all, it hampered
social mobility, hurt technical improvement in farming, and thus proved
a major obstacle, both before and after the freeing of the serfs, to the
industrialization and economic improvement in Russia.

We can see that today, and more perceptive thinkers would see it

® Quoted in ibid., p. 408.



48 THE REVOLUTIONARY TRADITION

toward the end of the century. But a Russian radical of the eighteen forties
and fifties recoiled before the picture of the industrialized world with its
unregulated factory life, its sordid manufacturing towns with their teem-
ing and brutalized proletariat; it was easy for him to wish to spare Rus-
sia a similar experience. For the Russian Socialist even more than for his
conservative counterpart, Haxthausen’s theories strengthened the already
existing idealized vision of the obschchina and provided a way out of his
dilemma: Yes, Russia will advance to civilization, and beyond that to
socialism, but without the industrial travail of Europe. It was pleasing to
the national pride lurking beneath radicalism. Who would have thought
that backward, autocratic Russia contained an institution and a principle
within it which could show the rest of the world the correct path to
democracy and socialism!

Herzen’s socialism contained, then, the plan for a federation of free
peasant communes. First of all there would have to be liberation of the
serfs; they must be liberated with their land, with little or no compensa-
tion for the landlords.2! Unlike Bakunin, Herzen did not dwell with
pleasure on the possibility of vast peasant uprisings like those that stirred
seventeenth century Russia. He looked, at times, for reform from above,
and he appealed to the conscience and intelligence of his own class, the
gentry. Despite his esthetic dislike of the bourgeois West, he was a good
European, at least insofar as he prized individualism and rejected the
use of violence before all the possibilities of persuasion and peaceful
alteration were exhausted.

Herzen’s main contribution to the revolutionary tradition lies not
wholly in his agrarian socialism; his views of the commune and his ideal-
ization of the democratic and inherently communistic Russian peasant
are not, after all, much different from Bakunin’s or from other contemp-
orary radicals. His contribution lies in his role as teacher and inspirer.
It was he who through the example of his personality and his skill as
a writer and journalist created the classical ethos of the Russian intelli-
gentsia: the attitude of intellectual opposition to the authority of solici-
tude for “the people” and of consecration to politics as the duty of every
thinking and honest man. It was largely Herzen who is responsible
for the creation of Russia-in-exile, the state of mind among the political
emigrés and escapees who felt that they were not merely individuals
fleeing from oppression but that they represented their country’s moral
dignity and that they bore collective responsibility for Russia’s political
future. And much of the enlightened opinion at home was in the first

# Most of the serfs were landholders, unlike the Negro slaves in the South; that

is, apart from their duties on the landlords’ lands (sometimes commuted by money

ayment) they had their “own” collectively held land. Unfree tenants rather than

‘serfs” would be a more technical description of their status. The peasants’ folklore

emphasized the contrast of personal unfreedom with the conviction that the land—
all the land, their masters” as well as the commune’s—was legitimately theirs.
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instance taught by Herzen %o accept the exiles” self-appraisal and to con-
sider them as the ambassadors of its hope and aspirations.

In London in 1857 Herzen began publishing a periodical, Kolokol
(The Bell). Even earlier he had made efforts at publication and a dissem-
ination of his ideas at home, but it is only with The Bell that he became a
power in Russian intellectual and political life. Nicholas I had died in
1855, the Crimean War had ended in a Russian defeat, and now the autoc-
racy was relaxing its grip. The Bell, officially forbidden, found its way to
the most influential circles; even Emperor Alexander II was reputed to be
reading it. The Bell for a while fitted the mood of transition after the
death of the old despot. The regime was bent upon reform—the military
defeat had shown the cost of the obsolete social and political system, and
the new Emperor had none of his father’s obsessive fear of political
change. Superficially, there are some resemblances to the post-Stalin era,
but the Tsarist government had few of the totalitarian regime’s devices to
contain the liberalization within safe bounds; it had none of its propa-
ganda skill to blame the past evils on a “cult of personality,” but only the
equal determination to let no reform affect the basis of its political power.

The Bell at times approved the Tsar’s reforming tendencies and
promises and at times chastised their dilatoriness. Its main fire was di-
rected at the remnants of the old bureaucratic abuses and at the person-
alities within the bureaucracy who attempted to continue Nicholas’
system. Herzen’s genius as political writer acquired for him an audience
at home among both moderates and radicals. This success and acceptance
had to be short-lived. Herzen, unaware, had caught the infection of
Western liberalism and had become (to join the two in his case is not a
paradox) a liberal revolutionary. For him, any reform had to be but an
installment on future and complete freedom and socialism. By the same
token he could not understand or sympathize with the new radical breed
who viewed reforms with loathing and sarcasm and who wanted the
whole social and political system to be smashed at once before a new and
Socialist Russia could be reconstructed from the ruins. The conflict was
prophetic of the future splits in the revolutionary movement: each succes-
sive generation was to view its elders with a mixture of pity and contempt,
as men who have grown soft and alien to the revolutionary strivings of
the people.

In politics as in his private life Herzen was a true child of Romanti-
cism, subject to intermittent bouts of exultation and depression, ready
with an exorbitant tribute or with a scathing indictment. The news that the
Tsar contemplated freeing the serfs threw him into transports of grati-
tude. He hailed the rather commonplace Emperor as the savior of Rus-
sia, and addressed to him through the pages of The Bell a series of
letters containing unsolicited advice on how to overcome the opposition
of the bureaucracy and reactionary nobility. This one-sided “correspon-
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dence” took at times a ridiculous turn, as when Herzen undertook to
advise the imperial family on the upbringing of the heir to the throne.??
Once the repressive nature of the regime reasserted itself, Herzen's
adulation turned to the severest censure. Essentially this proneness to
address the Tsar (and Herzen was by no means alone among the revolu-
tionaries in doing so) was not unconnected with his populism. Did not
the peasant believe the Tsar to be his benevolent father and did he not
blame the evils of the government on the bureaucracy that deceived the
Tsar and kept a barrier between him and his people? So ran the stereo-
type. In a strange and perverse way even the terrorists who later on
hunted and killed the Emperor were the victims of the same emotion, the
same belief in the omnipotence of one person: they punished an unjust
father who deceived and refused freedom to his people. This heady at-
mosphere of the revolutionary’s intimate feeling about the ruler was to be
entirely absent from the make-up of the Russian Marxists. To Lenin the
Emperor was “idiot Romanov” and was a person of absolutely no conse-
quence.

The early sixties marked the end of The Bell's great influence in Rus-
sia. The actual form of the peasants’ emancipation disappointed Herzen.
Most of all, Tsarism horrified him anew by the bloody suppression of the
Polish rebellion of 1863. Herzen was among the relatively few Russian
intellectuals who have been genuinely and fervently pro-Polish. For all
their close ethnic connection (or maybe because of it), and for all their
historical links, the relations between the Poles and the Russians have
usually been unhappy. In the contemporary Russian public opinion the
Poles fitted the stereotypes not too dissimilar from those attached some-
times to the Jews. The radicals saw in their leaders mainly aristocrats
and landowners who exploited their (often Russian) peasants. The con-
servative Russians regarded the Poles as a nation of revolutionaries,
vaunting their superior culture and betraying the Slavic race. Herzen’s
advocacy of Polish independence at the time when the rebellious Poles
were killing Russian soldiers rubbed hard against aroused Russian
chauvinism,

Among the more radical souls who would have welcomed any rebel-
lion against Tsarism, Herzen was losing influence for another reason. To
the “men of the sixties,” or the “nihilists” as they were sometimes known,
Herzen was clearly behind the times. He was a product of Romanticism;
they imagined themselves as being disciples of “scientific” materialism.
Tor their taste, Herzen’s socialism was too humanistie, too much grounded
in the hope of change by evolution. They were in many cases men of

= This burst of enthusiasm for Alexander, explicable by the contrast with his hate-
ful father, was not unusual at the time, even among the radicals. Prince Kropotkin,
the famous revolutionary and anarchist, recounts in his memoirs how enraptured he
was as a young man by his first encounter with the Tsar-Liberator.
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humble birth whose ideological disagreement was enhanced by their
personal pique at Herzen’s nobleman’s manner and the elegance of his
language. Their feeling of social and intellectual inferiority was covered
up, as is often the case, by biting sarcasm at the expense of the “men of
the forties” with their well-intentioned but so obsolete and so useless lib-
eral ideas (the word “liberal” was already becoming a term of opprobrium
among the radicals). The new men, such as Chernyshevsky, aroused in
Herzen a revulsion not as much political as esthetic. He felt in them, as
he probably would have felt in the Bolsheviks, a strange preoccupation
with revolution as an end in itself, rather than as the means of assuring
human freedom. Behind their professed materialism and dedication to
science he saw hostility to traditional culture, to everything that might
not be “useful,” that is, not in line with their political views and ambitions.
Appalled by the new radicals, Herzen used a phrase about them that
has always been held against him: the young men, he wrote, retained in
their mentality the traits of the “servants’ room, the theological seminary,
and the barracks.” This was a direct reference to their plebeian origin, an
accusation of vulgarity and of the young men’s social envy of the older,
more “refined” generation. In another attack, Herzen initiated the tech-
nique that since then has become a commonplace in the revolutionary
debates, the full elaboration of which we can see today in the exchange
between the Russian and Chinese Communists, that of attacking persons
who are left of your own politics as being “really” right-wing and serving
the interests of reaction. In the article entitled “Very Dangerous” (some-
what affectedly, the title is in English), he proclaimed that the attacks
upon him and his position served the interests of the most reactionary part
of the Tsarist bureaucracy, and that the young radicals might live to be
decorated by the government.

This bitterness reflected Herzen’s realization that the minds and hearts
of the young generation in Russia were being increasingly won over by
his opponents. But it also bespoke the feeling of hopelessness about his
own political position. Herzen could not for long remain a moderate
or an enemy of any revolutionary striving, He already had the psycho-
logical trait, which was to become the curse of the future liberals and
moderate Socialists up to the October Revolution: the consciousness of
being outdistanced in one’s radicalism and of being confronted with a
more uncompromising and unscrupulous revolutionary resolve that pro-
duced inner doubts and a sense of inferiority. How well was Lenin to un-
derstand and to exploit this infirmity of the liberal mind!

Herzen, because of his temperament, had to return to the out-and-out
revolutionary fray. Despite his deep resentment about new radicals, de-
spite his lingering hopes in the Emperor, any and every act of official
oppression and brutality would provoke afresh his revolutionary fervor.
To the students who now in Russia were becoming the vanguard of rev-
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olutionary disturbances Herzen wrote: “Glory to you, you begin a new
era, you have understood that the time of whispers, of hidden allusions,
of [the secret reading of] the forbidden books has passed.” Where should
they go when the brutal authorities close down the universities? “To the
people, to the people . . . show them . . . that from among you will
come the fighters of the Russian people.” And the arrest of Chernyshev-
sky, his main antagonist among the radicals, the man who epitomized to
Herzen the narrow “mentality of the seminary,” evoked from him a
generous tribute and imprecations against Tsarism.

The last years of Herzen (he died in 1870) were clouded with per-
sonal and political tragedy. E. H. Carr in his Romantic Exiles gives a
vivid picture of the turbulent personal life of the revoluticnary and his
circle, the life poisoned first by the infidelity and then the tragic death
of his wife, then by his tortured liaison with the wife of his great friend
Ogarev, the liaison that was not allowed to interrupt the friends’ intimacy
and political collaboration, but which inevitably contributed to Ogarev’s
moral and physical decline.?® The decline of The Bell as well as personal
considerations made him shift his residence to the Continent. Places such
as Geneva had at least a considerable Russian colony, and what Russian
could for long remain content in London with its bleak Victorian atmos-
phere, the horrors of the English cuisine, and the lack of such amenities as
the French-style cafés, which are almost indispensable to a revolution-
ary movement in exile? To Herzen, London was an “ant-heap.” He had no
contacts with English intellectual or political life, and the circle of his
acquaintances was almost exclusively among the exiles and radicals of
several nations.

Of the new tendencies in European socialism Herzen was no more
enamored than of the new Russian radicalism. “Scientific” socialism and
the emphasis on the industrial worker were alien.to him who had been
brought up on the generous, if fantastic, dreams of Saint-Simon and
Fourier. “The worker of all countries will grow into the bourgeois” was
Herzen’s most perceptive even if somewhat overoptimistic and, by his
lights, unflattering judgment. The Russian Marxists have never quite
forgiven Herzen this dismissal of the industrial proletariat. How could
one identify the heroic working class with its privations and its revolu-
tionary drive with the mercenary and philistine spirit of the bourgeoisie?
His fellow Londoner, Karl Marx, Herzen could not stand. Marx was what
he called a “bilious” type of politician, an intriguer who could not indulge

® Mr. Cari’s account, colored by irony but also by compassion, was received rather
huffily by such Socialist scholars as the late G. D. H. Cole. The latter implied (un-
fairly) that Mr. Carr with a kind of Anglo-Saxon condescension represents the great
revolutionary and his circle as a bunch of mixed-up foreigners, thus provoking in a
casual reader doubts as to what kind of people become Socialists. Even if so, the
casual reader can become reassured by the stories of the Marx and Lenin households,
with their connubial bliss and bourgeois orderliness.
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in polemics without heaping abuse and filth upon his opponent. Herzen
did not share Bakunin’s almost pathological anti-Semitism and Germano-
phobia (though he was not fond of the Germans). But Marx was for him
an embodiment of the German bourgeois spirit: formal, unromantic, and
devoid of those elements of humor and compassion which he deemed
essential for a real fighter for the people’s right. The news that Doctor
Marx was to address or even to attend a political gathering or banquet
was cause enough for Herzen to send his excuses.

Herzen’s faith in revolution as a moral principle was to assume a
different and to him an unpleasant form among the people who were both
his successors and his opponents in the revolutionary movement. He wrote,
referring to the young hotheads of “Young Russia” who were disseminat-
ing terroristic manifestoes, that he had long since ceased, whether in war
or in politics, to lust for the blood of the enemy. “Whenever anybody’s
blood is spilled somebody’s tears will flow.” But the future of the Russian
revolutionary movement belonged to the unsqueamish sentiments of
Chernyshevsky: “The path of history is not like Nevsky Prospect [one
of the main streets in St. Petersburg], it goes at times through dirt, and
filth, through swamps and ravines! If you are afraid of being covered with
dirt or of soiling your shoes then don’t take up politics.” 2* This is an un-
fair criticism of Herzen, who was not afraid of being covered with dirt
while carrying on his mission, but simply did not want revolution to
soil its hands in unnecessary blood.

His posthumous “good luck” in being claimed as a spiritual ancestor
by all branches of Russian revolutionary thought makes Herzen’s posi-
tion all the more pathetic. For he would not have felt at home among the
liberals with their admiration of the Western parliamentary institutions,
and he certainly would have loathed Bolshevism. The Communists have
always been good at posthumous rehabilitation. The dead cannot be
forced to recant, but their shortcomings can be ascribed to their class
origins, or to the times in which they lived. And so in the Pantheon of the
Communist saints—predecessors of Lenin—Herzen is forced to share the
uncongenial company of Chernyshevsky, the terrorists of the People’s
Will, and of Plekhanov (who also would have cried in outrage at this
honor). Nothing is more certain than that were he transplanted into the
twentieth century Herzen would be found in Paris or in London (in
Bloomsbury) stigmatizing Soviet Russia with the same moral fervor that
he expended on Nicholas. One can be equally sure that he would couple
the lashing of the native tyranny with scorching protests against the
capitalist West, its imperialism, its incomprehension that what is going on
in Russia, brutal and tyrannous though it is, may still contain the seeds
of a freer and better society. And one might even suspect that he would
have welcomed the coming of communism in China as representing a

* Steklov, op cit., p. 159.
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purer, agrarian brand of the ideology, and that he would have been
thrilled, at first, at the epic of the Cuban revolution. Perhaps in looking
at Herzen’s enthusiasms and disenchantments we see not only Russia, and
not only the past.

3. Chernyshevsky

With Nicholas Gavrilovich Chernyshevsky (1828-1889) we stand
at the real source of Bolshevism. At the age of eighteen Lenin wrote an
admiring letter to the great radical, then in exile in Saratov after a long
imprisonment in Siberia. And in the office of the Chairman of the Coun-
cil of the People’s Commissars in the Kremlin Chernyshevsky’s works
shared the place of honor with those of Karl Marx. Chernyshevsky
helped to mold the form of the revolutionary; Marx provided him with
the message. But not only Lenin was inspired by Chernyshevsky. In the
memoirs or even in depositions before the police of revolutionaries of vari-
ous political persuasions one would often find a phrase, “I became a
revolutionary at the age of——after reading Chernyshevsky.” The work
most often mentioned was the novel that gave Lenin the title for his basic
political treatise: What Is To Be DoneP. When it appeared in the early
1860s this novel and its message were read by the young radicals, as one
of them put it, “practically on our knees.” But even ten or twenty years
later, when its cryptic political allusions could no longer be deciphered by
another generation, schoolboys would still be entranced and steered into
the revolutionary path by What Is To Be Done?.

In Chernyshevsky we see the effects of a social environment widely
different from that which had brought forth Herzen or Bakunin. He was
the son of an Orthodox priest. The rank-and-file clergy was practically a
hereditary class. Since they could not aspire to the higher ecclesiastical
preferments, the clerics lived under material conditions usually not much
superior to those of their congregations (which in nineteenth century
Russia meant mostly peasants). At the same time they had to have a
modicum of education. This combination of poverty, imposed dogmatism,
and education tended to make the clerical households a breeding ground
for the radical and revolutionary intelligentsia. Not only Chernyshevsky
and his closest collaborator, Dobrolyubov, but many other revolutionaries
were to spring up from this clerical environment.?

* There is a strong temptation to fall into the current sociological slang and to
use the magic word “alienation.” But the history of the Russian revolutionary move-
ment shows exactly the limitations of this term. Were the Decembrists alienated from
their society? But they represented the ideas and emotions, certainly not of the numer-
ical majority, but of a considerable proportion of members of their class. With the later
intelligentsia radicals we find the same phenomenon. They were often the more active,
more drastic exponents of ideas that were endemic in their society. Perhaps it was
the staunch reactionaries and the defenders of the status quo in Tsarist Russia who
were alienated and “rebels against their own class.”
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This background and the fact that he himself studied for a time in a
theological seminary left a definite imprint upon Chernyshevsky. His
Soviet biographer relates with some distaste that even as a radical and
unbeliever Chernyshevsky still liked to attend church services and would
cross himself when passing a church.?® But more important, his strict
upbringing by his clerical father bred in the boy timidity and awkward-
ness in society that he never shed. Like that other alumnus of a theological
seminary, Stalin, Chernyshevsky retained traces of scholasticism in his
thinking and writing.

It is important to dwell somewhat on Chernyshevsky’s private life
and characteristics, not for the sake of what might be called historical
voyeurism, but because his personality contributes much to the tone of
the later radical movement, and because both he and his fictional heroes
become the models for future revolutionary fighters.

Again one is tempted to commit a huge oversimplification: Cherny-
shevsky, below the veneer of extensive education and erudition that he
acquired, is the typical Russian man of the people. One finds in him a
mixture of peasant slyness and of naiveté; of overpowering if at times
sardonic humility, combined with arrogant self-confidence. What other
author would address the reader as he does in the beginning of What Is
To Be Done?, “I don’t have the shadow of an artistic talent. I even use the
language poorly. But that is not important: read on, kind public, you will
read this with benefit. Truth is a great thing; it compensates for the de-
ficiencies of the writer who serves it.” From the jail, on the eve of his
long exile to Siberia, he wrote to his wife: “Our life belongs to history;
hundreds of years will pass, and our names will still be dear to the people;
they will think of us with gratitude when our contemporaries are long
dead.” The same man who warned the reader that he had not a shadow
of artistic talent proudly told a police official that his name would live in
the history of Russian literature along with those of Pushkin, Gogol, and
Lermontov.

Chernyshevsky’s endurance of suffering was more than heroic; it
turned into an obstinacy that borders on masochism. There was in his
nature a blend of resignation and defiance that is bred through more than
just political persecution. After ten years in Siberia the government let it
be known that if Chernyshevsky petitioned for a pardon he would be
allowed to rejoin his family in Russia. The official who brought the mes-
sage to the exile was greeted with neither elation nor anger. Chernyshev-
sky answered with a kind of puzzlement: “Thank you. But, look, for what
can I ‘plead’ for pardon? . . . It appears to me that I was exiled only be-
cause my head is differently constructed from that of the head of the Chief
of the Police, and how can I ask pardon for that?” And to the bafflement
and anguish of the official he absolutely refused to ask for mercy. When as

*Y. M. Steklov, N. G. Chernyshevsky, Moscow, 1928, Vol. I, p. 8.
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a middle-aged but already physically ruined man he was allowed to
return to European Russia, Chernyshevsky quietly continued his literary
occupations. To an idiotic question as to how he had felt in Siberia he
replied patiently, and again there was more than just irony in the answer,
that those had been his happiest years!

A cynic will see in all that a conscious effort to build a political legend
out of one’s own life. But the same qualities of endurance, timidity, and
resolution are found in Chernyshevsky’s private life. He fell in love with
a girl from a higher social sphere who was in addition lovely and
much sought after. Chernyshevsky was overjoyed and incredulous that
his beloved reciprocated his feelings. In a paradoxical fashion he set about
demonstrating to the girl that he had no right to marry and involve an-
other being with his fate, since he was drawn to politics, and though by
nature cowardly, he would have to join a revolutionary movement if one
arose in Russia, and was thus likely to end up on the gallows or in
prison.?” Before their marriage Chernyshevsky made a statement most
unusual for the nineteenth century, that he would leave his wife entirely
free in every sense of the word. More than that, he declared to his fian-
cée: “T am in your power, do what you will.” To his friends, who warned
him about his future wife’s character, he said incredibly: “It is all the
same to me if I have someone else’s child; I shall tell her: Should you
prefer, my dear, to come back to me, don’t be embarrassed.” 28 It was
not only love that motivated him but his social conviction. Woman has
always been oppressed and now her emancipation must begin by her
temporary dominance over man. “Every decent man in my opinion is
bound to put his wife above himself; this temporary domination is nec-
essary for future equality.” His wife’s subsequent infidelities and frivolity
were borne by him with the same unshakeable patience and content-
ment with which he endured exile. He never wrote or treated her except
in terms of complete affection and devotion. If her behavior, apart from
the disloyalty toward her husband, did not meet Chernyshevsky’s con-
ception of how an emancipated and politically conscious woman should
act or caused him pain, then he successfully concealed it from strangers.?®
After his exile he returned to his Olga, and worked hard at uncongenial
work (translations) for the money to satisfy her slightest whim. What
most jars the Soviet commentators about Olga Chernyshevsky is that
with her husband on his deathbed she tried to reconcile him to the faith
of his fathers.

His most important period of activity encompasses the last of Nicho-

¥ One may feel that this was a clever courting technique. But it was more than
that.

*T. A. Bogdanovich: Loves of the People of the Sixties, Leningrad, 1929, p. 24.

® An unkind relative in her sketch of Olga Chernyshevsky suggests that her hus-
band’s sardonic words about having been happy in Siberia were not unconnected
with his wife’s absence there.
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las’ and the first few years of Alexander II's reigns. He had, of course,
abandoned any thought of a clerical career and found himself in 1846 at
St. Petersburg University. After a stint of teaching in the high school, he
became a collaborator on the magazine The Contemporary, and before
long this priest’s son, still in his twenties, was Russia’s most influential social
and literary critic, the intellectual guide of the new intelligentsia. The
Contemporary had what in terms of Russia in the late fifties and early
sixties was a huge circulation—over six thousand—built up through the
collaboration of Russia’s leading literary lights. Founded by Pushkin
shortly before his death, it was to feature Turgenev and young Tolstoy
and many others of this halcyon period of Russian literature.

The radical poet Nekrasov, then editor of The Contemporary, recruited
Chernyshevsky. The latter with his critiques, essays, and articles changed
the direction and the significance of the journal. It became the standard-
bearer of radicalism. In that respect its influerce rivaled and soon sur-
passed that of Herzen’s Bell, even though the latter did not have te grapple
with censorship.

In his esthetic views and criticisms Chernyshevsky must be consid-
ered an ancestor of Soviet Socialist realism, though its full and appalling
character cannot be blamed on the critic who believed that the artist
should be free to write or paint as he pleases. But even in his doctoral dis-
sertation Chernyshevsky condemned art for art’s sake and science for
science’s sake and declared that both spheres of activity shouid be judged
in terms of their utility for society. In his criticisms this point of view is car-
ried to further lengths. The common-sense and useful technique of taking
into account the social meaning and tendency of a given work of art is al-
lowed by Chernyshevsky to affect his esthetic judgment, and at times to
push him into absurdities. His friend and fellow editor, Nekrasov, wrote for
“the people,” Pushkin did not, hence Nekrasov is a far greater poet. What
makes it worse is that Chernyshevsky hastens to explain that he looks at
poetry “not at all exclusively from the political point of view.” How sadly
premonitory is Chernyshevsky’s trumpeting of the social responsibility of
the writer, the admonition that he should not write “just” poetry, his re-
minder to Nekrasov that “every decent man in Russia counts on you” (pre-
sumably to write the poetry of social protest).

Chernyshevsky’s observations on the ideal of beauty are not without
interest. Why is “the people’s ideal” of feminine beauty connected with
the image of a hefty peasant wench with rosy cheeks? Because the com-
mon people have to work hard and hence they value evidence of health
and strength. But take a society beauty! Generations of idleness have
weakened the muscles, hence the small delicate limbs. That much-prized
pallor in a lady of the upper classes is an eloquent testimony to the slug-
gish circulation of the blood. No wonder that headache is a fashionable
ailment of the aristocracy; it testifies that its sufferer does not have to
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work and her blood consequently accumulates in the brain. In the same
passage Chernyshevsky somewhat inconsistently ascribes the delicacy
and fragility that are the attributes of the aristocratic ideal of beauty to
the exhaustion from the sensual excesses to which the idle classes resort
out of boredom. It is no wonder that such persons as Tolstoy and Tur-
genev became uneasy about their fellow contributor to The Contemporary.

It is fair to observe that Chernyshevsky was by no means the most
extreme among his contemporaries in his “social significance” school of
literary criticism, It fell to him to defend Tolstoy’s Childhood and Ado-
lescence from the charge of ignoring the social problem. A novel intended
to reproduce the world of a child, he wrote, can hardly dwell on the
basic problems of politics or social philosophy. That this defense had to
be made, and of such a writer as Tolstoy, and by Chernyshevsky, is an
eloquent testimony to the spirit of the times, or, at least to that of the
radical intelligentsia.

Chernyshevsky’s political and philosophical viewpoint was formed
under many influences. In his university days he was drawn to Fourierism
(he had a vague connection with the Petrashevsky circle) and the vision
of the phalanstery as an ideal form of social organization stayed with him
to the end. After the usual apprenticeship in the idealistic German philos-
ophy he fell under the spell of the materialistic views of Feuerbach. This
philosopher, unfortunately for his reputation, is now remembered mainly
for his celebrated aphorism: “Man is what he eats,” and his logical de-
ductions from this principle (like his recommendation to the working
classes that they would never conquer their beef-eating aristocracy as
long as they fed on potatoes; they should change their diet to beans).
Chernyshevsky was very literal in embracing a body of philosophy and
it is no accident that the hero of What Is To Be Done? builds himself up
for revolutionary work by eating huge quantities of beefl It is necessary
to repeat that for many a Russian intellectual, and for none more than
Chernyshevsky, the acceptance or approval of a philosophical system
was not only a matter of intellectual choice, but a passionate act of faith.
He grasped greedily Feuerbach’s dictum that philosophy should be re-
placed by the natural sciences. Science, the study of man and nature,
should replace the systems of metaphysics and idealistic ethics as an ex-
planation of life and a guide to action. Chernyshevsky was a leader in the
intellectual revolution of the 1860s, which made the young intelligentsia
turn its back on German idealism with which men of Herzen’s generation
had been enamored and look for answers in materialism and scientism.
Our thinker expressed this addiction in words which again could come
only from his pen: “I am a scientist. I am one of those scientists whom
they call ‘thinkers.” . . . I have been one since my early youth. It has
long been my habit and self-imposed duty to consider everything which

comes to my mind from the scientific point of view, and I am unable to
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think of anything otherwise.” Chernyshevsky (and he was not alone)
having rejected Christianity never lost the need for faith, for absolute
certainty. And like the preceding, the following words appear comical in
their conceit only at first, but are full of pathos in their implications: “My
mistakes have been only in trifling details which do not affect the essence
of my thought.”

Like their predecessors who found in German idealism the “arithmetic
of revolution,” so Chernyshevsky and his followers had no trouble in
identifying the message of materialism and utilitarianism with an injunc-
tion to revolutionary struggle. The philosophical instrument for this
transformation was the celebrated theory of “wise selfishness.” It was
derived by Chernyshevsky from the English Utilitarians, but Bentham
and John Stuart Mill would have been surprised to see its ramifications in
the hands of their Russian disciple. Man is naturally selfish, said the
radicals of the 1860s, with the rapture and vehemence that usually ac-
companies a new discovery. Neither God nor any higher moral law but
only self-interest guides him in his behavior. But what is the most rational
form of selfishnessP A “decent,” “real,” or a “new” man (all those adjec-
tives are used interchangeably by Chernyshevsky) finds his highest
interest, the most satisfying sensual pleasure in serving the interests of
society. Selfishness = service to mankind = (under the conditions of
contemporary Russia) revolutionary activity. In What Is To Be Done?
various characters go to great (and to the reader exhausting) lengths to
demonstrate that their heroic actions, such as giving up a beloved woman,
sleeping on a bed of nails to harden oneself for revolutionary work, or
other torments are not, God forbid, consequences of their altruism or of
the love of mankind, but simply of selfishness. Chernyshevsky’s elabora-
tion of “wise selfishness” had more serious results. It is easy to see how it
could become a rationalization of political terrorism. What if a majority
is content or ignorant enough to endure life under political tyranny?
Should not a “new man,” if his inner needs impel him so, risk his life for
the good of the people? We have seen how Alexander Ulyanov in his
speech before the court did not even pretend that in attempting to assas-
sinate the Tsar he represented the oppressed masses. No, he avowed that
he spoke for a tiny minority. His deed was that of a “wise egoist.”

The “new men” become immortalized in Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons.
For their conservative or even liberal contemporaries they became known
as “nihilists,” raucous enemies of all conformity, culture, and tradition.
Chernyshevsky’s novel was intended largely as an answer to Turgenev’s
Fathers and Sons which the young generation felt was a slanderous misrep-
resentation of their ideas. The subtitle of What Is To Be Done? is Tales
About New People. The most remarkable person, the one intended by
Chernyshevsky to be the exemplar of the new man’s virtues, is Rakhmetov.
It is he who eats huge quantities of raw beef and sleeps on nails, thus ac-
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quiring enormous strength and hardiness for revolutionary tasks (Cherny-
shevsky himself was frail and bookish in appearance ). Aside from raw beef,
he would not eat food that poor people could not afford. “. . . in St. Peters-
burg he ate oranges, but refused them in the provinces. Because in St. Pe-
tersburg cormmon people eat them, which is not the case in the provinces.”
He is brusque and to the point in his conversation, scorning the effusive po-
liteness customary in a Russian gentleman. Five minutes of skimming the
pages was enough to make him see whether a given book was written
in a scientific, materialistic spirit; if not, it was trash and not worth read-
ing. “I read only that which is original, and I read it only insofar as is
necessary in order tc know this originality.” As a “wise egoist” Rakhmetov
spends his considerable fortune in helping his fellow men. He is obviously
(though this cannot be spelled out because of censorship) a revolution-
ary.

Russian society of the late fifties and sixties was not, unlike our own,
jaded by and resigned to the appearance of successive waves of angry
young men. The old type of radical 4 Ja Herzen was a man of courtly
manners and culture. But, the “new man” would laugh in your face if
you talked of idealistic philosophy, would gobble down food while dis-
cussing the social problem, and sneer at everything unconnected with
science or revolution. Worse still, the “new man” was being joined by the
“new woman” who had cropped short her hair, talked back to her parents,
and intended to study anatomy in order to become a doctor and to work
among the people. To the conservatives, all these horrors indicated that
the relaxation that had followed Nicholas’ deaih had gone too far, that the
youth had to be curbed. When within a few years bad manners tvrned
into political terrorism they had the melancholy satisfaction of reaction-
aries of all periods: “We told you so.” To the older radicals the extrava-
gant mood of the generation whose standard-bearer was Chernyshevsky
was saddening, but they saw in it 2 delayed effect of the constrictions and
crudities of Nicholas® times. But though they deplored the crudity of
their successors, and could even, as did Herzer in an unguarded mo-
ment, attribute it to the low social origins of its leaders, their greatest
apprehension was aroused by the political temper of the new men.

In politics Chernyshevsky was as shrewd and cautious as he was
naive and preposterous in the artistic field. He was extremely careful not
to be openly identified with any revolutionary organization or appeal.
His radical ideology and the devastating comments on the autocracy
were put forth under the very nose of censorship. Chernyshevsky smuggled
them into his articles in The Contemporary, articles allegedly dealing
with such subjects as the events in Austria, ancient Rome, or the French
politics of the year of revolutions, 1848. His allusions were clear not only
to the initiated but to the public at large. Chernyshevsky’s was indeed the
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model of this “Aesopian language,” of which Lenin and his followers were
to make good use in their struggle of wits with the censor.

Russian politics of the late eighteen fifties and early sixties presented
a fantastic appearance. The most radical people were never very far
away from petitioning or eulogizing the Tsar for this or that reform. The
most cautious of the liberals were not far from approving a violent
revolution if the Tsar would not listen to the pleas for a redress of popular
grievances. Chernyshevsky’s political activity touched both spheres. In
practical politics he was, like most of the radicals and liberals of his day,
a follower of Herzen. It was Herzen who in his youth inspired him with
the idea of dedicating himself to the cause of the people and of risking an
eventual imprisonment or exile. Chernyshevsky’s immediate aims for
Russia in the 1850s echoed those proclaimed by The Bell: emancipation
of the peasants with land (which would keep the commune as a basis
for future socialism), an end to censorship, and the calling of a national
assembly.

But beneath the level of practical politics there was a fervent revolu-
tionary temperament that could not and would not be appeased by
any reforms or schemes of representation. The announcement that the
Emperor planned to liberate the serfs evoked even from Chernyshevsky an
exclamation of admiration and gratitude. Yet, not only the character of
the promised reform but also a whole complex of feelings and causes
pushed him in the direction of an uncompromising struggle with the
regime. Herzen’s and the liberal gentry’s continuing illusions about the Em-
peror increasingly excited the sarcasm and wrath of the radical collabora-
tors of The Contemporary. Dobrolyubov and Chernyshevsky stigmatized
and denounced the moderates and liberals. In hardly veiled allusions
they described how the liberals and the middle class abroad, as in
France after 1848, have always “sold out” the people, and having secured
their own class interests made peace with the oppressive regime. To them
well-meaning noblemen and bureaucrats were epitomized by Oblomov,
the hero of the famous novel of the same name by Goncharov, a “super-
fluous man” always dreaming of great deeds but never having enough
energy and courage to put them into execution.

The passion of the new generation found its classical expression in
the famous letter to The Bell printed in 1860 and signed A Russian.®® The
author calls upon Herzen to give up his panegyrics to the Emperor and
his hopes for a revolution from above. He states the classical “The worse
it is, the better for us” position of the true revolutionary. Under Nicholas I
everybody came to understand that only force could win human rights

® The authorship of the letter has been in dispute, most of the authorities cred-
iting it to Chernyshevsky, others to Dobrolyubov. Nobody questions that it expresses
faithfully Chernyshevsky’s ideas.
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for the Russian people. Now under Alexander the liberals are confusing
the people’s minds with nonsensical pleas for patience and moderation,
“. . . therefore one now regrets Nicholas. Under him the [needed] work
would be carried through to the ultimate end.” Russia has always been
held in slavery because of the idiotic faith in the good intentions of the
Tsar-Autocrat. The Bell should not bumn incense before the Emperor.
“Our situation is tragic and insufferable and nothing can help but the
axe.” And the famous challenge: “Call upon Russia to raise the axe.”

The letter marks a new era in the Russian revolutionary movement.
Revolution and violence become the only means of cleansing the na-
tional life. There is also a more strident voice of class feeling. The Tsarist
regime shares the writer’s contempt for the “liberal landowners, liberal
professors, liberal authors.” This paradoxical hatred of the intelligentsia
for the class to which he really belongs and on which he still counts most
to ignite the revolutionary fire forms the strongest psychological bond
between Chernyshevsky and Lenin.

The actual engagement in the revolutionary struggle followed the
proclamation of the Emancipation edict in 1861. The long-prayed-for
freeing of the serfs was now a fact and as in the case of every great reform
initial elation was followed by disillusionment. The edict freed the peas-
ants with land, but in many provinces they were given less land than
they had cultivated while in bondage. These “cut offs,” which went to the
landlords, were to remain an important political symbol and issue well
into the twentieth century. Most disappointing of all to the radical, the
peasants were put under heavy financial obligations, since they were to
pay the government (which had compensated the serf owners) in yearly
installments for the alleged value of the land. The commune beloved
both by the conservative and the radical was retained as the base of the
social and economic organization of the Russian village. The “cutoffs”
and especially the fact that the peasant had to pay for “his” land aroused
the special fury of the radical. As he had always suspected, the Tsar
“sold out” the peasant: the emancipation was a hoax, its provisions bene-
fited only the landlords. That the peasants in some places rebelled, claim-
ing that the Tsar intended to give them land free but that the nobles were
cheating them (the intricate financial and administrative features of the
reform could but with difficulty be explained to the illiterate masses)
was another indication that there was a vast revolutionary potential in the
countryside. The years 1861 and especially 1862 became the period of
clandestine revolutionary manifestoes. Small groups of students and in-
tellectuals organized themselves into revolutionary circles. The most no-
table of them (it is still difficult to speak of a party) adopted the name of
Zemlya i Volya (Land and Freedom), but there were others: one pro-
claimed itself as Young Russia; most of them consisted of a press and a
handful of zealots.
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Chernyshevsky’s attitude toward active struggle was not without
ambiguities. He claims to have sent an emissary to London to represent
to Herzen, once more an activist, how improper it was for him to sit in
the safety of England and to stir up young people in Russia to dangerous
activities. His own prudence was so great that though most of the insur-
rectionary proclamations have been ascribed to him, there is no definite
proof that he was the author of any of them. Yet his influence is traceable
in practically all the manifestoes. This mild, bookish man becomes in 1861,
along with his coadjutor and closest friend Dobrolyubov (who died in
the same year), the inspirer and leader of the revolutionary movement.

Strong evidence connects Chernyshevsky with a series of three insur-
rectionary proclamations. They were addressed respectively to the stu-
dents, the soldiers, and the peasants. The last one, composed in the simple
folk language, is supposed to have come directly from his pen. It began,
“To the landlords’ serfs [actual emancipation was to take place only
in 1863], greetings from their well-wishers.” The essence of the alleged
emancipation is demonstrated as a fraud and really a perpetuation of
serfdom. Who is responsible? Just some bureaucrats and the nobles? But
the Tsar himself is a landlord so why should he not have the interests of
the landlords exclusively in view? When will real freedom come for the
peasant? When the people will rule themselves, when the peasant will not
have to pay the tax, and when he will not be torn away from his family
and village to serve for decades in the army. How is this to be accom-
plished? By a revolution. Let the peasants take counsel with each other,
let them approach their brothers who serve as soldiers and prepare for
the great day. But until then they should not engage in piecemeal, isolated
uprisings against the government. Only when the movement becomes
nationwide will the revolution succeed.?!

Characteristically, it is impossible in Chernyshevsky’s behavior in
186162 to disentangle several skeins of motivation. Did he seek martyr-
dom consciously, hoping for an early revolution, or was he simply and
unreasonably confident that his caution and reputation would protect
him from an arrest? Probably a little bit of each. The right-wing elements
were in full cry after Chernyshevsky as the spiritual if not the actual
father of the revolutionary proclamations. One story has it that the gov-
ernor-general of St. Petersburg, Prince Suvorov (he had the reputation of
a liberal and in some circles was being advanced as the future head of a
revolutionary regime—such were the fantastic incongruities of the 1860s)

®To an ultra-Bolshevik historian, Pokrovsky, the “moderation” and the counsel
for patience of the proclamation to the peasants compared unfavorably with the
proclamation signed Young Russia by a group of student hotheads who advocated
a wholesale carnage of the imperial party, abolition of the family, republic, etc. This
Bolshevik worthy, whose historical views after his death in 1932 were branded by
Stalin as a vulgarization of Marxism, saw in Chernyshevsky’s advice a prototype of
Menshevism. Steklov, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 2g4.
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sent an emissary to offer Chernyshevsky a passport and advice to go
abroad. But political migration in the 1860s meant something quite dif-
ferent from what it was to become in Lenin’s day. Then there was a
powerful international Socialist movement that sheltered and supported
its Russian comrades and the avenues of easy access to the homeland.
Even Herzen with his great wealth and cosmopolitan tastes was now
leading an unhappy and restless existence abroad, and his influence within
Russia, enormous as it had been, was on the wane precisely because he
was losing touch with the new generation. And few of the Russian revo-
lutionaries have been as Russian as Chernyshevsky. He stayed.

In the spring of 1862 a series of large-scale fires plagued the capital.
The reactionary press blamed them on the “nihilists” (the phraseology
of the proclamation by Young Russia would not rule out its authors
resorting to arson); the radicals rejoined that they were the work of the
agents provocateurs of the right, and claimed that in some provincial
towns the nobles were setting buildings on fire to discredit the emanci-
pation of the peasants scheduled for the coming year. Whatever the
truth—and in view of the multitude of wooden buildings and the wretched
safety conditions in the contemporary Russian cities it is not necessary to
assume arson—the campaign against the revolutionaries and their known
or assumed instigators was intensified. Repressions included the closing
down of the public reading rooms, of several schools, and the St. Peters-
burg Chess Club, all of them reputed to be infected with the virus of
nihilism and alleged gathering places for the radical intelligentsia. The
Contemporary was suspended for eight months. And it was inevitable that
Chernyshevsky, long under the surveillance of the Third Section, would
be arrested. He spent two years in the Petropavlovsk fortress while his
case was being “investigated.” Legally no proofs of subversive activity
could be brought against him, and this, which would not have inhibited
the authorities under the previous reign, was something of an embarrass-
ment under Alexander. Finally, with the help of some manufactured
evidence the sentence was pronounced in 1864. Chernyshevsky was con-
demned to seven years at hard labor, but such formalities seldom pre-
vented the Tsarist police from detaining a state criminal for an indefinite
period. Only in 1883, broken in health, was he allowed to return to Euro-
pean Russia.

Before being sent into exile Chernyshevsky was subjected to the
“civil execution.” This barbarous ceremony took place before the public.
The prisoner was exhibited on a scaffold wearing a placard with the in-
scription “state criminal.” His sentence having been read, he was made to
kneel and a sword was broken over his head. Then in chains he was
driven back to prison. Reactions of the audience have been differently
described. Most eyewitness accounts agree that Chernyshevsky was ap-
plauded by some members of the intelligentsia present at the ordeal. But
one account has it that a group of workers hissed the prisoner. To the
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masses Alexander was still the Tsar-Liberator and his enemies represent-
atives of the “gentlemen” who resented his benevolent intentions for the
people.

The story of Chernyshevsky’s martyrdom goes far to explain the feel-
ing of inferiority that the Russian liberals always felt vis-d-vis their more
radical compatriots. In the face of so much sacrifice and suffering it
appeared unworthy to denounce the recklessness of the revolutionary’s
views, or even to dwell too much on the esthetic shortcomings of his
literary work. This meek and infuriating man scored a moral triumph
not only over the regime he detested but also over the moderates who had
deplored the savage implications of his views. He and his followers and
successors seemingly forced the regime to persist in its barbarous meth-
ods, which sapped the meaning of the major political and social reforms
of Alexander’s time, and thus barred an evolution toward enlightenment
and constitutionalism that promised Russia’s salvation. Hence the tragedy
of Russian liberalism, and a preview of the fate of this doctrine over
much of today’s world.

In the Petropaviovsk fortress Chernyshevsky wrcte his What Is To Be
Done?. Since the novel was to play an important role in the formation of
Russian revolutionaries, and since it reveals so much (more than many
political treatises and manifestoes) of the psychology of political radical-
ism in the 1860s, it is well to cousider it at some length,

Except for pornography, What Is To Be Done? has all the major char-
acteristics of a bad novel: utter unrealism of situations and characters,
lack of literary grace and style, sententiousness, and ponderous moral-
izing. The author repeatedly addresses, harangues, and nudges “the per-
spicacious reader” in a way that is unbearable for the most patient of the
lot and must owe something to Chernyshevsky’s early theological train-
ing. So much for the reactions of a reader today, and his amazement at the
éclat created by the novel is increased when one remembers that it was
published at the time of the greatest flowering of Russian prose. This
inept, dull, and puerile work fascinated the young generation, which
could compare it with the art of Tolstoy, Turgenev, Dostoevsky and,
beyond them, with the works of a score of unusually taiented and interest-
ing novelists then at the height of their creative powers. That the radi-
cals were constrained to defend fzebly the merit of Chernyshevsky’s
novel has already been explained. Herzen, who felt some responsibility
for Chernyshevsky’s arrest, praised its “good points.” The oracle of early
Marxism in Russia, Plekhanov, denounced the critics of What Is Tc Be
DoneP as “obscurantists.” Some argue, with obviously bad artistic con-
science, that it should not be compared with Anna Karenina but, say,
with Voltaire’s novels. But the comparison with Candide is just as dev-
astating, or rather unthinkable, as with Tolsioy’s masterpiece. Yet as
Plekhanov wrote, “we all have drawn [from the novel] moral strength
and faith in a better future,” and later on, “From the moment when the
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printing press was introduced in Russia until now [he wrote at the end
of the nineteenth century] no printed work has had such a success as
What Is To Be Done?.” 32

The novel’s leitmotif is the story of a “new woman,” Vera Pavlovna,
daughter of a depraved and meretricious mother and a father weak and
servile toward both his employer and his wife. Brought up in the degrad-
ing lower middle-class atmosphere, Vera surprisingly develops a social
consciousness and independence. Pressed by her mother to marry a
worthless upper-class lout, she is saved by that veritable deus ex machina
of the nineteenth century Russian story, the impecunious university stu-
dent who earns his sustenance as a private tutor. He, Lopukhov, marries
her, thus saving her from her sordid surroundings and marriage to the
upper-class swain. Need it be said that Lopukhov is a “new man,” a be-
liever in “wise selfishness” and holder of the advanced views on the
emancipation-of-women question and marriage? Thus the union of
Lopukhov and Vera is a marriage in the eyes of the law only; they have
separate bedrooms, each can entertain friends without the other’s per-
mission and knowledge, and their social intercourse takes place in the
neutral ground of the drawing room when they assemble to drink tea
and to hold interminable discussions about the philosophy of life. To be
sure, this marital coexistence at times breaks down into a greater intimacy,
but the point is well established: their marriage is one of those nominal
unions which in the sixties and seventies many an “advanced” girl
contracted to escape parental oppression, and in which the “husband” at
least in theory made no demands on his “wife.” Inevitably Vera falls in
love with Lopukhov’s best friend, also a “new man,” Kirsanov. And so,
heroically, in order to leave his wife and his best friend to pursue real
marital bliss Lopukhov blows out his brains. But, oh, does he really?
First Vera Pavlovna and then the reader is teased into the realization
that Lopukhov simulated a suicide and went abroad. The role of the
Greek chorus in the book is performed by our friend Rakhmetov. It is
he who explains to the disconsolate “widow” her husband’s noble ruse,
asks her to repair to her real beloved, and scolds her for forgetting in
her private grief her social obligations. End of the story? No. For some
years later a mystericus “North American,” Beaumont, appears on the
scene and marries a patient of Kirsanov, now a famous doctor. The
young couple settle down to live right next to the Kirsanovs and “they
live in harmony and amicably, in a gentle yet active fashion, in a joyous
and reasonable fashion.” 3% The perspicacious reader does not need telling
who this alleged North American really is.

*G. V. Plekhanov, Works, Moscow, 1924, Vol. V, p. 115.

* Quotations from What Is To Be Done? are mostgl from Vintage Books edition,
New York, 1961, translation by Benjamin R. Tucker, revised and abridged by Lud-
milla B. Turkevich. The abriggment omits some of the politically most important
passages,
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This bare résumé cannot of course render the full flavor of the novel.
Its secondary characters are perhaps as noteworthy as the main ones.
Vera’s hateful mother, the only person in the book drawn with some
artistry, embodies all the brutal and grasping characteristics of the lower
middle class. There is a proverbial courtesan with a golden heart and in
the same line, but at a lower social level, a virtuous prostitute. The
latter is saved by Kirsanov who persuades her to exchange promiscuous
amours for a more stable existence of having five or six steady customers.
After this period of probation, he himself condescends to live with her
but since he is slated for Vera Pavlovna, the unfortunate victim of
bourgeois society has to be killed off by tuberculosis. But having been
regenerated by working in a seamstresses’ cooperative she dies happy,
warmly recommending her erstwhile lover to Vera Pavlovna.

Threughout the book runs a strange undercurrent of violence. The
“new men” are all reason and sweetness, but they can take care of them-
selves. “What kind of a man was Lopukhov? This will show. . . .” and
Chernyshevsky recounts his hero’s meeting with an upper-class gentle-
man who marches straight at him.

Now at that time Lopukhov had made this rule. “I turn aside first
for nobody except women”. . . And he marches straight at the gentle-
man. The individual, half turning back, said, “What is the matter
with you, pigP Cattle!” and was about to continue in this tone when
Lopukhov quickly turning around seized the individual around
the waist and threw him into the gutter with great dexterity; then
standing over his adversary he saiguto him, “Don’t move or I will
drag you into a muddier place.” Two peasants passing saw and
applauded; a clerk passing saw, did not applaud and confined him-
self to a half smile.

A passage that tells us more than a whole series of political essays.

What might be called direct political and social propaganda is veiled
with Chernyshevsky’s usual caution in What Is To Be Done?. Even so, it
is hard to understand how the book was passed by the censor, for it is
seeded with Socialist hints and revolutionary sentiments. The “new men”
are clearly Socialists. Vera Pavlovna organizes the seamstresses’ coopera-
tives, where the girls live and work together and the profits are shared,
clearly a version of Fourier’s phalanstery. But the main vision of the
better world of the future appears in Vera Pavlovna’s dreams, which are
set as interludes in the novel. In one of them she sees a society in which
poverty and oppression have been eliminated, where women have full
equality, and where obviously government and coercion have disap-
peared. The whole country is covered by flowering gardens. (Very few
people in this utopia will live in the cities.) In their midst rise the
palaces of steel and glass. Here in the Fourierist fashion thousands of
people eat and amuse themselves together. Science has made the deserts
bloom, and all work light and joyful. “Everybody lives as he wishes.”
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Evenings are spent in dancing and singing, though if somebody prefers
to sit in a library or museum he is welcome to it. Thus Chernyshevsky’s
utopian socialism obviously is a throwback to his youthful infatuation
with Fourier. The Soviet commentators cannot repress a sigh that in his
novel’s vision of the future Chernyshevsky seems to have forsaken his
materialist viewpoint for this utopian if Socialist idyll. But even so, its
influence has seeped through to Bolshevism. What are the Soviet Houses
of Culture and Rest but the descendants of his glass palaces where the
masses spend their time in innocent, cuitured, and mirthful occupations?

The epilogue of What Is To Be Done? consists of a scene of revelry
led by a mysterious Lady-in-Black, in which our two happy couples
participate. To the modern reader this scene is quite bewildering, but to
its contemporaries it was an allegory of a victorious revolution, which
according to the chronological hints was to take place in 1866, When
in that year Alexander II was fired upon, there was some talk in police
circles of bringing Chernyshevsky back for an investigation, but this
absurd project was abandoned. To the initiated the whole book was
replete with revolutionary allusions, and this as much as its romantic
motif and the daring theme assured its enormous success.

But the appeal of the book deserves a closer scrutiny. To the adoles-
cent the book was, of course, a novel of adventure and mystery. This
genre was to be enormously popular in Russia and despite the fact that
What Is To Be Done? is set not among the Red Indians or in Africa but
in Russia of the 1850s, it has certzin characteristics of the novel of ad-
venture. Did or did not Lopukhov . . . ? And the interminable suspense
in clarifying Beaumont’s true identity quickens the adolescent’s heart-
beat with a joyful expectation. The dialogue with the perspicacious
reader, its hopeless sentimentality wrapped up in hard-boiled realism,
the sad end of the virtuous prostitute, the mysterious political hints, the
happy and heroic ending; they all appeal to the overserious yet childish
mind in a way in which Anna Karenina or The Brothers Karamazov
obviously cannot.

To the somewhat older generation the appeal lay elsewhere. For them
its primary message was one of political and social liberation, and es-
pecially of the emancipation of women. The conservative press assailed
What Is To Be Done? as a shameless brief for free love, and this idiotic
accusation of course enhanced the popularity of the novel. Chernyshev-
sky was an exponent of somber and humorless morality, and like the
more frightening prophets he had the virtue of practicing what he
preached. He would have been shocked at Lady Chatterley’s Lover and
yet his moral, “Dare to be happy,” is not different from D. H. Lawrence’s.
Lady Chatterley’s Lover has as its main motif the deadening effect of
industrialization on life and love (though this is understandably often
overlooked ), and Chernyshevsky levels the same accusation at contem-
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porary Russia with its oppression, especially of women. But then Lady
Chatterley never organized seamstresses’ cooperatives.

The novel’s characters, fantastic though they are, did have some
prototypes in the circle of Chernyshevsky’s radical friends.?* Both Kirsa-
nov and Lopukhov are hugely exaggerated portrayals of his acquaint-
ances. Even the fantastic Rakhmetov is suggested by one Bakhmetev, a
rich eccentric who appeared in London, deposited with Herzen a sum of
money for the revolutionary cause, and then vanished without a trace,
allegedly on his way to establish a socialistic community in some wilder-
ness. Thus Chernyshevsky’s fantasies fitted in with the spirit of the radical
youth. For all his shortcomings he was a genius at propaganda: the
social and political system is condemned not only because it is unjust,
not only in the name of a higher philosophical and historical principle,
but mainly because it prevents happiness and fulfillment of man’s most
intimate needs. Such a lesson could hardly be gleaned from Marx’s
Capital, but it is a part and parcel of the eternal appeal of communism
to the young.

The perspicacious reader of today, if he will have navigated his way
through What Is To Be DoneP, will be jarred by one note that remained
unnoticed in the quarrel over the novel’s alleged moral vices or virtues:
Chernyshevsky’s incredible condescension if not contempt toward the
ordinary run of mankind. What makes it worse is that the novel’s pro-
fessed tone is one of democracy and equality. It goes to extraordinary
lengths to assert the natural goodness of man. But it is all the more
striking how artlessly he reveals an unusual kind of intellectual snobbery.
The “new men” really are quite sure that they stand above the vulgar
multitude. “We did not see these men six years ago . . . but it matters
little what we think of them now; in a few years, in a very few years we
shall appeal to them; we shall say ‘Save us,’ and whatever they say then
will be done by all.” Kirsanov’s virtuous prostitute dies and the lover-re-
former’s feelings are described as follows: “His old love for her had been
no more than a youth’s desire to Jove someone, no matter whom. It is
needless to say that Nastenka was never a match for him, for they were
not equals in intellectual development. As he matured, he could do no
more than pity her. . . .” The common man for him is often but a
well-intentioned slob; Vera Pavlovna’s mother is derided among other
things for her ignorance of French. This intellectual snobbery is not
untinged by a social one: Chernyshevsky denounces the degenerate
aristocracy of the capital, but he cannot help describing Rakhmetov’s
ancient and distinguished genealogy. His biases, like many of his char-
acteristics, are both disarming and frightening; they are expressed with a
disingenuousness that would almost make one believe he is satirizing

* The tracing of the characters of What Is To Be Done? is found in T. P. Bogda-
novich, op. cit.
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his own convictions, but they have their source in the frightful intensity
of the revolutionary’s hatred of the world of the bourgeoisic and
officialdom.

It is almost superfluous to talk of Chernyshevsky’s “influence” on
Lenin or on the subsequent development of the Russian revolutionary
movernent. The Soviet historians hail him as the Great Predecessor. In
their classificatory passion they try to fit him into one of their tiresome
categories: Was Chernyshevsky a Populist, or was he a revolutionary
democrat with a touch of Utopian socialism? They stress—and not only
out of duty—that for all his lack of the final grace of Marxism, no figure
looms as great in the history of revolution prior to Lenin. The father of
Russian Marxism, Plekhanov, is by comparison a dry raisonneur. The
revolutionaries of the People’s Will who offered their lives in fighting the
autocracy are the romantic precursors of the men of 1go5 and 1917. But
Chernyshevsky represents not only the idea and the resolve of revolu-
tion. He mirrors the mentality of the revolutionary: his cunning and
naiveté, the ability to withstand and to inflict suffering, both the crudity
and the elation of his vision of a better world.

4. Populism

With 1861 there opens a period in Russian history without a precedent
in the life of a modern nation. Choose almost any sweeping political
generalization about the years 186181 and it will contain a substantial
portion of truth, and yet standing by itself it will give a distorted picture.
It is a period of intense revolutionary activity; the ideas of socialism and
revolution pervade every segment of the educated classes. Not only the
student body and young intelligentsia, but a part of the officialdom and
of the army officer corps catch the fever. The same years bring a revival
of reaction and Russian chauvinism. The savage repression of the Polish
rebellion of 1863 is greeted with applause by an overwhelming majority
of society. The leitmotifs of reaction, the condemnation of Western ma-
terialism and liberalism, the exaltation of autocracy, orthodoxy, and the
messianic vision of Russian nationality receive their classical expression
in the journalistic activity of Katkov and the prose of Dostoevsky, and a
rapturous reception by that part of the public which is tired of the
domination of intellectual life by the left.

But the period is not simply one of the polarization of feelings be-
tween reaction and revolution. We still witness ascending liberal hopes
and aspirations. It is an era of great reforms. The emancipation of peas-
ants is but the most remarkable of the series of great measures that bring
Russian society and economy squarely into the nineteenth century. The
basis is laid for municipal and regional self-government. The reform of
the judiciary goes so far to meet the current Western example that an



THE REVOLUTIONARY TRADITION 71

antigovernment critic unwittingly paid it a compliment in declaring that
in view of. the backwardness of the other institutions, the newly pro-
mulgated courts and procedures were like a silk hat on the head of a
naked savage. The military reforms strip the common soldier’s lot of
much of its ancient horror. These reforms, the most fundamental in
Russia’s history since Peter the Great, only whetted the appetite of the
liberal and enlightened elements. Repeatedly, and most often from the
privileged classes, the local assemblies of nobility, voices are heard and
petitions are addressed to the Tsar asking that the process of moderniza-
tion should be crowned by the institution of a national parliament, that cen-
sorship should be ameliorated or abolished, and that the remaining dis-
cretionary powers of the officials to impose penalties without a trial
should be abrogated. That a decisive step toward constitutionalism was
not taken can be attributed not only to the resistance and ignorance of
the regime, but also and mainly to the intensity and character of the
revolutionary activity. Revolution checkmated reform, and reaction was
the main gainer.

The paradoxes of politics are mirrored by those of the social scene.
If the preceding suggests a country seized by a frenzy of political debate
and conflict, then a closer look will produce an opposite impression. In
no other country in Europe at the time, it is safe to say, was the mass
of people as apolitical, as convinced of the virtues and benevolence of
the existing regime as in Russia. To be sure, in the non-Russian parts
of the Empire, notably in Poland, the lower classes alco felt the oppres-
sion of the foreign ruler. But even there revolutionary propaganda found
a response mostly among the intelligentsia and the upper classes. To the
vast mass of ethnically Russian peasantry the young radicals who wanted
to stir them up were but “gentlemen” who out of their grievance and
personal dissatisfaction wanted to turn them against their protector and
benefactor, the Tsar.

Nor was this feeling confined to the villages. Mention has already
been made of the allegations that members of the city proletariat who
were present at Chernyshevsky’s “civil execution” were openly hostile
to the victim. There is no doubt that at similar ceremonies for other
political prisoners the attitude of the masses toward the victim was not
only hostile but bordered on violence. It is only toward the end of the
period that there is some political activity among the industrial workers.
But even so these beginnings are unimpressive. Soviet historians date
the start of mass political activity among the proletariat from the famous
demonstration in the Square of Our Lady of Kazan in St. Petersburg in
1876. But by the contemporary accounts this demonstration attracted a
maximum of 200 to 250 participants, hardly impressive in relation to
the size of the capital. It is fair to say that revolutionary and Socialist
propaganda found a scant response among the masses of the people.
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Was that situation simply the product of the ignorance of the masses
and of their preoccupation with a struggle for existence? So we are led
to believe by the writers sympathetic to the revolutionary cause. But this
explanation is as tendentious and one-sided as the one offered by the
reactionaries that the Russian peasant was endowed with an ineradicable
love for his Tsar and the Orthodox Church. The years before the edict
of 1861 had been filled with peasant unrest. Following the announce-
ment of the Emancipation, the turbulence in the countryside increased
rather than subsided, and the reason is obvious: the peasants were con-
fused by the complicated provisions of the law; in many cases it did not
meet their expectations and saddled them with new burdens and re-
sponsibilities. But this new wave of unrest, which inspired the intelligent-
sia’s radicals with the thrilling conviction that the Russian peasant was
a born revolutionary, receded in the 1870s. The peasant was no more
an instinctive revolutionary than he was an instinctive conservative.

The experience of the years 1861-81 was to leave an ineradicable
imprint on the future of the Russian revolutionary movement, on Lenin’s
personality, and on the concept and development of Communism up to
our own day. Those were the years of revolutionary struggle. The rad-
ical of the period is no longer merely an essayist as was Herzen, or like
Chernyshevsky, merely a propagator of Socialist ideas. He becomes an
active fighter for revolution, an organizer of revolutionary circles, or an
agitator among the peasants or (still infrequent) among the workers.
The older revolutionary was (and this held true even for Chernyshevsky)
still a disappointed reformer who turned toward illegality and advocacy
of violence only after he convinced himself that there was no chance of
a reform from above, that the Tsar would not grant a national assembly
or that he would not give real freedom to the peasant. To the new
revolutionary the vision of a violent upheaval crowds out more and more
any possible reform; it even obscures the outline of a better postrevolu-
tionary society. To him the revolutionary deed, braving personal danger
in the service of an idea, becomes a psychological necessity.

When the hopes of a spontaneous peasant uprising subside as “the
people” repulse or ignore the apostles of revolution, the latter turn to
the idea of a conspiracy or political terrorism (the two, as we shall see,
were not synonymous) in order to accomplish their aims. In their depo-
sitions before the courts the revolutionaries often affirmed that they
turned to conspiracy or terror only because they had no opportunity to
propagate their ideas lawfully. No doubt most of them were sincere in
this conviction. But it does not require any special psychological insight
—some of them were quite frank in stating this—to see that they viewed
with panic any possible development that might cheat Russia out of a
revolution. Will not the growing industrialization transform the Russian
peasant into a money-grubbing farmer of the West and strip him of his
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wonderful communistic instincts? And if the Tsar grants a system of
national representation will not the people think that the battle has been
won and rest content, like the English or the French, to be represented
by lawyers and speculators?

This absorpticn with the idea of a violent overthrow takes on an
aspect of revolutionary egotism that grows more and more undemocratic
in its unconscious philosophy. Theoretically the young radicals work for
the people, and they are genuinely convinced that they want to help
them, and are more than willing to share the sufferings and deprivations
of the peasants and workers. But revolutionary activity has to come first.
It was one of the more moderaie leaders of radicalism, Peter Lavrov, who
warned the Russian intelligentsia that apolitical work for the people was
both fruitless and treasonous. In an article entitled “The Force That
Is Lost to Revolution,” 3% Lavrov taunts, coaxes, and threatens those
persons who want to go among the peasants and just work for them as
doctors, teachers, midwives, and the like. “You think that a national
revolution is not for our generation; that our task is to build in the
people self-reliance, to cultivate among them useful activities. . . .” 3
These rather inoffensive beliefs are branded by Lavrov (who himself
was considered by many as a disgusting moderate) as “foolish and
hopeless.” In the first place, the regime will not leave you in peace; you
are in as much danger of being persecuted as the revolutionaries. In the
second place, Lavrov warns:

Those members of the intelligentsia who acknowledge the exist-
ing regime and are ready to assist in its “reforms” take their place
among the enemies of the people, who have always brought perdition
and misery to the people, who cannot bring them anything else even
if they would wish to, but by the nature of things they cannot really
wish the people’s welfare because their very existence is based upon
the continucus exploitation of the masses.3?

Lavrov’s logic and syntax are not clear, but what is obvious is his
fear that young intellectuals will defect from the revclutionary camp
and simply-—work for the people. Thus any school teacher, rural doctor,
in fact every educated man not engaged in revolutionary work becomes
an “enemy of the people,” of the same people who as Lavrov confesses
in the same article are as yet very far from feeling the need for a rev-
olution. The intelligentsia has one task, “. . . to bring the propaganda
of socialism and of radical revolution to the masses.” It is only they who
can bring it (to the peasants) and who can explain the need for revolu-
tion. “But it [the teaching of socialism and of revolution] is so simple
that its meaning once explained is immediately translated into the rev-

* Literal translation: The Revolution’s Lost Forces.
®* Peter L. Lavrov, Collected Socio-Political Works, Moscow, 1934, Vol. 3, p. 145.
* Ibid., p. 162.
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olutionary movement, and the task of a national uprising.” A member
of the educated classes in Russia, adds Lavrov imperiously, has no freedom
of choice. His role is dictated by “the needs of the people [and] the
laws of sociological developments.” The intelligentsia cannot choose
another path “because every other path except this one is closed.”

In his own way (he would have been shocked to be told it was con-
descending) Lavrov believed in the people. Once the intellectuals
explain things and ignite a revolt, they bow out; the flame spreads,
Russia is eventually transformed into an asscciation of free peasant com-
munes, the landowners, policemen, and their like disappear. It is an-
other, more activist version of the dreams of Chernyshevsky. But the
word “people” in the revolutionary’s mouth begins to sound as grating
as when coming from a St. Petersburg bureaucrat. They both know what
the people want: one, that if they could be rid of their religious super-
stitions and the belief in the Tsar they would rise spontaneously on
behalf of agrarian communism; the other, that if one could only elimi-
nate the outside agitation with their pernicious ideas the peasants would
live content under the Tsar and the Orthodox Church. This infuriating
complacency is accompanied in the revolutionary by a more practical
belief: most of the battle is won if you win the intelligentsia, especially
young men of education and professional training. If you don't, then
all the “sociological laws,” all the instinctive socialism of the peasant and
worker will not help: Russia will continue to be ruled by “idiots and
bureaucrats.” In the succeeding chapters we shall see Lenin watching
like a hawk for any new intellectual current or interest arising amidst
the intelligentsia. Tolstoyan pacifism, a new philosophical creed, an
intellectualized Christianity, they all become the object of a prompt and
shrill denunciation; they all threaten to lead the young intellectual away
from his absorption in politics. And without the intelligentsia (much
as he hated it) leading the masses, Lenin could not conceive of an over-
throw of the regime.

Revolution in search of the masses, this is perhaps the most succinct
characterization of the period. How are the people to be aroused from
their age-long apathy and ignorance and shaken into action? Recipes
were many and they reflected not only the underlying philosophy but
also the temperament of the revolutionary. The name Populism,*® which
is given by historians to the movement as a whole, obscures some of the
basic differences in strategy. We can divide the revolutionaries, accord-
ing to what they considered the most urgent task, into propagandists,
conspirators, and terrorists,?® The name Populists in the narrower sense
belongs to the first group. They were the people who wanted to live

® In Russian, narodnichestvo, the followers of which are Narodniks. i
® The elements of the other two were always present in each group but the em-
phasis was clearly different.
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and work among the peasants, to instruct them and help them by their
example, but also to explain to the people the necessity of revolution.
A classical example of a (theoretical) Populist was the above-mentioned
Lavrov. An army officer and teacher of mathematics by profession, he
joined the revolutionary cause rather late in life.*® After his arrest and
escape abroad in 1870, Lavrov setiled in the West where he began to
edit Forward, a journal designed to continue in a way the tradition of
The Bell. An awkward writer and a muddled thinker, Lavrov was ill
fitted to continue the tradition of Herzen. But he was effective in point-
ing out the deficiencies of the rival revolutionary sects:

The conspirators are quite capable of disregarding the people’s
aims, the social revolution; they [often] do not know people, they
do not associate with them. ... [The agitators (here he meant
revolutionaries, 4 la Bakunin)] . .. arouse the passions of the
people, they do not think about the organization, its strength, about
explaining what it can and must do. In order to agitate they do not
distinguish between deception and truth. . . !

Lavrov’s own Populism was based on a repetition of a slogan pro-
claimed by Herzen a decade before: “Go to the people.” Let the young
intelligentsia go among the peasant masses; let them extract and nourish
the people’s revolutionary aspirations not through political demands of
which the peasants had little comprehension, such as a plea for a con-
stitution, but by dwelling on the peasants’ real grievances: their demand
for more land, and their oppression by the local officials. Once the seeds
of discontent and socialism are sown the masses themselves will rise.

It was voices like Lavrov’s that spurred the amazing phenomenon,
the Pilgrimage to the People that swept the intelligentsia in 1874. From
their little discussion and conspiratorial groups, from the halls of uni-
versities and academies, hundreds of young radicals swept into the
countryside. Many of them went to carry propaganda and agitation for
a revolution. But the main psychological incentive was to be with the
people, to share their privations and suffering, and to convert the peas-
ants by example and by helping them in their everyday needs and prob-
lems. In the history of the Russian revolutionary movement, 1874 was
the height of the belief in “the people.” Never again after that disastrous
summer would the Russian radical retain the same faith in the simple
goodness and socialistic instinct of the common man, in his readiness
to rise and storm the bastions of autocracy and privilege. The Russian
revolutionary of the early 1860s began with disillusionment in the Tsar
and his willingness to reform the society, his successor of the late seven-
ties concluded by being disenchanted with the peasants and their alleged
revolutionary fervor.

* His dates are 1823-1900.
“ Lavrov, op. cit., Vol. 3, p. 352.
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The missionaries were driven by the most divergent ideas as to what
they would find. Many of them tried to assume the identity of itinerant
peasant craftsmen, or of workers seeking employment in the villages.
Since even in the twentieth century a city dweller will not easily pass
himself off as a rural Vermonter or Yorkshireman, it can be easily imag-
ined what success these attempts at impersonation had in the Russia of
the 1870s. Others, more realistically, wanted to place their skills at the
service of the peasants, working as teachers, medical workers, and at
similar occupations. Their reception was often cruelly disappointing. The
Russian peasant bad a natural distrust of a “gentleman,” especially of one
masquerading as a man of the people. Fear of the police and the hard
conditions of his life made him wary of extending hospitality to the
stranger. Not infrequently the students were denied sheiter or even
turned over to the authorities. In retrospect, it is amazing that in such
a country as Russia in the period when so many young intellectuals
came from the landowning families, or were themselves but one or two
generations separated from peasant origins, the psychology and condi-
tions of life of the people should have been alien to the educated classes;
but perhaps the young radical was not different from his corresponding
number in other countries and at other times.

Even when a relationship of confidence was established between the
peasants and the propagandists the ultimate result was to prove almost
equally disappointing. The young students were eager not only to go
among the people; in a way they were eager to strip themselves of their
noble and bourgeois accoutrements, to forget their sinful comforts, and
to “become” the people. The peasants could see little sense in that. One of
the “pilgrims” abandoned the thought of medical practice to “help the
people.” He was told curtly by a villager that he would be of greater
use to himself and to others if he finished his studies.*? Though the more
sensible agitators avoided a frontal attack against ithe peasants’ beliefs
and tried not to speak against religion and the Tsar, they were still
astounded by the strength of the ancient prejudices. A clever propaganda
story would often bring an unexpected reaction. Thus a horrifying tale
of how in other countries the landowners and capitalists were chasing
the peasants off the land brought a villager's exclamation: “Our Tsar
would never let this happen.” Some in their effort to become like the
peasant masses reverted to the religious beliefs of their childhoed. The
author of the story, O. V. Aptekman, had himself baptized in the Ortho-

“ 5ince despite his incomplete training the auther of the story was dispensing
medical advice along with propagauda, the remark was common sense. An incident
of this medical practice deserves repetition. Our student was confronted by a couple
who after much hemming and hawing confessed that despite their great love a very
essential element of married life was absent and as a result they had no children. His
medical resources unavailing to cure this defect in the husband, the author advised
the wife, to the horror of his “patients,” to find herself a vigorous young mani
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dox Church. One cannot resist the impression that the peasants’ sim-
plicity and firmness of belief often came close to converting the would-
be missionary. It was the government which, by its severe punishments
of these by-and-large immature people made sure that they would con-
tinue in their original path.

That the Russian peasant was a born Socialist had been a cardinal
belief of the revolutionary. A closer look at the noble savage was bound
to produce some doubts on that account also. To be sure, the peasants
needed and wanted more land and resented some provisions of the
Emancipation Act. But they were by no means universally filled with the
love of their commune and the abhorrence of the principle of private
property. Told of a new order where the nobility’s lands would be dis-
tributed among the masses, a peasant exclaimed enthusiastically that
he would take his share, hire two workers, and lead a life of ease! The
propaganda, even had the police not intervened, was simply incapable of
producing that vast Socialist indoctrination that such persons as Lavrov
believed necessary to light up the flame of a revolution.

Some of the propagandists conceived their task from a different and
more activist angle. Russian history in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies had notable incidents of vast peasant uprisings. One of them, as
recently as 1773, led by an illiterate Cossack, Emelyan Pugachev, came
close to shaking the foundations of the Empire. Now only a century later
it should not be difficult not only to educate the masses but to stir them
up to a concentrated if local uprising that would then spread to other
localities. It is not accidental that the pilgrims concentrated their activ-
ities in the regions where the great jacqueries of the past had taken
place. Often these ideas were a reflection of the teachings of Bakunin,
who in his usual lighthearted way ignored the fact that a hundred years
had produced such changes as the railway and telegraph, and that a
peasant riot was no longer likely to grow into a countrywide uprising.

The failure and the logical consequences of the Pilgrimage to the
People are fully illuminated by the so-called Chigirin affair, which took
place in 1876, two years after the crest of the movement. A handful of
revolutionaries working in the Ukrainian region of Chigirin set about to
persuade the peasants that the Tsar was calling upon them to rise against
the nobility and bureaucracy who were frustrating his benevolent inten-
tions toward his people. This madcap venture was in the spirit of the
ancient uprisings, which were often led by an impostor claiming to be
or to act in the name of the Emperor. Such was the case with Pugachev’s
rebellion, where he represented himself as the long dead Peter III. The
same element was present in the Decembrist uprising, but the Decem-
brists had at least a partial excuse for their deception: their venture had
a fair chance of success; they were not exposing simple and trusting
people to danger just to test a theory or out of exasperation with other
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means of propaganda. This time the revolutionaries, whose original aim
was to educate and to improve the lot of the peasants, put their hand to
a gross deception that could not but end in a disaster that would bring
ruin to hundreds of ignorant and innocent people. The plotters printed
false imperial proclamations urging the peasants to form armed teams
and to prepare for the struggle. It is a testimony both to the incredible
ignorance of the masses and to the isolation of the countryside that the
fantastic enterprise enlisted upward of a thousand villagers and re-
mained undetected for almost a year. Once uncovered, it had the pre-
dictable brutal consequences.

The Chigirin affair, though it was condemned by many Populists, still
demonstrated the logical impasse in which the movement as a whole
foundered. The original assumption about a vast reservoir of revolu-
tionary and Socialist feeling in the countryside that was waiting to be
tapped had been shown to be an illusion. The affair was symptomatic
of the antidemocratic feeling imperceptibly beginning to infect more and
more the revolutionary intelligentsia. If the people despite their misery
and despite the government’s brutality would not rise or even abandon
their ancient superstitions, then obviously peaceful persuasion, teaching
by example, and urgent propaganda were unavailing. The experience
of the 1870s, of the years of hope and communion with the people was
to leave a bitter legacy of the revolutionary intelligentsia’s impatience
with the obtuseness of the peasant masses. Populism and the movements
that sprang from it never abandoned the idea of propaganda in the
villages, but the more reckless amidst its followers turned to the paths
of conspiracy and terrorism. And some in their exasperation with the
peasant were to seek a more promising revolutionary material in the
urban proletariat.

Even as the Populist propagandists were readying to go among the
people, the conspirators among the revolutionaries were decrying the
possibility of converting a majority to the ideas of socialism. As early
as 1862 a handful of students was to proclaim the need for a secret
organization to seize power and impose a revolutionary order upon a
passive or hostile majority. In the year of manifestoes, 1862, the most
violent among them carried the signature Young Russia. Behind this
grandiloquent name was concealed the identity of nineteen-year-old Peter
Zaichnevsky, who wrote the proclamation singlehanded though after
consulting with a tiny group of fellow students. Nor will the reader be
surprised to learn—it fits in with this fantastic period—that the procla-
mation was written in prison where Zaichnevsky was then held for sub-
versive activities, and that this bloodcurdling document calling for a
wholesale slaughter of the imperial family and defenders of the old order
was conveyed to the illegal printing shop by an obliging policeman! The
author’s exhibitionist personality and lust for danger are epitomized by
this incident; being a political prisoner, Zaichnevsky had the right to
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receive friends, but he chose a policeman as a carrier of a document
which if intercepted would have earned him a lifetime at hard labor.

Zaichnevsky appears to have stepped right out of Dostoevsky’s The Pos-
sessed. In his lifetime he was never identified as the author of Young
Russia, and to be sure, who had a better alibi? He had an irresistible
passion for conspiracy and for leading the authorities by the nose. Most
of his adult life was spent in administrative exile in Siberian and pro-
vincial towns. Wherever he went there was soon a conspiratorial circle,
and his revolutionary appeal was especially strong to young women.
Considering his activities and the frequent complaints of exasperated
fathers that he was leading their teen-age daughters astray, and not only
politically, Zaichnevsky appears to have enjoyed an unusual tolerance .
of the local administrative and police officials (or of their wives?). To
the end of his life (he died still under police supervision in 1896)
Zaichnevsky retained his militant extremism and contempt for the idea
of converting a majority of the people to revolution. His own political
position he described as Russian Jacobinism, the name which stuck to
the conspiratorial side of Populism. Its essence was expressed by Zaich-
nevsky in his very early youth: “Any revolution, afraid to go too far, is
not really a revolution.” It was logical that the few real disciples he had
were to end up in the Bolshevik Party,

Young Russia upon its publication aroused something like a panic in
many circles, and not the least among the “moderate” revolutionaries.
Chernyshevsky himself (then shortly before his arrest) is alleged to have
sent an emissary to find the young hotheads and to persuade them of
the senselessness of their extremism. For indeed even his own views
appeared as the epitome of conservatism when contrasted with the
virulence of the manifesto. In any other time Young Russia would have
aroused amusement as an obvious prank of unbalanced youths, but this
was Russia of 1862. Religion and family were proclaimed as immoral,
“incapable of withstanding even a superficial criticism,” trade and com-
merce “organized thievery.”

The Central Revolutionary Committee (!), the alleged author of the
manifesto, announced that the revolution would take place in 1863. The
overthrow would be the work of a small conspiracy, which then would
take care to convert the majority of the people by the following means:

We are firmly convinced that the revolutionary party, which will
become the government, if the attempt will be successful, ought to
reserve its present centralization . . . in order to introduce new
oundations of economic and social life in the shortest possible
time. It should seize dictatorial powers and not refrain from takin
any necessary steps. The elections to the National Assembly shoul
take place under the influence of the government, which will make
sure that it will not contain the partisans of the old order (should
they remain alive). . . .
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This is in many ways a succinct preview of the tactics of the Bol-
sheviks under Lenin in 1917-18, and it is easy to see how many have
seen in Bolshevism a continuation of Russian Jacobinism. Like Lenin,
Zaichnevsky rejected terror as the means of seizing power, but believed
in “prophylactic” terror against the counterrevolutionaries, once power
was seized. But in the vision of the new order there is a world of differ-
ence between Young Russia and Lenin: Zaichnevsky still sticks to rural
socialism based upon the peasant commune as the foundation of his
society. Though acquainted with Marxism, he could no more than the
other Populists accept the tactics of a revolution based predominantly
upon the urban proletariat or a vision of a new society based upon
industry.

If Zaichnevsky is a Dostoevskian character, then his contemporary
Sergey Nechaev is in fact the prototype of one of the main figures of
The Possessed. Nechaev (1847-1882) deserves to be noted, not because
there is any connection between his thought and tactics and those of
Lenin, but because his personality and ideas portray, as if in a crooked
mirror, the lust for revolution reaching even beyond political fanaticism
into lunacy. With Nechaev we are already beyond Lenin, in the psycho-
logical atmosphere of conspiracy at once so grotesque and criminal as
to forecast the darkest incidents of Stalinism.

At the age of twenty Nechaev, after an unsuccessful try at becoming
a schoolmaster, found himself in the feverish atmosphere of the revolu-
tionary youth in St. Petersburg. At once he set out to form a conspiracy
and to build a legend around himself as a martyr for political freedom
who had suffered imprisonment. Dostoevsky’s picture of a criminal psy-
chopath was later on to arouse protests of other revolutionaries, who
reclaimed Nechaev as a good-natured and devoted political activist. Yet
it is incontestable that even in the earliest period of his activity Nechaev
would denounce his rivals among the revolutionaries to the police.4?

In 1869 he went abroad. There his fictitious prison sentence and the
equally fictitious revolutionary organization in Russia of which Nechaev
was allegedly the emissary earned him the acclaim of the political
exiles. His lies were readily believed by Bakunin who, hypnotized by
Nechaev’s personality, experienced a rebirth of revolutionary hope. The
old anarchist and the demented young fanatic collaborated on the famous
Revolutionary Catechism. If Young Russia was the product of fanaticism
and youthful exuberance designed to make society and especially the
liberals shake in their boots, then the Revolutionary Catechism belongs
to what might be called the psychopathology of revolution. From the

* This is acknowledged rather good-naturedly by Bolshevik historian M. Pokrov-

sky: “. . . their quarrels, sad fact, but one should not hide it, were sometimes settled
before the table of the investigating officer, . . Natanson later on related that
Nechaev in fact had betrayed him to the pohce . . .7 Pokrovsky’s article is in The

Young Guard, Moscow (February-March, 1924), p. 246
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definition of the revolutionary as a “lost man” who has no morality, no
feelings, no interests except those of the revolution, to the practical
counsels as to how to murder, blackmail, and coerce various classes of
political enemies the document raves in what is at once a childish and
nightmarish manner. The Catechism is not really a political manifesto;
it is much more an expression of misanthropic Machiavellianism of a
perverse and criminal youth. It characteristically hailed the robbers and
criminals as expressing the true revolutionary impulse of the Russian
people. The Catechism reflects all the political irresponsibility and child-
ishness of Bakunin, whom his strange collaborator galvanized intc co-
authoring a document that really ran against his long-range political
philosophy.

Nechaev was soon back in Russia carrying a card of membership
signed by Bakunin in a fictitious European revolutionary alliance. He set
about organizing a secret society according to the prescription of the
Catechism. This was no more original than the principle of the chain
letter: a group of five, each of whom would recruit five more members,
and so on, no rank-and-file conspirator knowing more than just the mem-
bers of his cell. A memker of the original group, Ivanov, expressed doubts
about the existence of a vast network claimed by Nechaev and otherwise
annoyed him. This was enough to settle Ivanov’s fate. Told by Nechaev
that he was a police agent, the members of his “five” murdered him.
Nechaev then fled abroad but his fellow assassins were apprehended.
Needless to say, the regime made the most of the discovery of the crime.
The celebrated trial of Nechaev’s followers, which took place in 1871, illa-
minated both the murder and the Revolutionary Catechisr; those materials
provided the basis for one of the greatest novels in the Russian language.

During his second stay abroad, Nechaev managed to disillusion
Bakunin. But to a large number of the political émigrés, though now
revealed as a murderer as well as a man who would not disdain the use
of blackmail and robbery, he still remained something of a political
martyr. The temper of the revolutionariss moved very far from the situa-
tion of a few years before, when Herzen and other radicals could be
appalled at the mere idea of violence and bloodshed in politics. When
Nechaev was apprehended in Switzerland and handed over to the Tsarist
police in 1872 there were indignant protests that the right of political
asylum was bemg violated. Nechaev played to the hilt the role of a
political martyr during the trial. Sentenced, he whe had no use for and
derided constitutionalism and assemblies, shouted “Long live the Na-
tional Assembly!”

He did not break while imprisoned under the severest conditions,
and indeed came close to subverting his guards.#* As late as 1880-81
the terrorists of the People’s Will planned to rescue him from his fortress

“ He had been sentenced to twenty years at hard labor.
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imprisonment and the attempt was abandoned, with Nechaev's consent,
only because the first priority was given to the assassination of the Em-
peror Alexander IL.

Nechaev died in his prison in 1882. His career, unlike that of other
thinkers and fighters for the revolution, has the morbid fascination that
may, excusably but erroneously, lead a Western reader to see in Nechaev
a “typically” Russian revolutionary, an ancestor of the revolutionary tac-
tics and mentality of the Bolsheviks. But even Dostoevsky, the exponent
of extreme Russian conservatism, saw in Nechaev an exception among
the revolutionaries, a maverick and psychopathic representative of the
species. What gives his story an ominous and prophetic ring is the
hypnotic power which at times he exerted over the radicals who were
both sane and alien to his criminal temperament. Murder, blackmail, and
denunciation were held to be more than offset by the conspirator’s rev-
olutionary zeal and self-sacrifice. The Russian liberal has always been
hesitant to denounce the violent means advocated by the revolutionaries,
because he felt shamed by the latter’s suffering for his ideas. In the same
manner the revolutionaries of the People’s Will, who claimed high moral
standards, saw in Nechaev only intrepid courage and dedication, and
disregarded common murder and blackmail. In the topsy-turvy world of
the Russian revolutionaries, ominously prophetic of the politics of the
twentieth century, the liberal could feel a sense of moral inferiority toward
a terrorist, and the idealistic revolutionary would not reject the assistance
of a criminal psychopath.

Unlike Zaichnevsky, an eternal adolescent, who despite all the efforts
of sympathetic commentators cannot be endowed with a political philos-
ophy, Peter Tkachev was the only representative of the conspiratorial
tradition who was a thinker of distinction and of an original turn of
mind. Tkachev was born in 1844. His life has the full pathos of the
search for self-expression, revolution, and self-destruction of the extrem-
ists of that turbulent generation. He served his revolutionary appren-
ticeship and first imprisonment at seventeen. He was to die in foreign
exile, in an insane asylum, when barely in his forties. His first imprison-
ment provoked Tkachev to express the conviction that a regeneration of
Russia would require physical liquidation of everybody over twenty-five
years of age. His biographer, who presumably never heard of Sigmund
Freud, finds this statement “unduly youthful” and adds reassuringly that
Tkachev soon gave up this original plan of a rejuvenation of society.#®

The early years were spent intermittently in imprisonment and in
writing on literary and social themes. Tkachev was acquainted with
Nechaev and he was one of the accused in the great trial of the alleged
followers of the latter in 1871. Despite the gravity of his offense, the

“B. Kozmin, P. N. Tkachev and the Revolutionary Movement of the 1860's,
Moscow, 1922, p. 19.
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authorship of a revolutionary manifesto, Tkachev got off with a relatively
mild sentence and in 1873 he was permitted to go abroad.

It was there that he was able to develop his really significant and
original insight: The passage of time is not working in Russia for the
revolution. Quite the contrary; the growth of capitalism and of indus-
trialization brings with it bourgeois contentment and moderation. An
admirer and, like all the revolutionaries, pupil of Chernyshevsky, Tkachev
did not believe with his master that the future must belong to the “new
man.” If you let the opportunity slip away the future will belong to the
money-grubbing middle class, and the revolutionary fervor of the minor-
ity will collapse. Thus the instinctive fear of the zealots that “their”
revolution will run away, that their generation will be cheated out of
a bloody and cataclysmic upheaval, receives its strongest and most
reasoned expression in Tkachev.

What can save Russia from that catastrophe (i.e., a peaceful transition
to constitutionalism) and bring a revolution now? Only a united and
tightly centralized organization of the revolutionaries. Tkachev has no
patience with Bakunin’s dreams of vast spontaneous popular uprisings.
He scomns the anarchic principle. “We acknowledge anarchy . . . but
only as the desirable ideal of the far distant future.” ¢ Only an organized
minority can achieve a revolution. “This minority in view of its higher
mental and moral development always has and ought to have intellectual
and moral power over the majority.” The essence of revolution lies in
coercion and thus the revolutionary organization requires “centralization,
strict discipline, speed, decisiveness and coordination of activities.” 47

Less than thirty years afterward, V. 1. Lenin was to use similar words
in describing the revolutionary organization needed by the Russian So-
cialists. An uncompromising insistence on centralization and discipline,
contempt for the possibility of any spontaneous uprising by the majority,
those are the threads uniting the Russian Jacobin Tkachev to the Socialist
Lenin. Implicit in both is an antidemocratic elitist attitude. Like Lenin
after him, Tkachev rejected individual terrorism, not out of any senti-
mental regard for human life, but because terrorism meant a dissipation
of revolutionary resources and energies. The emphasis must be on a
centralized, conspiratorial organization to strike at the ripe moment and
in a coup d'état “bury the old world.”

The disparagement of terror could not in a conspirator and former
associate of Nechaev be as strong as his contempt for the ideas of peace-
ful persuasion inherent in the Pilgrimage to the People and similar ideas
of rousing the masses. Not having much faith in the general run of man-
kind, Tkachev looked with skepticism at the Russian peasant and his
alleged revolutionary impulses. The average man, he repeated insistently,

“P. N. Tkachev, Collected Works, Moscow, 1933, Vol. 3, p. 223.
v Ibid., p. 22s.
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is a narrow egoist, thinking of his material comforts, and only 2 small
group of dedicated revolutionaries can rise above this unappetizing
reality of human nature.

This disparagement of the common man at times turns to hate, a not
uncommen occurrence in the revolutionary or the reformer. When
Tkachev did play with the idea of issuing a revolutionary appeal te the
masses he did so with unparalleled cynicism. Once abroad it was thought
that he should issue an appeal to the peasants. Written in the “popular”
language, the draft contained the following passage describing the peas-
ant’s existence after the revolution has triumphed:

And the peasant will live a joyful life. Not copper coins but
golden rubles will fill his purse. As to cattle and fowl! their number
will defy counting. His table will be covered . . . with meats of all
kinds, cakes and sweet wines. Drink and eat he will as much as his
belly will take, but work only as much as he wishes. And nobody will
dare in anything to force him: you want, you eat; you want, you lie in
bed. A splendid life.48
The Russian radicals of all persuasions were not too squeamish

when it came to the means of bringing the peasant to their side, but
Tkachev’s appeal to gluttony and covetousness was generally thought to
go beyond the limit. Lavrov denounced him and Tkachev found himself
more and more isolated even among the extremists. His remaining years
of sanity were devoted to the publication of the organ of Russian Tacob-
inism, The Tocsin, and to an eloquent though ineffectual denunciation
of his rivals among the émigrés.

Tkachev’s “ideology” can be largely summarized by two words: con-
spiracy and revolution. He called himself a Socialist, but what Russian
radical since Herzen called himself anything else? The Soviet writers on
Tkachev are fond of pointing out that he read and commented favorably
on Karl Marx. To be sure, he was spared that closer acquaintance with
the father of “scientific” socialism which in the cases of Herzen and
Bakunin led to lifelong antagonisms and mutual excommunications. But
what interested Tkachev in Marx was simply that the latter was an ex-
treme revolutionary, and that he emphasized the role of the economic
element in politics. Of the philosophic and historic complexities of the
Marxian system Tkachev had no comprehension; if he had, he would
hgve deemed them idle philosophizing that interferes with action. When
the cofounder of Marxism, Friedrich Engels, felt called upon to give
some fatherly advice to the Russian radicals, Tkachev answered him
quite rudely. The debate offered a foretaste of the discussion between
the Bolsheviks and the Western Socialists between 1903 and 1914: the
latter scandalized by their Russian colleagues’ overly conspiratorial ways
and extremism advised more caution and a broader, more democratic

“ Tkachev, op. cit.,, Vol. 1, p. 22.
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organization. For such advice Tkachev had even less patience than
Lenin. But his answer, ill-humored and impudent as it was, still shows
an insight into the revolutionary opportunities of Russia, an insight that
was to come like a flash into the mind of Lenin during the March days
of 1917.

It is Russia’s backwardness which is her great fortune, at least
from the revolutionary point of view. In the West the social order
is based on a wide support of the middle class. In Russia this class
is just coming into existence. What holds things together in our
country? Just the state, i.e., the policy and the army. What is needed
to make this state fall into fragments? Not much: two or three
military defeats . . . some peasant uprisings . . . open revolt in
the capital ¥

Not a bad preview of what was to take place in 1917. The “green
high school students” (as Engels qualified Tkachev and his fellow hot-
heads) were to be shown more perceptive and prophetic than the co-
inventor of “dialectical materialism” and “scientific” socialism.

A note of caution is required, however, if we are not to ascribe to
Tkachev a second sight that enabled him to lay down exactly what was
needed to produce 1917. For all his acumen, he was beating his head
against the wall of Tsarist despotism as ineffectively as his fellow radicals.
He could see what were the elements of weakness of the old order. He
perceived the type of organization needed to seize power when a his-
toric cataclysm would overtake Russia. But he lacked those two vital
insights that brought success to his great successor: first, that the intel-
ligentsia may and must lead a revolution; it cannot quite make it by
itself; and second, that pure revolutionary Machiavellianism is not enough;
a party that wants to seize and to hold power in such a country as
Russia must have a more elaborate ideology. Had Lenin with his more
mature views been a contemporary of Tkachev, it is unlikely that he
would have been more successful. But had Tkachev with his “Let us
seize power, then we shall see” philosophy been present in 1917, it is
unlikely that he would have furnished more than a footnote to a chronicle
of the upheaval. It is not 1917 that illustrates the full measure of Lenin’s
genius. It is the years that follow the Great Revolution.

What makes a revolutionary? This question has been asked and an-
swered an insufferable number of times, but a consideration of the con-
spiratorial side of Russian Populism may still offer some illumination.
Dostoevsky posed the tragedy of contemporary Russian society as the
main theme of The Possessed. Like most reactionaries, he saw extremism
as the logical fruit of liberalism. It is the older generation of the intelli-
gentsia who lost touch with religion, with tradition, with the people who
produced the “men of the sixties,” militant atheists, assassins, and con-

# My italics.
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spirators. The character who stands for Nechaev in the novel is made
to be the son of a semicomic, semipathetic liberal of the preceding gen-
eration. But not untypically the genius of the writer often transcends his
ideological hobby horse. Though he harps on the theme that the loss of
religious faith is the ultimate cause of the illness of society, there are
passages in which a more complete answer is suggested.

Few scenes in literature combine political satire and political per-
ception as brilliantly as the famous meeting of the revolutionary circle
in The Possessed. The author utilizes it to present his parody of the
various species of the “progressive” zoo. Thus the elderly major who in
his youth used to circulate The Bell and the revolutionary proclamations
and is now no longer engaged in such dangerous activities still likes to
hang around where extreme political views are discussed. He is tolerated
because “he would never inform the police.” At the other extreme is the
high school student sitting “with the gloomy expression of a youth hurt in
his dignity, and visibly suffering because of his eighteen years.” The
comical high point is a paper by an amateur revolutionary, who though
he has not completed his plan of the society of the future (however, it
already has ten chapters) has been able to decide that all the preceding
philosophers—Plato, Rousseau, Fourier, and the like—were “fools . . .
dreamers . . . ignorant of the biological sciences and of the nature of
that strange animal which is called man.” His own system “beginning
with the premise of unlimited freedom concludes in complete despotism.
I shall add that apart from my solution of the social question there can
be no other.” The philosopher’s system calls for one tenth of the popu-
lation to enslave the rest to the point where they lose their individualities
and become like cattle. It is only thus that the people can reach the
social paradise. Today perhaps this does not sound quite as funny.5

There is more than this frightening parody in the speech of the mad
“social philosopher.” Petulantly he announces that if his system is not
to get a hearing then those present would better disperse, “men to follow
their jobs in government service, women to their kitchens.” And an echo
of the same theme is in the remark of Dostoevsky’s “Nechaev,” who
thinks all discussion of social theories a waste of time. “I understand that
you are bored in your little town, so you grasp at those paper images.”
And indeed these digressions hit close to the mark. In the absence of the
free intercourse and conflict of ideas that was the rule in the West, all
of Russia to an impatient young man must have presented the aspect of
the monotony of a “little town.” Beyond the very real political and eco-
nomic evil the Russian intellectual could feel the general grayness and

®In what might have been a paraphrase of Tkachev’s youthful predilection for
a wholesale slaughter one of the participants in this revolutionary soirée finds even
this new system too conservative. He would take the intractable nine tenths and “blow

them up, and leave only the minority of educated people who would then be able
to live in a cultured way.”
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oppressiveness of his society. For most of them “government service” with
its frustrations and limitations presented the only avenue of advance-
ment. Nineteenth century Russia for all its cultural greatness could not
offer a sufficient scope for the energies and idealism of the educated
young men. It is possible to blame this state of affairs, as Dostoevsky
would have it, on the godlessness and superficial liberalism of the educated
classes. It is also possible to see the root cause in the lack of that free
and vigorous industrial and political activity which in the West ab-
sorbed the energies of the contemporaries of Nechaev and Tkachev.!

The line that separates the terrorists among the Russian Populists
from the conspirators must be somewhat superficial. Yet this classificatory
pedantry, which must appear bizarre to the modern reader, is a neces-
sary and meaningful one insofar as the period of the sixties and seventies
is concerned. The conspirator felt that political assassination, if excusable
under certain circumstances, was still inappropriate as the main weapon
of the revolutionary struggle. The terrorist came to feel that the con-
spirator’s scheme of seizing political power by a coup d’état was a pipe
dream, which under the conditions of Russian life had no basis in reality.
Propaganda among the peasants had failed. The expectations of a vast
revolutionary upheaval, whether 4 la Bakunin of a spontaneous anarchic
character or according to Tkachev directed by a small disciplined order
of conspirators, had alike been mocked by the events. What then re-
mained? It was really in a sense of despair that the radicals turned to
what they conceived to be the most desperate weapon of revolution—
political assassination.

That individual terror can be the decisive political weapon is refuted
by the whole history of the Russian revolutionary movement. The mur-
der of Alexander II in 1881 was to bury for a generation all the hopes
of both the revolutionaries and the liberals. Those political parties and
groups which relied mainly upon terror suffered demoralization and
disruption.

The reasons for it, though later on illuminated by the melancholy
history of the Socialist Revolutionary Party, might be briefly noted here.
They have to do not so much with the moral revulsion that assassination

* Scratch almost any Russian revolutionary of the period and you will find a
frustrated novelist or literary critic. Tkachev was no exception, and he did indulge
in criticism of fiction as well as political and economic works. His political views
usually got the better of his critical sense. In Chernyshevsky he saw one of the greatest
economists of the nineteenth century. Dostoevsky in Tkachev’s view lacked the
artistic sense and excelled only in the portrayal of psychic derangement. Reviewing
The Possessed, the book in which he conceivably might have been the prototype for
one of the secondary characters (Dostoevsky had known him as a young publicist in
St. Petersburg), Tkachev complained that it portrayed mentally sick people who had
nothing in common with the real revolutionaries. It is interesting to note that, with
the shining exception of Herzen, the revolutionary camp lacked utterly the literary
talent which in the period under discussion was characteristic of the liberals or reaction.
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arouses in society at large (and in Russia the “enlightened public opin-
ion” in the nineteenth century was at times tolerant of terror) as with
the effects of acceptance of terror on its perpetrators. Apart from the
mentally deranged, the idea of political assassination attracts the most
idealistic and devoted among the revolutionaries. These individuals be-
come lost to the urgent tasks of political propaganda and organization.
The Party thus loses its most effective leaders. From an even more cold-
blooded point of view, terror works havoc with the resolution and morale
of the conspirators. The stereotype view of the Russian political terrorist
as a man of iron resolution and ruthlessness is profoundly wrong. The
same involved psychological mechanism that will push an otherwise nor-
mal man to an act of violence will more often than not make him
irresolute and squeamish on questions of political power. A man ready
to sacrifice his own and another’s life because of a deep conviction will
seldom be the man who unblinkingly will sign a warrant of execution
for hundreds or thousands of defeated enemies. The Bolsheviks under-
stood that only too well.52

The turn toward terrorism was then dictated by the failure of all
other avenues of revolutionary activity. In 1875-76 various groups of the
Populists coalesced into an illegal party, which took the name Zemlya
i Volya (Land and Freedom, the Russian Volya meaning either freedom
or will). This party, which commemorated in its name the revolutionary
grouping of the early sixties, was soon split up by quarrels about its atti-
tude toward terror. The professed aim, the continued agitation among
the peasants, grew more and more fruitless. Even the most ardent pro-
ponents of “pure” Populism were forced to face the uncomfortable facts:
whereas peasant riots were plentiful in the sixties in the wake of eman-
cipation (thus illustrating that frequently the immediate effect of a
reform is an increase in discontent within the class that even-
tually benefits by it), they grew scarce in the seventies and petered out
almost completely by the end of the decade. The movement “to the
people” still continued. Efforts were made to penetrate the urban work-
ers’ circles. But the revolutionary movement was still tied too strongly
to its illusions about the peasant, and the industrial proletariat, though
growing rapidly, was still too insignificant for the Populists to base their

52 This point is illustrated in the recollections of a Bolshevik veteran. February 1917
found him in exile in Siberia. Among his fellow convicts was a Socialist-Revolutionary,
a renowned terrorist. Despite their different political opinions, the two exiles lived
in perfect harmony. The February Revolution freed them and they were returning
to European Russia. The Bolshevik’s first reaction to the joyful events was the opinion
that the imperial family should be physically liquidated. No, replied the terrorist;
now that Russia was free no more blood was to be spilt, even that of the former
oppressors and exploiters. Soon the former terrorist turned humanitarian and the

former opponent of terror turned into a proponent of mass liquidation of the “class
enemy” found themselves in a violent quarrel, which lasted the rest of their journey.
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activity and hopes on the workers. The People’s Will began to indulge
in terrorism.

“Indulge” is not an inappropriate word. Terrorism stole in upon the
revolutionaries with an unexpectedness and rapidity of an addiction.
Though the later accounts try to portray the terrorists as men of in-
flexible will and resolution, it is clear that their growing addiction was
to many a cause for shame and severe moral conflict. It is not that they
would have hesitated to take the enemies’ and to expose their own lives
in an uprising, but the sporadic picking off of the government officials
was felt to be ineffective and not advancing the revolutionary struggle.
Assassination became a form of seif-indulgence and expression of im-
patience, and the sincere revolutionary would not admit but to himself
that it marked a drastic departure from his original ideals. That this
method of struggle also tended to attract persons who were unbalanced
could not be overlooked. The potential or actual assassin was not infre-
quently the man who would break most easily under questioning, and
turn into a police informer or an agent provocateur.

The Land and Freedom felt drawn into the morass of terrorism
through the usual stages of addiction. At first it was agreed to resort
to assassination “a little bit,” killing only traitors within the organ-
ization and the particularly brutal governors and police officials. This
aspect of terrorism was viewed not without sympathy by a huge segment
of the educated classes. After Vera Zasulich had shot and wounded a
police official who had ordered flogging of a prisoner she was acquitted
by a jury, and became a heroine of “enlightened public opinion.” But
very soon the intended victims included more than the sadists among the
officials and terrorism became a regular form of political activity of the
Land and Freedom. Many of its activists chated under this situation.
Their objections were directed not only against terror in itself but also
against the transformation that the use of terror was working on the
political objectives of the party. The work of propaganda among the
peasants and workers was being neglected. And most disquieting of all,
in one of those fantastic paradoxes that are the rule in the Russian
revolutionary movement, the convinced terrorist became more moderate
in his politics than his antiterror colleague.

The explanation of this paradox is actually simple. The “executioner”
of the Tsarist officials was not to be identified in his own eyes and those
of society with a common murderer. He had to accompany his deed
with a political demand. The only one that could find support among
the majority of the progressive and educated people was the demand
for a constitution: Russia along with every other civilized country
should now have a parliament to guide the destiny of the nation. The
word constitution grated upon the ears of many Populists. Theirs was
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a kind of formless agrarian socialism. Their tactics were often an incon-
gruous mixture of the ideas of Lavrov, Bakunin, and Tkachev. To de-
mand a constitution was in their eyes to raise a “political” rather than a
“social” issue, and this confused objection concealed their fear, and a
justified one, that any assembly of the representatives of the Russian
people would have no use for socialism, agrarian or any other kind.
Were the “political” campaign to succeed, the condition of the nation
would become worse, repeated the enemies of the terror. But for their
part they could present no alternative to the terror and “politics” beyond
the work among the peasants and revolutionary propaganda. And this
was beating one’s head against the wall of the people’s apathy and
hostility.

The breach within Land and Freedom was consummated in 1879. The
proponents and enemies of terror held heated discussions. The latter at
one point threatened that they would warn the intended victims. The
terrorists replied that they would not hesitate to turn their guns against
the informers. Finally, the organization split into two: the terrorists set
up Narodnaya Volya, The People’s Will; their opponents, the enemies of
“politics,” called their faction The Black Partition. It was to concentrate
on agitation for the redistribution of all the land among the peasants.
The two “parties,” each of them a mere handful of people, set up their
printing presses and began their activities among them, spying on each
other. Though the Black Partition was soon to disintegrate, from its ranks
were to come the founders of Marxian socialism in Russia—among them
the father of Russian Marxism and the teacher of Lenin, brilliant and
exasperating George Plekhanov.

Less far-reaching but more spectacular was to be the fate of the
People’s Will. Though in its proclamations it advanced a Socialist pro-
gram with the inevitable stress on the peasant commune, its main and
immediate demand was for a Constituent Assembly elected by a universal
and free suffrage. Its chief, in fact only, means of struggle was to be ter-
ror, and its main objective the Emperor. To stifle the remaining scruples
it was decided to devote two thirds of its resources to the work in the
villages and one third to terror, but that was self-deception. The organi-
zation simply had no personnel for large-scale propaganda work, and
all its active members had to be drawn into the melancholy task of the
preparation and execution of the assassination. That the People’s Will
contained at its crest as many as five hundred members and sympa-
thizers, as claimed by the most sympathetic historians, is probably an
exaggeration. The activist hard core, mainly the so-called Executive
Commnittee, was a mere handful, and for two years this body of twenty or
thirty persons was to terrorize the vast empire.

The tragic story of the People’s Will is ineradicably linked with the
names of Andrei Zhelyabov and Sophia Perovskaya. In the revolutionary
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tradition, their names epitomize Chernyshevsky’s “new men” with their
readiness to sacrifice everything for their ideals, not as self-proclaimed
martyrs, but as persons who find joy in their ideals. Their love and
gallantry in the face of death lends a touch of romance to the depressing
tale of the assassination of Alexander and the subsequent trial and execu-
tion of the assassins. Their life stories are a testimony to the varied im-
pulses that drove Russian society to its tragic destiny.

Even so, the favored place that Zhelyabov is granted by the Soviets
among their revolutionary predecessors is less the product of sentiment
and admiration than of deliberation and the usefulness of his legend.
Lenin singled out Zhelyabov as a great precursor of Bolshevism, though
privately he had but little use for the suicidal heroics of the Populists.
Against Lenin’s public panegyrics must be balanced his impatient reply
to a collaborator who in 1906 wanted a commemorative tribute on the
anniversary of Zhelyabov and Perovskaya’s deed: “They died, so what?
Glory and fame to them, but why should we talk about it?” But for
public use Zhelyabov presents a more satisfactory revolutionary precur-
sor than most. He was a man of action, not a writer. Hence he left no
legacy of “incorrect” theories. There was nothing psychopathic or ex-
cessively introvert about his personality. Zhelyabov’s was the proverbi-
ally Russian “broad nature”; gay and outgoing, lover of song and dance,
he does not fail to present a contrast in these respects to many of the
revolutionaries. So much so that the more dull-witted of the Soviet
chroniclers feel in turn constrained to defend Zhelyabov from the charge
of being a ladies’ man and unduly prone to raise a glass. As against such
inhabitants of the revolutionary Olympus as Bakunin, with his sexual
impotence, and Nechaev, Zhelyabov presents a reassuring picture of nor-
mality and enjoyment of life.

Beneath the varnish of the official legend Zhelyabov emerges, of
course, as a much more complicated figure. He was the son of a serf
and his revolutionary passion was not uninfluenced by the memories of
the humiliations and injustices of serfdom, even during its last days. The
decision to join and to lead the terrorists did not come to him lightly,
and he stipulated that after the Tsar’s execution he would go back among
the peasants and conduct peaceful agitation. For all his outward gaiety
and resoluteness, Zhelyabov's behavior both before and after his arrest
betrayed an almost suicidal impulse. He was unusually insistent that the
assassination should not involve innocent bystanders, and it is probable
that unconsciously he dreaded the deed.5

Zhelyabov’s companion, Sophia Perovskaya, who after his imprison-
ment directed the last stages of the assassination of March 1, came from a

® For an experienced conspirator, Zhelyabov walked too easily into a police trap.
From the beginning of his imprisonment he insisted on his responsibility for all the
terroristic attempts on the life of the Tsar, thus predetermining his fate.
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very different social sphere. Her father had been governor of St. Peters-
burg, member of a family which furnished ministers, governors, and
generals to the state. His own brutality and dissipation were clearly
responsible for the young girl's decision to leave home and begin a
revolutionary activity. Once she joined the People’s Will her commit-
ment to terror was much more straightforward and uncompromising
than that of Zhelyabov. This young woman of twenty-six was not inter-
ested in the political demands of the organization, but most anxious that
the Emperor should be made to pay the ultimate penalty for the tyranny
of his regime.

For a year and a half the revolutionaries conducted a veritable chase
after the Tsar. There were several elaborate attempts to blow up the
imperial train. Another effort that misfired consisted in blowing up the
dining room in the Winter Palace; the Emperor had just stepped out and
the casualties were limited to the palace servants and soldiers.

It is one of the proverbial ironies of history that while the tyrannical
Nicholas ¥ died in his bed, his son the “Tsar-Liberator” was to be the
objective of this unremitting chase. He had begun his reign in an atmos-
phere of enthusiasm. After the announcement of the great reforms, such
revolutionaries as Herzen, and even briefly Chernyshevsky, loaded him
with praise and declarations of loyality. In those days he had moved
among the people without any security precautions. In 1866 when the
first attempt was made on his life, the Tsar’s words when the would-be
assassin was brought before him were: “You cannot be a Russian” (he
believed that only a Pole would raise his hand against the Emperor), and
was abashed by the reply: “I am a Russian nobleman.” To the growing
wave of terrorism during his last years the government’s response was a
mixture of repressions and of conciliatory moves. The prospect of a
fundamental reform was caught in a vicious circle: the introduction of
parliamentary institutions in a country as unripe politically as Russia
frightened not only the conservatives, but no other step could hope to
affect the grim reality.

On March 31, 1881, the Tsar finally yielded to the urgings of his more
liberal ministers and signed the law that would bring elected representa-
tives into the state’s highest organs. Since these organs were to be of a
consultative character, the law was still far from bestowing a parlia-
mentary government on Russia. Yet it would have been the necessary
first step, and Russiza would have started her experiment in constitu-
tionalism twenty-five years earlier than in fact she did, and with incal-
culable consequences on her history. But the same day the People’s Will
cornered its quarry. A bomb was thrown at the Tsar’s carriage as he was
passing along a street of St. Petersburg. This bomb wounded one of the
convoy and a bystander, but left Alexander unhurt. His fearlessness can-
not be questioned. Almost any other man in his place would have thought
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only of gaining the security of his palace, but the Emperor stopped his
carriage, got out, and insisted on looking at the wounded.’* It was then
that another terrorist threw his bomb, mortally wounding both the Em-
peror and himself.

In his youth (he was born in 1850), Zhelyabov is reported to have
expressed the wish to “give history a push.” The “deed of March 1,” of
which he was the main organizer, was certainly such a push. As in 1825
after the Decembrists™ revolt, the evolution of Russia was pushed back-
ward, and a new period of rigid reaction followed the half-hearted
liberalism of the previous reign. The new Emperor, Alexander III, ac-
ceded to the reactionary influences of his environment and refused to
promulgate the legislative reforms that his father signed on the day of
his death. The executioners and planners of the assassination, practically
the whole leadership of the People’s Will, were soon apprehended, and
within two years the organization was in effect annihilated. The deed was
supposed to force the regime to grant a constitution, and on the morrow
of the assassination a proclamation of the People’s Will repeated the
demand for a Constituent Assembly. But it had not required much
perspicacity to see that the effect would be a triumph of reaction. The
new Emperor lacked his father’s intelligence and sporadic reforming zeal.
In the more conservative circles Alexander II had been viewed as a
dangerous liberal, and his death must have been the source of secret
satisfaction not only to the revolutionaries.

In society at large the death aroused shock. To a large number of the
progressive intelligentsia, such persons as Lenin’s father, Alexander II
had remained the Tsar-Liberator, and his murder could not but weaken
their sympathy toward the radicals and revolutionaries. Among the
staunch monarchists the event led to a formation of a counterrevolution-
ary terrorist organization, the Sacred Band; it did not last long but
provided a preview of the much more active right-wing terrorism in the
twentieth century. And the people at large reacted with a mixture of
horror and confusion. Among the peasants there were stories that the Em-
peror was done to death by the landlords who hated him for his benevo-
lence toward the simple people.

Much of the revulsion of the educated classes was abated as a con-
sequence of the heroic conduct of the main defendants before the court.
Zhelyabov, especially, delivered an impassioned but cogent speech de-
fending the ideals of the People’s Will and pointing out how peaceful
political activity was barred to him and his generation. His indomitable
posture set up the pattern and example of the revolutionary, unmindful
of his life, detying the autocracy before the wider tribunal of public opin-

 Some accounts friendly to the revolutionaries suggest ungallantly that Alexander

simply “lost his head,” but he had had considerable experience with attempts on
his life, and the possibility of another attempt could not have been absent from his mind.
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ion. At times his defiance was excessive: when the prosecutor in the course
of his speech delivered a florid eulogy of the late Emperor the accused
chortled. “When people weep the Zhelyabovs laugh,” said the prose-
cutor, and even a Soviet historian is forced to admit that he scored a
point.®> Some of the effect of the dignity and defiance by Zhelyabov
and Perovskaya was spoiled by the repentance and breakdown of the
first bomb thrower, Rysakov. This unfortunate boy (he was in his nine-
teenth year) begged for forgiveness and offered his services to the police.
It is still incredible that he was shunned up to the scaffold by his fellow
accused, and that the historians have nothing but harsh things to say
about the youth who had been drawn into the conspiracy by Zhelyabov’s
personal magnetism, and who could not be expected to possess the
inflexibility of a mature revolutionary. The result of the trial was fore-
seeable. The five accused were condemned to death, and the Tsar,
despite appeals to show Christian mercy (among them one from Leo
Tolstoy), and the lack of precedent for the public hanging of women,
sanctioned their execution.®

The trial was to have a fateful influence on the future of the revolu-
tionary movement in Russia. Six years later Alexander Ulyanov, with
Zhelyabov’s example in mind, was also to take the full responsibility upon
his shoulders and only the extreme pleas of his mother made him peti-
tion, ineffectively, for pardon, something still shamefacedly omitted in
most biographies of Lenin’s brother. But the mournful legacy of revolu-
tionary heroism was to have an unexpected and sinister effect on the
Bolsheviks. In prerevolutionary Russia the accused in the political trial
often became the accuser and was accepted as such by a large part of
society. Hence the Soviet insistence, which to one ignorant of the geneal-
ogy of the revolutionary movement appears pathological, that the accused
should fully confess and admit the criminality of his real or fictitious
deeds. There must be no Zhelyabovs or Alexander Ulyanovs under
Soviet justice.

This last cold-blooded deduction from history is characteristic of many
lessons that Lenin and his movement learned from their predecessors. He
revolted, as we shall see, not only against the Tsarist government and the
social system, but against many of the aims and methods of the whole
nineteenth century revolutionary movement, and, in a sense, that revolt
was the more fundamental one. How revolution can grow out of a small
measure of toleration, how fast literary and artistic criticism can be
transformed into a social weapon, how the educated young men, unless
constantly watched and regimented, will give a political expression to
their frustrations and aggressiveness; all those lessons were to be learned

™ A. Voronsky, Zhelyabov, Moscow, 1934, p. 331.
® The sixth accused, Gesia Gelfman, was discovered to be pregnant and her
sentence was commuted.
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more thoroughly by the Bolsheviks than by the most reactionary of the
Tsar’s ministers. But this takes us beyond 1917.

It is tempting to pass a variety of apocalyptic judgments on Russian
radicalism. It is more relevant to repeat and conclude that most of the
striking characteristics of the Russian revolutionary movements were
derived from their numerical weakness. It is a platitude, and most often
a correct one, that revolutions are made by militant minorities. Even so,
they must find their base and support in conscious aspirations of a large
segment of the society. Such was not the case, despite all the appearances
and self-delusions, with any revolutionary group in Russia between 1825
and 1881. And this lesson could not be lost upon the young man who in
the late 1880s was seeking his road to revolution.



III

APPRENTICESHIP

1. Samara

We left young Lenin in the library in Kokushkino in the winter of 1887~
88. It was there that the panorama of Russia’s revolutionary thought
and struggles was first studied by him in the old issues of such pro-
gressive magazines as The Contemporary and The Fatherland Notes. The
period of enforced idleness and of intensive radical self-indoctrination
continued for almost a year. Not until October 1888 was Lenin allowed
to return to Kazan, and there the gates of the university were still closed
to the alleged leader of the student disorders. For any normal youth of
eighteen or twenty lack of a clearly defined goal or occupation must be
depressing and demoralizing, and young Ulyanov was endowed with a
surfeit of energy. The petty chicanery of the authorities was bound to
produce, possibly more than real imprisonment or exile, an ineradicable
hatred of the regime. His voracious reading and the contacts with various
radical circles, first in Kazan and then in Samara, could not fill up the
void. A more active participation in radical activities was not possible for
Lenin even if he had felt so inclined at the time, which is doubtful.

The local police were not taking their eyes off the Ulyanov family,
and what probably weighed most heavily on Lenin’s mind was the
consideration that his mother, having been so recently and so cruelly
bereaved, should not be exposed to another blow. She could not help
noticing the direction in which her son’s inclinations and readings were
driving him, Her attempt to interest him in becoming a gentleman farmer
failed; throughout his life Lenin was to remain a lover of the countryside
and an amateur hunter, but to imagine him as a farmer is clearly in-
congruous. Even more unthinkable was a career in business. Russia of
the time was going through a prodigious industrial and commercial ex-
pansion, and a new class of millionaire entrepreneurs was springing up.
Still a career in business was thought possible only for a Jew or a member
of the lower classes. The only occupations open to a gentleman and an
intelligent were those in the civil service, the free professions, and . . . the
revolutionary,

All these cares and considerations are reflected in the petition that
for the nth time Maria Alexandrovna addressed to the minister in May

96
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18go. “It is a sheer torment to look at my son, and to see how fruitlessiy
pass those years of his life which are most suitable for a higher educa-
tion.” The penalty inflicted upon Vladimir does not allow him “since he
belongs exclusively to the intellectual profession . .. to find even a
partial occupation, thus precluding him from devoting his energies to
any task.” And with the utmost anguish the unfortunate woman states
that this type of aimless existence cannot but have a fatal moral influence
on the young man: “Almost inevitably it must push him even to thoughts
of suicide.”

The last passage embarrasses the Soviet compilers. Lenin is always
required to exhibit the “joy of living” and revolutionary optimism, and the
picture of a bored, morose youth is hardly compatible with the official
legend. But though Maria Alexandrovna may have exaggerated in order
to soften the minister’s heart, her words still convey young Lenin’s un-
doubted despair at his predicament. A university diploma was a sheer
necessity for entrance into a profession. And without the latter, political
activity was hardly possible for somebody of his status. For one reason,
even a revolutionary had to earn his living (those were the days before
organized parties, which could subsidize their leading members). For
another, a lawyer’s diplema and practice were an ideal cover-up for
radical activity. Even if arrested, a lawyer was bound to be treated by the
authorities with greater respect and leniency than an expelled and un-
employed student. And within revolutionary circles social and profes-
sional status enhanced one’s authority.

Whether those were the main considerations in Lenin’s mind or not,
it was most urgent that the ministry’s prohibition be lifted. Maria Alex-
androvna traveled to St. Petersburg to deliver her petition in person.
In Tsarist Russia officialdom’s rigid and frequently brutal behavior was
occasionally relieved by compassion. Somebody in the Ministry of Edu-
cation must have seen in Maria Ulyanov not the mother of an executed
state criminal, and of two other children who had gotten into political
trouble, but a sorely tried widow of a distinguished civil servant. This
time the petition was granted. Vladimir Ilyich was allowed to take his
examination for the degree of candidate for juridical science. In less than
a year, studying by himself, he was able to make up three and a half
years of missed university studies. He took the examination in two series,
spring and fall of 1891, before the juridical faculty of St. Petersburg
University. Each of the long series of subjects was passed by Lenin
with the highest possible grade: “completely satisfactory.” As in practi-
cally every examination he took, he was first in his group and received
the diploma with high distinction; the road to the bar was open.

But before Lenin became a licensed lawyer he was already a con-
vinced revolutionary and Marxist. It is important to retrace our steps
and to examine what we know about his conversion.
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In the beginuing there was the enormous shock of his brother’s
execution. This, as we have seen, was followed by curiosity. What could
have prompted a young man, seemingly all engrossed in his scientific
studies, to choose the path of conspiracy and assassination that was to
lead him to the scaffold? Chemyshevsky's What Is To Be Done?, which
Lenin had read some years before and had found not particularly in-
teresting, now assumed a different meaning: it was not only a work of fic-
tion. The “new men” really existed and Alexander Ulyanov had been one of
them. A simple motive of revenge and veneration of his brother would
have urged Lenin into the same path, that of a revolutionary and terrorist:
Populism. But in fact no sooner was his period of study of revolutionary
movements and literature over than the eighteen-year-old Lenin chose a
different road to revolution: Marxian socialism.

He chose a political philosophy as yet little known and less popular
among the Russian radicals. Its main tenets and prophecies ran against
the grain of the most deeply held traditions of the revolutionary move-
ment. Instead of the vision of free Russia unpolluted by capitalism and
based on the federation of free peasant communes, it foresaw a period of
capitalism and the demise of the mir as an obsolete economic and social
institution. Instead of heroic acts of terrorism or missionary activity among
the peasants, the logic of Marxism enjoined patient propaganda work
among the industrial workers, and held the peasants to be but of second-
ary importance in the future Socialist transformation. No heroics by a
minority, no instinctive socialism of the peasant could decisively affect
Russia’s future: it was bound to develop according to the scientific laws
uncovered by Marx and Engels, laws ordaining that Russia was destined
to go through the same phases as the “rotten West.” !

For a young revolutionary to espouse such views as Lenin did in
1889 was still unusual. To be sure the People’s Will was finished as a
party, and Populism in general was in decline. But the memory of its
deeds and attachment to its ideas still constituted the strongest binding
sentiment of the radical intelligentsia. In the main industrial cities there
were already small Marxist circles. But to proclaim in a provincial town
within a radical circle that the peasant commune was doomed and
rightly so, and that before socialism could come one must endure the
rule of the bourgeoisie, was as shocking as to assert that Alexander III
was a benevolent and intelligent ruler.2

What led Vladimir Ilyich to Marxism? His conversion, he said with

*I leave for later the discussion of Marxs occasional and quite un-Marxist utter-
ances on Russia.

#Maxim Gorky recollects the scene in a revolutionary circle he attended when
one of those present started to expound Marxism and to condemn Populism and terror-
ism: “Suddenly and unexpectedly somebody interrupted the reader and immediately
the room was filled with indignant shouts: ‘Renegade’ . . . ‘he spits at the blood
spilled by the heroes’ . . . ‘and that after the execution of Generalov and Ulya-
nov . . .” M. Gorky, Works, Moscow, 1951, Vol. 13, p- 56s.
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unusual precision, took place in January 1889, and the books that swayed
him were Marx’s Capital, Volume I, and George Plekhanov’s Our Dis-
agreements, a brilliant polemical explanation by a Populist-turned-Marx-
ist. For Plekhanov as a philosopher Lenin retained reverence to the end
though he came to despise him as a politician. Toward Marx his worship
remained unabated. Once, and only once, he allowed himself a criticism
of his idol. He worshipped not only Karl Marx the revolutionary But also,
as the last years of his life were to show, Marx the prophet and apologist
for industrial civilization and the centralized state. Thus his espousal
of Marxism was not simply a choice of a revolutionary philosophy, but a
complete immersion in the grandiose system.

The Soviet legend that attributes to Vladimir upon hearing of his
brother’s execution the words, “We shali take another road,” sins against
the historical facts. But it may well hint at the psychological truth. A
certain basic contrariness and ambivalence were to characterize his
thought and action to the very end. Few persons he dealt with met with
either his complete approval or complete rejection, On no political issue,
toward no social class was his attitude one of straightforward enthu-
siasm or straightforward detestation. Admiration of Alexander blended
with an element of emulation. His brother’s sacrifice provided both an
impulse to enter the struggle himself and a warning against the move-
ment and philosophy requiring such catastrophic and fruitless heroics.
The tense and agitated Lenin who in 1891 was still enquiring about the
value of his late brother’s scientific investigations relived, apart from his
relationship to Alexander, his own inner struggle about the meaning and
value of the revolutionary path.

Within the context of such doubts and of the mixed attraction and
revulsion felt by him toward the previous generation of the revolution-
aries, Marxism must have appeared as an ideal answer and solution.
Within Marxian socialism are found the elements of ambivalence and
yet of orderliness characteristic of Lenin’s own mind. The emotions and
the language of Marxism breathe violence and defiance of all the nine-
teenth century conventions, and yet its conclusions are coldly rational
and practical. Revolutior. is presented not only as an act of will but of
scientific necessity. There is a pleasing vision of the final holocaust of
capitalism, of “the expropriation of the expropriators,” but no utopian
and lyrical evocation of the Socialist world of the future: the entrance to
the world of freedom is through an increased productivity and better
organization of labor. After the intense emotionalism of Populism, its
infatuation with the mythical peasant, its denial of the reality of the all-
too-visible and growing “Europeanization” and industrialization of Russia,
Marxism must have represented a model of sobriety and realism. By
following it one did not cut oneself off from the revolutionary tradition,
only from its illusions.

To be sure, by January 1889 Lenin could not yet be a full-fledged
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Marxist. His full grounding in the doctrine and an extensive acquaintance
with its already vast literature had to take several years more. Not until
he left for St. Petersburg in 1893 did he enter upon his lifelong mission,
that of a propagandist for Marxian socialism. In Kazan, where he resided
until the spring of 1889, and in Samara, where the Ulyanovs lived until
1893, Socialist literature and foreign periodicals were as yet scarce. What
political activity there was took the form of little discussion groups,
attended by university and older gymasium students. There, in some
secrecy, the smuggled writings of the political émigrés would be read
(often there was only one copy of the precious contraband) and discussed.
The young men would then launch into one of those inexhaustible sub-
jects of polemic of the Russian intelligentsia: is the peasant commune
growing stronger or weaker; is Russia slated to go through all the phases
of industrialization like the West, and the like. All that is very innocent
by our lights, and for the time and place what alternative forms of diver-
sion were there for earnest and inquisitive young men? But in the eyes
of the Tsarist authorities this was a highly subversive activity, and by
their spying and persecutions they lent an air of excitement and danger
to these highbrow discussions.

After the solitude of Kokushkino, and with his newly formed view-
point, young Vladimir was naturally enough eager for discussion and
for crossing swords with the dominant Populist tendency. Maria Alex-
androvna’s house became—probably not without some anguish on her
part—a place of assembly and political discussion. One surviving parti-
cipant of those evenings was to remember many years later young Lenin
admonishing his Populist comrades: “. . . one should understand the
reasons for inequality. And in order to understand, one must above all
read and read. . . . We still haven’t done enough [reading]. A revolu-
tion cannot be achieved by robberies and murders.” Particularly interest-
ing in view of Alexander’s attempt is the use of the word “murders” for
political assassination. If any recollection of exact phraseology after
many years must always be somewhat suspicious, then another detail of
the memoir is trustworthy. To the disappointment of his comrades who
would prolong their bull sessions all night, Lenin, in a very un-Russian
fashion, would chase them home. The eye of the police was on the
Ulyanov family and he wanted to get back to the university. As it was,
though nothing concrete could be brought against him during his second
stay in Kazan, the police reports spoke vaguely of Vladimir Ulyanov’s
associations with suspicious characters.? At eighteen he was already far
from being a revolutionary hothead.

This caution was not excessive. There was at the time in Kazan
another convinced Marxist and the tragic story of his life offers some

* The classical Tsarist police term for political suspects is practically untranslatable:
ill-intentioned or undependable persons.
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instructive parallels and contrasts to that of young Lenin. He was Nicolai
Fedoseyev. Born in 1871, he had already at sixteen been expelled from
the gymnasium for reading subversive literature. Abandoning the thought
of any other profession, he gave himself fully to that of a revolutionary.
In Kazan this boy organized a series of “circles” where he attempted to
propagate Socialist views. Going even further, Fedoseyev acquired a
printing plant, issued Marxist tracts, and drew workers into his organi-
zation. His group was uncovered in July 188g. Actually the total number
of the directly accused was thirty-six, many of whom were “guilty” of
spending an evening in a discussion group. For the eighteen-year-old
youth this was the beginning of arrests and exiles that were to last till
his tragic end. Even under those circumstances he continued to write
and to correspond on political themes. Finally in Siberia some of his
fellow exiles reproached him for giving himself aristocratic airs, and (un-
doubtedly falsely) of misappropriating some money from the common
fund. Overwrought and in ill health, Fedoseyev committed suicide. He
was twenty-seven years old.

It is characteristic that in his Kazan days Lenin never sought
Fedoseyev, though of course he knew of him and attended some of
the circles initiated by his fellow Marxist (the only other one in town).
Some years later they corresponded, but were never slated to meet.
Himself in Siberia when the news of the suicide reached him, Lenin was
shocked. But both in his reaction and in his later reminiscences of the
man who much more than he had been the apostle of Marxism in the
Volga region, there is an undertone of coldness and censure. A revolu-
tionary cannot afford to be sensitive; he must ignore slander and above
all must have strong nerves.

Had he stayed in Kazan until the Fedoseyev affair burst open, re-
counts Lenin, perhaps a bit guiltily, he too would have been arrested.
But by the summer of 1889 he was out of harm’s way, in the village of
Alakayevka in the province of Samara. It was in the spring of 188g that
Maria Alexandrovna decided to put an end to her son’s idleness and
dangerous connections by turning him into a farmer. The money for the
farm was realized by the sale of her Simbirsk house. Vladimir was to
be a gentleman farmer and the family was to spend the winters in the
city of Samara (today Kuibyshev) which, not having a university, was
presumably less infested by the dangerous “circles.” Destiny, however,
had foreordained that each step the Ulyanov family made was to sink
them deeper and deeper in the revolutionary world. Thus the seemingly
innocent purchase of the farm, far from lessening, was actually to in-
crease the suspicions of the police. For its previous owner was himself
an ill-intentioned character, one Konstantin Sibiryakov. One-time mag-
nate, who had made his fortune in gold mining in Siberia, Sibiryakov
was a generous contributor to various radical and liberal causes. Having
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purchased a lot of farming land, he indulged in various dangerous and
possibly subversive experimentations and innovations. Part of the land
was given to a group of followers of Leo Tolstoy, who attempted despite
the incomprehension and hostility of the neighboring peasants to prac-
tice Christian agrarian communism preached by the great writer. On
his own estates Sibiryakov attempted to introduce advanced methods of
cultivation, importing such—for Russia—unheard-of implements as the
steam plow. The end result was a financial ruin that compelled Sibirya-
kov to sell his land. Its purchasers were viewed with interest by the police,
who were not to be easily persuaded that it was a sheer coincidence that
the “suspected” Ulyanovs were buying a plot from another “suspect.”

As to Maria Alexandrovna’s original plan, it was soon shown to be
an unqualified failure. A Russian intellectual of Lenin’s generation and
temper could be counted upon to know in detail the history of the peas-
ant commune, was able to discourse at length about land tenure in
France or medieval England, but was completely incapable of and un-
willing to undertake the prosaic occupations that constitute commercial
farming, Lenin’s references to the brief period of his life when he was
an active landowner, i.e., “exploiter,” were to be very brief and enig-
matic. He gave up, he told his wife, because his relations with the
peasants were becoming “abnormal.” Alakayevka became another Ko-
kushkino, a place for summer vacations. Instead of doing uncongenial
work he spent his time in intensive reading, physical exercises, and occa-
sional chats with the peasants.

Equally fallacious was the assumption that Samara would be a safe
refuge free from the dangerous “circles.” The very remoteness of the
town and its lack of a university made it one of those places that the
Tsarist government designed for political offenders, who, released from
prison in Siberiz, were still not allowed to settle in the major and univer-
sity cities of European Russia.* As a consequence the local intelligentsia

- was seeded with “ill-intentioned” persons. By 1889 the revolutionary
potential of the Ulyanov family was also increased by Anna’s mar-
riage to Mark Elizarov, son of a well-to-do peasant. Elizarov had
finished his engineering studies in St. Petersburg where, almost super-
fluous to say, he had gotten into political trouble. Both he and Anna
were now living with the rest of the family, and under discreet police
supervision. Thus Maria Alexandrovna gained not only a son-in-law but
a new radical in her family.

Samara though a town of one hundred thousand inhabitants was a
somber Russian provincial hole with few attractions or cultural amenities.

*As in post-, so in prerevolutionary Russia a citizen had to carry his passport
sgecifyin his identity, status, and possible restrictions on his freedom of movement.
1t a revolutionary decided to disregard the latter, e.g., settle in the capital, he would

have to, as the phrase had it, “go illegal” and forge his identity papers.
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The local newspaper gives a pathetic expression to this standard self-
accusation of lack of culture of provincial Russia of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Exclaims the masochistic editor:

Take a walk through Samara in the evening . .. look in the
citizens’ windows and testify with your hand on your heart, whether
you can see many people bending over a book. . . . Here they are
playing cards; there the ritual of tea drinking is taking place accom-

anied by such pathetic yawning that one would think that the whole
amily is singing some ferocious ballad. Here the head of the family
is pacing restlessly; there the lady of the house is playing the piano
while her husband in his anguish is grimacing as if seized by a violent
toothache.

If only nineteenth century Russia had had television!

In its absence, whatever there was in Samara of “society” tended to
prize the local radicals, even those who were there under police super-
vision. They were mostly of the intelligentsia, and their talk would en-
liven the salon of a merchant millionaire’s wife. Some of the younger
radicals grumbled at the bourgeois splendor customary upon such oc-
casions and would act in an offensive manner, but they attended
them nevertheless. Lenin would amaze his friends by the combination
of his revolutionary principles with social poise. He would not, as some
of them did, become terrorized by the sight of a white tablecloth, and
the profusion of silver, plates, cups, etc., accompanying tea in a bour-
geois home.® He also displayed some other gentrylike characteristics: on
greeting and saying good-bye to his mother he would kiss her hand. Was
this reactionary behavior or not? On the whole and in view of his
undoubted radical fervor his friends forgave him.

The political activity Lenin evidenced in Samara was again limited
to his participation in various discussion grcups. Thus unlike Fedoseyev
he did not try as yet to propagandize workers or to reprint banned
political tracts. That there was a specific Marxist circle led by Lenin in
Samara, as is sometimes asserted in Soviet literature, is again an obvious
invention. A more trustworthy memoir recalls Lenin simply as one
of three young men interested in Marxism who would meet regularly,
drink beer or tea, and discuss Socialist literature. Marxism in the Volga
region was still in the nature of an esoteric sect, the members of which
would travel long distances to bring to a coreligionist the latest book
or tract smuggled from abroad. Karl Marx’s basic writings, especially Vol-
ume I of Capital translated into Russian in 1872, were on the other hand

® Including his own. A radical contemporary recalls this barbarous behavior: “Each
of us in his own way reacted to the snow-white tablecloth in the Ulyanovs” house:
Sklyarenko hated it, I was afraid of it, and Yasneva, at every opportunity and good
naturedly [sicl] would spill jam on the cloth, to the obvious anguish of Maria Alexan-
drovna.” A. Belyakov, Youth of the Leader, Memoirs of a Contemporary, Moscow,
1960, p. 65.
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well known. Much of Marxian literature could be printed and discussed
quite legally. In the eyes of the censor those were abstruse economic and
political writings, unlikely to stir up conspiracies and assassinations.
While Marxism as a movement in Russia was still in its infancy, knowl-
edge of and interest in its theories were growing even in Samara. They
would be discussed and usually attacked in young discussion circles of
the intelligentsia.

It was as an exponent and able defendant of Marxism that Vladimir
Ulyanov first made his mark in radical circles. It was a task that required
considerable self-confidence, if not indeed certain insolence, on the part
of a twenty-year-old youth to appear within a circle of people most of
whom were considerably older, and to defy the still reigning dogmas of
Populism. Yet as testified to even by an opponent, he more than held
his own.

Vladimir Ilyich gave the impression of a well-educated man. His
knowledge of political economy and history was strikingly solid and
many-sided, especially for a man of his age. He could read freely in
German, French and English, knew well even then Capital and the
extensive German literature of Marxism, and gave the impression of
a man who has arrived at a definite political conviction. He proclaimed
himself a convinced Marxist. . . . He had a presumption that there
can be no serious arguments against Marxism.

It would be, of course, an exaggeration to accept Lenin of 18go-91
as a “finished” Marxist, or to credit him with that mastery of foreign
languages and materials which he was to achieve only within the next
several years. But this sketch conveys the impression he created in
Samara, and the fact that he was already felt to be a formidable and
authoritative polemicist. One may uncharitably add that it was rela-
tively easy to combat Populism. As a political movement it was in ruins.
As a theory, expounded by the so-called legal Populists, it was holding
on to a denial of the ever-growing reality: that large-scale capitalism
and the development of the bourgeoisie and the industrial proletariat
were impossible in Russia. One must admit that Lenin’s initial successes
as a polemicist and social critic were scored in the absence of first-rate
opposition.

To be sure, there was one exception. In May 18g2 Samara had the
honor of being visited by Nicolai Konstantinovich Mikhailovsky. Who
was Mikhailovsky? To a Russian intellectual of the period this question
would have appeared sacrilegious. He was the intellectual and spiritual
head of Russian Populism. His writings are now read only by the most
devoted specialists, but in the eighties and nineties each of his articles,
sociological treatises, and critiques was greeted by the radical intelli-
gentsia as an intellectual event. Always excessive in their raptures and
antipathies, the educated class of that persuasion viewed Mikhailovsky
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not only as a talented publicist, which he was, but as a sort of Russian
combination of Darwin, Karl Marx, and Walter Lippmann, an infal-
lible oracle and the occupant of the throne once held by Herzen and
Chernyshevsky. He now condescended to visit a disciple of his in Sa-
mara, and the latter issued invitations to the local intelligentsia to view
and listen to the great man. Lenin was included and the prospect of an
encounter between the divinity of Populism and the brash young Marxist
titillated the local circles.

The great day finally came. We must reach across time to the long-
vanished atmosphere of the political evening when sharp ideological
differences did not preclude the effusive Russian hospitality and social
amenities, where the contestants interlarded their arguments and statis-
tics with personal bows to the “highly esteemed” and “dear” opponent.
Such terms of political debate as were soon to become standard with
the Bolsheviks—"scoundrel,” “Philistine,” “renegade”—were as yet un-
thinkable in reference to a radical or liberal opponent. Vulgar abuse and
name-calling were thought to be the prerogative of reactionaries and
police officials. Gentlemen, i.e., the intelligentsia, could disagree without
departing from good manners. It has already been observed that within
the Samara circles young Lenin chafed under those civilized rules of the
political game, and that his argument tended at times to turn into a
personal and venomous attack, Did not Chernyshevsky’s Rakhmetov
scorn the polite forms of address and discussion as a waste of time and
an upper-class residue unworthy of a dedicated revolutionary? But it was
still some time before Lenin was to make bad manners an important
appurtenance of the class struggle.

The subject of the discussion, as the reader has guessed, was the
future of the peasant commune, and whether or not capitalism was bound
to triumph in Russia before socialism was to take over. The old cham-
pion employed an experienced debater’s trick, that of minimizing the
differences and attempting to assimilate his opponent’s view to his own.
Mikhailovsky was himself a Socialist and in a way a Marxist, for did not
Karl Marx admit that the peasant commune might enable Russia to skip
the capitalist phase, and land in socialism directly after the overthrow
of autocracy? But this socialism had to be rural in character. There were
as yet not many industrial workers but seventy million peasants. Thus
Russia was not bound to foliow the Western pattern, and so on. The
orator with his feints, thrusts, erudite references to such unquestioned
authorities as Chernyshevsky, Herzen, and Marx could not but renew
the admiration of his fellow believers.

It was the turn of the challenger. One feels sympathy with Lenin’s
impatience in pointing out that Chernyshevsky, Marx, and others had
all had their say about the peasant commune some time before, that
capitalism was growing in Russia by leaps and bounds. The idealized
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commune existed in the Narodniks’ imagination and the actual peasant
commune was in the process of economic disintegration, for even in the
villages capitalism was making headway. His arguments—he was soon
to repeat them in writing—were incisive and buttressed by statistics.
Tea drinking and other speeches and arguments followed late into the
night. When the participants dispersed to sleep in the neighboring
dachas (the debate was held in the environs of the city), most of them
were still overwhelmed by the eloquence and philosophical depth of
Mikhailovsky. But the Marxist position had not been annihilated. The
“master of thought” of the intelligentsia soon departed, forgetting a silk
cap, which was seized and cut into small strips treasured by his disciples
in the memory of Samara’s great day. He also left behind a generous
acknowledgment of young Ulyanov’s intellect and debating powers.

With the Samara period of Lenin’s life is connected an episode even
more significant than his uncompromising defense of Marxism within
the midst of the Populist intelligentsia. In the fall and winter of 189192
a great famine hit many regions of Russia. Among the causes were the
drought of the preceding summer, the prodigious growth in the popu-
lation, and the inefficient organization of both Russian agriculture and
the transportation system. The government compounded the calamity by
its policy of exporting grain and by the lack of precaution against a
national disaster. Samara was in the center of the most critically stricken
area. The actual appearance of the famine shocked the authorities out
of their slumber. In addition, for this occasion the most divergent ele-
ments in society joined the government in attempting to save the peas-
ants from actual starvation and from the epidemics that followed in the
wake of the famine. Leo Tolstoy abandoned for a time his preaching of
Christian anarchism to organize the committees of help. The Populists
joined with the government officials to set up public works, feeding
points, and medical services. In Samara most of the members of the
radical circles, whether former political prisoners and exiles or not, joined
with the officials in the humanitarian work. One of the few exceptions was
Vladimir Ulyanov.

Among the political exiles confined to Samara was Maria Yasneva,®
who subsequently married one Golubev. We have already met Yasneva
as the hideous woman who would, as a gesture of class protest, spill tea
and jam on Maria Alexandrovna Ulyanov’s white tablecloth. It will come
as no surprise to learn that she was a Russian Jacobin, a pupil of Zaich-
nevsky of Young Russia fame. Later on Yasneva-Golubeva became a
Bolshevik. She survived Lenin, and as an old witch (one feels some-
how confident in this characterization) she would often recall with
pride in the Soviet press how of all the young radicals in Samara only
she and Vladimir Ulyanov did not believe in working with the govern-

® Her maiden name is also given sometimes as Yaseneva.
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ment officials in alleviating the effects of the famine. That Lenin opposed
such help on principle is confirmed both by Bolshevik and anti-Bolshevik
sources. Why?

One of the most trustworthy of the writers of memoirs about Lenin,
Nicolai Valentinov (we shall meet him later) gives as his opinion that
Yasneva had a definite influence on the formation of young Lenin’s
viewpoint. She was older by nine years, and was at the time a definite
proponent of a life-and-death struggle with the existing social and po-
litical system. In her own memoir written in 1924 Golubeva herself im-
plies her influence: “Recalling my talks with Vladimir Ilyich, I conclude
now, even more than before, that he had already conceived of the dicta-
torship of the proletariat . . . [he] often dwelt on the problem of
the seizure of power (one of the points of our Jacobin program). .. .”
And about the efforts of the government and the “society” to help the
starving: “Among all the politically advanced in Samara, only Vladimir
Ilyich and I did not participate in these efforts . . . it was not an unwill-
ingness to help the starving that motivated this youth . . . so sensitive to
others’ suffering. [But] obviously he thought that the revolutionary should
take another path.”?

But there is no reason to attribute this fateful influence to an otherwise
insignificant woman. Lenin probably sought her company and ignored
her boorishness because he was intrigued by the extreme radical-
ism of Young Russia, with which she constituted a living link. But
even at twenty-one, he was a “formed” person politically and unlikely to
be swayed by an acquaintance. His refusal to collaborate with the au-
thorities to help the starving cannot even be attributed to his following
the slogan of extreme Russian radicalism: “The worse it is, the better”
(for the revolutionary cause). Nobody thought that the famished peas-
ants were capable of a revolt. In Lenin’s behavior we find for the first
time a concrete demonstration of the two characteristics that he was to
display throughout his life. First, his general contrariness, which was to
make him repeatedly attack and split any movement and cause not ini-
tiated or directed by himself. Second, we see here a manifestation of
his paradoxical hatred of the intelligentsia and its whole world of ideas,
of philanthropy, of the unctuous concern for the poor and underpriv-
ileged. This was the class and the mentality from which he himself had
derived and he never attempted to masquerade as coming from the
proletariat. Many of the local officials who were trying to do something
for the poor and starving were no more simple minions of autocracy than
Ilya Ulyanov had been, and Lenin always revered the memory of his
father. But here, as on many occasions to come, the contemplation of
the liberal intelligentsia and of the liberal officials was to arouse in

”M. Golubeva in The Young Guard, Moscow 1924, No. 2-3, p. 30.
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Lenin a paroxysm of opposition and rage, which was often to clash with
and to frustrate his political designs.

Young Ulyanov’s position could not have made him very popular.
Yet such was the tolerance shown by even the most moderate of the
intelligentsia toward the radicals that he was not in the slightest boy-
cotted or shunned but continued to be received in the cultivated circles
of Samara. He was by this time (1891-92) a licensed lawyer. Upon the
completion of his examination he entered practice in the office of a
well-known Samara lawyer, Andrei Khardin. The latter knew, of course,
of his assistant’s advanced views and that his interests now lay elsewhere
than at the bar. In a year and a half of his practice Lenin argued only
thirteen rather minor cases and does not appear to have exerted himself
in any of them. Khardin himself, though a member of the two species
hated by Lenin, lawyer and liberal, retained the latter’s warm personal
regard.

The indulgent counselor and his young assistant shared one great
passion. Insofar as Lenin had any obsession apart from politics it was
chess. Granted the fact that chess has always been more popular in
Russia than in any other country, and that this is one field where the
greatest Russophobe will not deny the Russians’ claim to pre-eminence,
Lenin must be described as a fair country player. Of Khardin, however,
great Chigorin himself, contestant for world championship, granted that
he was good. The connection through chess antedated (and was prob-
ably instrumental in leading to) the two men’s professional association.
They played by mail when Lenin was still in Kazan, and now in Samara
their matches were frequent. Khardin, of course, had to give his oppo-
nent a handicap, first a rook and then as Lenin improved, a pawn. The
Soviet sources, in their at once schoolmasterish and senseless way, at-
tempt to minimize Lenin’s addiction to chess, as if it were a form of
intellectual debauchery unworthy of the leader of the revolution. It is
clear, however, that he was a most serious and passionate player. He
would not let an opponent take back a move. He would sit for hours
over chess problems, and would attempt to involve the most uninterested
of his friends in the noble game. At times he felt that chess was taking
too much out of him, and after the Revolution he stopped playing. To
his oid friends he gave the excuse of lack of time for such diversions.
It is unlikely that this was the whole reason, for even then the Chair-
man of the Council of the People’s Commissars would find time for trips
and hunting in the country. But those were precisely diversions while
chess had been an addiction and a strain on his nerves.

It is still necessary to recall that Lenin was in his early twenties.
Politics, chess, and law could not fill his entire life in Samara. The Soviet
sources that insist on Vladimir Ilyich’s ever-present “joy of living” do not
go into details that would be entirely convincing in the case of a twenty-
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or twenty-two-year-old youth. It is granted that he did some beer drink-
ing in restaurants looking out on the river, but those occasions were
combined with political discussions. There is a story of a lengthy boat
trip on the Volga with picnics and vodka drinking on the shore, but even
this has social significance, for in the course of a several days’ trip
young Vladimir meets some peasants, weans them away from the plati-
tudes of Populism, and confirms his thesis of the growth of capitalism
in the countryside. To be sure, Lenin was a very serious young man even
for a young generation where earnestness and seriousness were the ex-
pected standard, but this picture cannot be complete. Nothing, how-
ever, remains or is ever in the future likely to be revealed of the lighter
and more intimate side of his youth. In St. Petersburg his circle bestowed
upon Lenin the nickname starik (old man), a tribute not only to the
extent of his Marxist indoctrination but also to the seriousness of his
appearance and behavior.

Within its limitations, life in Samara could not have been unpleasant.
The not too exacting legal practice, the trips on the river in the spring,
and stimulating ideological discussions, all those must have possessed
certain if very provincial charm. Summers were spent in Alakayevka
where all thought of commercial exploitation had been given up. Here
in the garden Vladimir constructed a sort of “office,” a table and a bench,
and every morning he would plunge into reading and writing. The heavy
intellectual labor would end at noon. In his systematic way he allocated
the afternoon to physical exercises, and to lighter fiction reading. In the
evening there was singing, chess playing with brother Dimitri, and other
forms of relaxation. The stress on physical exercise, especially callis-
thenics, again brings to one’s mind Chernyshevsky’s Rakhmetov, who be-
lieved that the revolutionary should “keep in shape.” Lenin would have
been scandalized to learn that in his regimen he was following the in-
junction of an eighteenth century aristocrat. Lord Chesterfield had ad-
vised that “morning is for work, afternoon for games, and evening for
sociability.” But the kind of “sociability” that his lordship had in mind
was different from this chaste singing to the accompaniment of Anna
or Maria Ulyanova.

Quite apart from politics, the nineteenth century intelligent had an
unquenchable passion to get to one of the two capitals. “When are we
going to get to Moscow?” one of Chekhov’s Three Sisters keeps asking
throughout the play. If one were to write a play about Vladimir Ilyich’s
life in Samara it could be called very appropriately Three Marxists and
the same plaintive cry often must have echoed through his mind. In St.
Petersburg and Moscow there were already real Marxist circles active
among the workers; there were libraries where one could find the latest
Socialist literature. Here in Samara within the radical circles the Popu-
list dogmas still held sway and even most of those few who were groping
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their way toward Marxism were awed and discouraged by the formi-
dable theoretical and statistical apparatus of Volume I of Capital. Books
could be borrowed if one had a friend who was a member of the Merchants’
Club, which possessed the only semidecent library in town. Any more
active revolutionary career was practically impossible. Quite apart from
the fact that it could not have remained undetected in a place of Samara’s
size, witness Fedoseyev’s fate in Kazan, there was nobody among whom
to agitate. There were no industrial workers in the strict sense of the
word. As for indoctrinating the peasants in the involved principles of
scientific socialism, this was a task that Vladimir Ilyich wisely did not
even attempt. Against the tales of his spreading the gospel on his river
trips there is the evidence of Anna that Vladimir was eager to hear the
peasants talk of their life and grievances but did not express his opinions
to them.

Why did Lenin under those circumstances prolong his stay? The
family sources attribute his decision, credibly enough, to his concern for
his mother. Coincident with his passing the law exams, a new blow be-
fell the Ulyanovs. Sister Olga, closest in age to Vladimir, and a student
in St. Petersburg, fell ill and died of typhoid. For ancther year and a
half he had to endure Samara. But finally a feeling of provincial claus-
trophobia overcame him. Whether it was the proximity of his family,
which through its very affection and understanding inhibited his wider
activity, or the town itself, or both, he had to get out. To Anna he con-
fessed that the provincial atmosphere was choking him. The liberation
came in late summer of 1893. The Ulyanovs wound up their Samara
affairs. The rest of the family moved to Moscow but Vladimir Ilyich
set forth for St. Petersburg.

2. St. Petersburg

The road to St. Petersburg led through Nizhni-Novgorod, whose Soviet
name, Gorky, commemorates the Socialist writer who became Lenin’s
friend, tried to moderate his intemperate hatred of the intelligentsia, and
was to meet his end under mysterious and sordid circumstances in Stalin’s
Russia. Nizhni boasted a prominent Marxist who wrote learnedly of the
peasant question and a few study circles where Marx and Plekhanov
were discussed. Lenin was interested mostly in addresses and intro-
ductions to similar circles in St. Petersburg. The handful of Marxists in
Russia in 1893 reminds one of an American fraternity. You needed recom-
mendations to get into a group; various local circles were in touch or
aware of similar circles elsewhere. There was a natural air of conspiracy
about them, though as we have seen the purely intellectual dabbling in
socialism was looked upon indulgently by the police. Here there were no
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bomb throwers and instigators of riots but harmless pedants and theore-
ticians discussing incomprehensible theories. But soon the Tsarist police
had an occasion to change its mind.

In St. Petersburg Lenin joined the office of a well-known lawyer,
Volkenstein. Like Khardin he was a liberal, and also was to show himself
a most indulgent and generous boss to the young revolutionary. By now
there was not even a pretense that Lenin was interested in law. The few
cases in which he appeared were mostly of a criminal nature and he
served usually as a public defender, i.e., without remuneration. He would
put on the tails inherited from his father and make a perfunctory ap-
pearance in court. The reasons for his hatred of lawyers can certainly
not be found in any abuse or indignity at the hands of a member of the
profession. Quite the contrary. If there was one civic body in Tsarist
Russia that stood out by its liberalism and independence toward the
regime it was the bar. Thus when Ulyanov transferred his “practice” the
St. Petersburg legal association was discreetly informed by the author-
ities that the newcomer was not quite dependable from the political
point of view. (Presumably the police were not happy that he should
be active in the capital and near a university.) Their sense of profes-
sional freedom and dignity outraged, the lawyers’ association decided
to ignore the notice, and indeed it probably served Lenin as a recom-
mendation.®

After the parochialism of Kazan or Samara, St. Petersburg loomed as
a wide, exciting, cosmopolitan world. It was a city of elegance and cul-
ture, the seat of the government, and the center of Russian intellectual
life. Moscow then represented Russia’s past, the link to the feudal and
patriarchal traditions of the Middle Ages. St. Petersburg in contrast,
erected by Peter the Great as the window to the West, stood for the
modern bureaucratized and entrepreneurial Russia—the combined New
York and Washington of the country. But what attracted Vladimir
Ulyanov more than all the historical and cultural associations of the
place was the fact that the city was an industrial metropolis—there were
more than a hundred thousand industrial workers in the grim suburbs
of St. Petersburg—and the most active center of intellectual Marxism in
the Empire. Of his private life in the capital, where he was to spend
just about two years as a free man, we know relatively little. But even
then his private life had begun to merge almost completely with his
political one. Even his courtship of the woman who was to become his
wife took place within the context of a Socialist circle, the courtship
interlaced, let us hope, among the discussions of other things, by an
exchange of views about Marxism, the condition of St. Petersburg work-
ers, and the like.

This wholesale absorption in politics was facilitated for Lenin by

® The Red Chronicle, Moscow, 1924, n. 9, p. 13.
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the fact that he did not have to earn his livelihood. He soon discovered
that the little he made out of his legal work was barely sufficient to
cover the cost of the necessary books and documents. But then as always
he was a man of very temperate and inexpensive habits, and Maria
Alexandrovna out of her modest pension was capable of providing
enough for her son’s needs so as to free him for his revolutionary voca-
tion. Almost immediately upon his arrival in the capital in September
1893 Lenin visited a person indicated by a Nizhni-Novgorod contact.
His host, a nineteen-year-old student at St. Petersburg Technolog-
ical Institute and a leader of a Marxist circle, saw before him a short
but robust man, already bald with a fringe of reddish hair, and a small
beard. The first impression produced by Lenin, Michael Silvin was to
write thirty years later, was not entirely favorable. The newcomer wanted
to be put in touch with fellow Socialists, in the first instance with his,
Silvin’s circle. This was a request usually not granted immediately and
not without a period of probation. A contemporary revolutionary re-
counts how for a period of time, despite his impeccable credentials, he
had been refused entrance into a similar circle, He had graduated from
the high school with a gold medal, thus earning the reputation of a
“careerist,” and he used to run after girls, a symptom of frivolity un-
becoming a devoted revolutionary. Then there was a matter of simple
caution and, one might add, of certain youthful exclusiveness befitting
a fraternity. After all, a lot of young students were craving entrance into
the enticing and forbidden circles. But Lenin’s references were very
good and he was a brother of a revolutionary martyr. And so he found
himself a member of a Socialist club of ten or twelve young men, most
of them students at the Technological Institute.

Within two years the previously little-known “Marxist from Samara”
became one of the leaders, if not the leader of the small but already
significant Socialist movement in St. Petersburg, The period September
1893 to December 1895 was in fact the foundation of the whole subse-
quent political career of Lenin. The latter date marked his imprison-
ment, then the exile in Siberia and abroad. When he was to return to
Russia briefly after the Revolution of 1905 it was as the leader of Bolshe-
vism.

Two years mark the beginning of those personal connections that
were to grow into lifelong friendships and antagonisms that are part of
the history of Russia and of socialism. Among the young intellectuals and
students playing at revolution in their little circles there were future
commissars of the Soviet Union and veterans of Bolshevism, but there
were also persons who were soon to cross swords with Lenin, and to
become leaders of “deviations” and heresies that mark luxuriantly the
history of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Gleb Krzhizhanov-
sky belongs to the first category. An engineer by profession, he became
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probably the closest friend of Lenin during his St. Petersburg days and
in Siberia. Though he left the Bolsheviks after 1906, he returned to
Lenin and the Party after the Revolution, bringing into its ranks his
then very rare and desperately needed professional qualifications. His
was to be an unusual Bolshevik success story. Head of the electrification
plan and then of the Planning Commission, Krzhizhanovsky was to sur-
vive the wholesale slaughter of the Old Bolsheviks by Stalin and to die
in extreme old age in 1959, the last veteran of those exciting days when
Vladimir Ilyich was laying the foundations of the Party that now rules
one third of mankind. Leonid Krasin, who had been a member of the
same circle though not in St. Petersburg when Lenin joined it, had a
somewhat similar career. He also parted from Lenin for a time to be-
come an industrial marager but rejoined him after November 1917. A
highly capable Commissar of Trade and then an urbane ambassador to
London, Krasin as early as the 1920s tried to convince the Bolsheviks that
entrepreneurial ability was more important to socialism than the gift of
making stirring speeches, but that point of view, now a commonplace in
the Soviet Union, was then hooted down and cost him his influence in
the Party.

And there were those who from close comrades working in tha com-
mon cause were to become “philistines,” “renegades,” and “scoundrels,”
some of the descriptions that Lenin was wont to bestow upon those who
were to part from socialism or were to oppose his concept of it. The first
one to earn those epithets was Peter Struve. In the 18gos he was the
shining intellect of Russian Marxism and next to Plekhanov the author
of its most influential theoretical tracts. Throughout the period he
rendered Lenin many services, arranging for the publication of his works,
finding for him literary work while he was in Siberia, and the like. But
soon Struve was to become an exponent of the heresy of “economism,”
then even more heinous, a liberal, and the two men were to become the
bitterest of enemies. Almost forty years after their first meeting Struve
was to record the impressions of the man who had been successively his
protégé, friend, and enemy, and the passage of time served onmly to
harden the initial rancor and rivalry into hatred and loathing.

There were those who remained Socialists but became anti-Bolshe-
viks. The mast prominent among them was a mild intellectual-looking
Jew, Julius Martov. His collaboration and then conflict with Lenin con-
stitutes a major part of the story of Russian socialism prior to 1917. Such
was the attraction of his personality that Lenin retained toward him
traces of affection even after their political breach. Personal friendship
for Lenin could not exist apart from politics.® But even during his last

® As another close associate of those early days recalled, “I began to be separated
from the movement and thus completely ceased to exist for Vladimir Ilyich.” Michael
Silvin in The Proletarian Revolution, Moscow, July, 1924, p. 81.
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illness he was anxiously enquiring about Martov whom the triumph of
socialism once more made an exile from his native land and who was dying.

What made people of such divergent personalities, if not backgrounds,
into revolutionaries, and enter upon a career which few of them could
doubt would bring them imprisonment and exile? Adhering to socialism,
they could not, like the preceding generation of revolutionaries, be at-
tracted by the heroics of terrcrism. Their doctrine taught them that the
road to revolution was long and laborious, that it lay through patient
indoctrination and organization and not through a sudden gust of a
popular insurrection.

Julius Martov’s autobiographical account casts some light on the
variety of motivations that propelled the young men of the 18gos into
their troublesome path. He came from a well-to-do and russified Jewish
family. Though his origin must have played an undeniable part in his
revolutionary resolve, anti-Jewish10 discrimination was a definite and
law-ensconced part of everyday life; his memoir is a record of typical
impulses of a rebellious young Russian intellectual of the period.

Of course the first stirrings of social protest came while still on the
gymnasium bench; in his first year in the university young Martov was
already eager to plunge into the exciting life of an illegal circle. One
feels in reading Martov’s frank memoirs that dull and stuffy middle-
class Russian life made politics one of the few avenues of excitement
open to an impatient young man and that the Imperial government in
its turn obliged by treating a discussion circle devoted to political philos-
ophy and to reading books (some of them forbidden) as a form of state
crime. The serious young men repulsed a would-be participant who
wanted to vary the circle’s activity with musical performances and
social events involving girls. They would have no such careerist and
philistine elements in the midst of a group devoted to the welfare of the
people. When the almost inevitable happened and the police arrived to
search Martov’s house for incriminating evidence and to carry him off,
he experienced, he tells us, a sense of accomplishment. His titillation was
tempered by a certain feeling of surprise. The reading of such indict-
ments of the Russian police state as George Kennan’s book on Siberia and
the exile system'* had led him to believe that he would be snatched away
by the gendarmes in the middle of the night and conveyed to some
secret location. Instead, the arrest was performed by two rather polite
policemen who signed a protocol, and conveyed him not to farthest
Siberia but to the St. Petersburg house of detention where he could be
visited by his family. But this eagerly looked for and unexpectedly mild

* It is more correct to label it thus than “anti-Semitism” since the legal disabil-
ities were based on religion rather than origin.

* Written by the great-uncle of the American diplomat, and then extremely
popular among the Russian radicals.
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martyrdom was to have tragic consequences. One of the fellow mem-
bers of the circle, also arrested, when importuned by his mother made
a full confession to the police. Once he and Martov were released, he
told Martov of his weakness and was told to leave St. Petersburg and
to shun politics. He came back some time later and sought readmission
to the circle of his friends. But he was shunned and rejected by them
and the unforiunate youth committed suicide. Martov had been his
closest friend, and writing about the tragedy many years later he feels
constrained to add that another personal drama probably also led to the
frightful decision.?

Initiation into revolution most often took place within the context of
the drama of adolescence, and in a sense the Russian revolutionary move-
ment retained some of the emotional air of adolescence: strong personal
attachments that would suddenly give way to feelings of betrayal and
slight; youthful idealism and ruthlessness that would not allow an ac-
knowledgment of human weaknesses or compromise. But in other re-
spects prison and hardships aged the revolutionaries very fast. When
after some months of investigation Martov was released on parole to
await his sentence he devoted himself to a serious study of his craft,
abandoned an indiscriminate search for revolutionary adventures, and
became a Marxist. The road back to the university and to a mundane
career was not necessarily closed. His family, the Tsederbaums (Martov
was a Party name he chose) had official connections, and the minister
of education himself expressed a desire to see the young man, undoubt-
edly to give him an indulgent fatherly lecture. But Martov would have
nothing to do with the hateful Tsarist bureaucrat. So back he went to jail
and then, banished for two years from the capital, he chose the Polish-
Lithuanian city of Vilno as his residence. In Vilno he again of course
plunged into illegal Socialist work, but he was now at twenty an experi-
enced conspirator who knew how to avoid police notice. As we shall
see, his experiences in Vilno where, unlike St. Petersburg of 1893, Social-
ist propaganda was making considerable inroads not only among the
intelligentsia but among the workers, were to have momentous con-
sequences for the history of Marxism in Russia.

Such were some of the persons among whom Lenin moved and with
whom he worked in St. Petersburg. Their impressions of him were usu-
ally recorded many years later, and through the prism of his subsequent
greatness and their own disappointments or insignificance. Still we are
afforded a glimpse of Lenin during the first period of his political
activity.

That the first impressions were mixed was due not only to Vladimir
Ilyich’s unprepossessing appearance. Lenin’s conversation when dealing

* Julius Martov, Notes of a Social Democrat, Berlin-St. Petersburg-Moscow, 1922,
p- 128
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with intellectuals had already at that time the hint of irony and brusque-
ness that were to become a characteristic part of his behavior. He dis-
played neither the proverbial Russian conviviality, “the wide open na-
ture,” nor the fulsome and unctuous politeness of the intelligentsia’s
discourse. We are again reminded of Chernyshevsky’s hero who did not
waste his time in polite amenities but was always brusque and to the
point.

But Lenin had compensating virtues that became evident upon a
closer acquaintance: practicality and the ability and willingness to work
hard. His comrades, even if they were not drawn toward him, were
soon made to appreciate his talents as a thinker and conspirator. Struve
claims to have detected early in young Ulyanov “abstract social hatred,”
“cold political cruelty,” “real asceticism,” and “indomitable love of
power.” But at the time he recorded his impressions Struve was also
certain, on unknown grounds, that Lenin died of the effects of syphilis!
Equally colored by the subsequent events is the recollection of another
future enemy, Alexander Potresov, who saw in young Ulyanov the
ability to exert “hynotic power” over people. But such accounts may be
more valuable in appraising their authors than the serious young man
who had arrived from the provinces and was eager for an entrée into
the revolutionary world. Martov is more reliable in differentiating young
Ulyanov from future Lenin when he notes that at the time he was still
more eager to learn rather than to instruct and that he was not yet
endowed with the morbid intolerance and suspicion toward people (let
us add, mostly intellectuals) that were to characterize him later on,

Within a short time Lenin achieved the position (again quoting
Martov) of the “first among equals” within the Socialist circles of St.
Petersburg. It is unnecessary to credit this achievement to an alleged
hypnotic power (not even during the Revolution did Lenin display the
characteristics of what has become known as charismatic leadership).
Nor was it a tribute simply to his intellectual eminence, for in Struve
the Socialist groups had his equal in Marxian erudition and theoretical
ability. But amidst the young intellectuals with their sensitivities and
hesitations, Lenin already stood out and perhaps his very unceremonious-
ness and brusqueness were contributing factors, marking him as a man of
action and determination.

Lenin’s circle was to pass into history as the “circle of the old Social
Democrats,” or simply the “old ones” (the average age could not have
been more than twenty-two, but the name separated them from a sub-
sequently formed circle of the “young ones”). It was one of the inter-
locking groups of Socialist-minded young men engaged in political and
economic discussion and in as yet very limited propaganda among the
workers. They met to discuss the works of Marx, Engels, and Lasalle and
to read their own papers dealing with various aspects of the social prob-
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lems in Russia. Much of the literature discussed was illegal, but in 1894
Potresov and Struve made the brilliant discovery that a Marxist tract
if given an esoteric title had a fair chance of being passed by the censor.
Thus Potresov, who was a man of means, succeeded in publishing at
his own expense Plekhanov’s The Problem of the Development of the
Monistic View of History and a book by Struve with an equally in-
volved title. The latter was the subject of a critique by Lenin, which
later became his essay on Marxism in bourgeois literature. Though not
entirely unfavorable, it criticized Struve for his departure from orthodox
Marxism.

This type of literary-political activity was but a continuation, to be
sure, on a much larger scale and before a bigger audience, of the work
begun in Samara where he had already started his first treatise, long,
pedantic, and filled with statistics, on the Populist notions of Russia’s
economic development and the fallacies thereof. But he had craved
St. Petersburg not only to write and criticize and discuss. And participa-
tion in the St. Petersburg circle finally brought him the consummation
of his long-held desire: contact with and activity among the real indus-
trial workers.

The intellectual labors going on in the Socialist circles were designed,
of course, as but the preparatory stage for the work among the pro-
letariat. Marxism, after all, was designed as a philosophy of revolution
for the working class, and the most erudite theories of Russia’s economic
future or of the dialectical view of history were not advancing the move-
ment one bit as long as those truths were known and discussed only by
the intellectuals. The circles thus reached out to the more advanced and
intellectually curious workers. There had been for some time small
workers” groups interested in self-improvement and in discussion of their
professional grievances, and it is with some of those that the “old ones”
established contact.’® This contact was facilitated by the fact that many
of the young Marxists were engineers or engincering students who would
encounter the workers in the course of their training. Thus gradually
each of the “old ones” acquired “his” workers to whom he would expound
either singly or in a group the verities of Marxism and the evils of
Russia’s autocracy.

How modest were the beginnings of this propaganda and indoctrina-
tion that in not too many years were to shake the foundations of a
mighty empire can be gleaned from some of the recollections. A worker
and future Bolshevik, Ivan Yakovlev, was to remember Lenin under his
conspiratorial name of Fedor Petrovich. Every Sunday in the fall of 1894
Yakovlev would set forth from the environs of the city, where the fac-

» The intricate interplay of the workers’ and intelligentsia’s circles is most ably
discussed in Richard Pipes’ Social Democracy and the St. Petersburg Labor Movement
1885-1897, Cambridge, Mass., 1963.
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tories and workers’ settlements were, for a long ride to its center and
the apartment of his then mysterious instructor. There from ten to twelve
o’clock Lenin would read from Capital, which somewhat irritated his
listener (“I could read myself”), but his irritation would disappear when
Lenin began to explain the book and to relate it to the reality of Rus-
sian life.! In return he was most eager to learn from his visitor the con-
dition of the workers’ existence. One Sunday his pupil failed to show
up, and at a subsequent meeting he explained to his annoyed teacher
that he had had an altercation with a policeman and had to spend three
days in jail. Disarmed, Lenin announced that he was a lawyer, and had
he known he would have defended his “student.” The sentence, he
added good-naturedly, would have been the same, but they would have
had the pleasure of verbally abusing “those scoundrels.”

The workers’ groups and individual lessons were not the only ave-
nues of reaching the proletariat with Socialist propaganda. Though the
average Russian capitalist was not endowed with an excessive social con-
sciousness there were honorable exceptions. Some manufacturers set up
Sunday schools and libraries for the werkers. Those were often run by
girls from the intelligentsia with progressive views. It was inevitable that
the young Marxists and the young girls working among “the people” would
get together, and the schools set up through the capitalists’ philanthropy
became regular channels for smuggling in propaganda for the destruc-
tion of capitalism. There were other consequences. Political association
led frequently to romantic attachments and it is under these circum-
stances that Lenin met his future wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya. She was a
very serious young lady one year older than her future hushand, who was
attracted to Lenin even before meeting him, sc she tells us in her
Memoirs, by the renown of his erudition in Marxian economics. Begin-
ning with a discussion of the problem of consumers’ markets in Russia,
their courtship blossomed into what in the radical circles was known as
“companionship,” and was to remain a lifelong attachment, a source of
comfort and strength tc Lenin. v

For all the propaganda and romantic successes of the circle work,
it remained true that the young Socialists’ main aim, that of converting
the working class to Marxism, appeared as hopeless as their predecessors’
attempt to stir up the Russian peasants to revolution. The conditions of
the average worker’s life did not give him the time or the inclination to
pursue political activity, not to mention the elaborate course of study
needed to comprehend the doctrine. Even those exceptional workers
who took lessons in Marxism or organized their own circles were sep-
arated by a wide gulf from their young intellectual friends. The latter
would, for instance, disperse during summer vacations, some to their
parents’ estates, others to seek employment to enable them to finance

" The Historical Archive, Moscow, 19s5g, n. 6.
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their studies. The workers were then left to themselves, observing sar-
castically that the “Revolution was taking a vacation.” Quite apart from
the difficulty of engaging in political work for a man who was working
twelve or more hours per day, the mass of workers were but one step
removed from the villages, and no more intellectual or revolutionary
than the peasants were. This fact was often impressed upon the young
idealists. One of them recalls once passing a church in the workers’
quarters. As behooved a man of advanced views, he did not remove his
hat, a gesture that came instinctively to a Russian of his generation,
whatever his class or views. The workers who observed his ostentaticus
impiety set upon him with shouts, forced him to take off his hat, and
the young free thinker was lucky to get away with only a few bruises.
Had they realized he was an intelligent, observes the victim, unaware
that all the intolerance and rudeness was not on the mob’s side, he
would have fared worse. Such people were not likely to be weaned from
their faith in 