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’ Foreword

Certain past events stand out as pivotal, as having effects and
outcomes that change the course of history. These events are
often referred to as turning points. Historian Louis L. Snyder
provides this useful definition:

A turning point in history is an event, happening, or stage
which thrusts the course of historical development into a dif-
ferent direction. By definition a turning point is a great event,
but it is even more—a great event with the explosive impact
of altering the trend of man’ life on the planet.

History’s turning points have taken many forms. Some
were single, brief, and shattering events with immediate and
obvious impact. The invasion of Britain by William the
Conqueror in 1066, for example, swiftly transformed that
land’s political and social institutions and paved the way for
the rise of the modern English nation. By contrast, other
single events were deemed of minor significance when they
occurred, only later recognized as turning points. The assas-
sination of a little-known European nobleman, Archduke
Franz Ferdinand, on June 28, 1914, in the Bosnian town of
Sarajevo was such an event; only after it touched off a chain
reaction of political-military crises that escalated into the
global conflict known as World War I did the murder’s true
significance become evident.

Other crucial turning points occurred not in terms of a
tew hours, days, months, or even years, but instead as evolu-
tionary developments spanning decades or even centuries.
One of the most pivotal turning points in human history, for
instance—the development of agriculture, which replaced
nomadic hunter-gatherer societies with more permanent
settlements—occurred over the course of many generations.
Still other great turning points were neither events nor de-
velopments, but rather revolutionary new inventions and in-
novations that significantly altered social customs and ideas,
military tactics, home life, the spread of knowledge, and the

7
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human condition in general. The developments of writing,
gunpowder, the printing press, antibiotics, the electric light,
atomic energy, television, and the computer, the last two
of which have recently ushered in the world-altering infor-
mation age, represent only some of these innovative turning
points.

Each anthology in the Greenhaven Turning Points in
World History series presents a group of essays chosen for
their accessibility. The anthology’s structure also enhances
this accessibility. First, an introductory essay provides a gen-
eral overview of the principal events and figures involved,
placing the topic in its historical context. The essays that fol-
low explore various aspects in more detail, some targeting
political trends and consequences, others social, literary, cul-
tural, and/or technological ramifications, and still others
pivotal leaders and other influential figures. To aid the
reader in choosing the material of immediate interest or
need, each essay is introduced by a concise summary of the
contributing writer’s main themes and insights.

In addition, each volume contains extensive research tools,
including a collection of excerpts from primary source doc-
uments pertaining to the historical events and figures under
discussion. In the anthology on the French Revolution,
for example, readers can examine the works of Rousseau,
Voltaire, and other writers and thinkers whose championing
of human rights helped fuel the French people’s growing de-
sire for liberty; the French Declaration of the Rights of Man
and Citizen, presented to King Louis XVI by the French
National Assembly on October 2, 1789; and eyewitness ac-
counts of the attack on the royal palace and the horrors of
the Reign of Terror. To guide students interested in pur-
suing further research on the subject, each volume features
an extensive bibliography, which for easy access has been
divided into separate sections by topic. Finally, a compre-
hensive index allows readers to scan and locate content effi-
ciently. Each of the anthologies in the Greenhaven Turning
Points in World History series provides students with a
complete, detailed, and enlightening examination of a cru-
cial historical watershed.




I Introduction

Since the reign of the sixteenth-century monarch Ivan the
Terrible, the Russian Empire ruled by the principle of divine
right. The czars (emperors) of this vast state governed as
they wished. The state punished dissent by torture, impris-
onment, exile, and execution, and gave no voice to the Rus-
sian people in creating the laws and institutions that gov-
erned them. The roots of Russian absolutism lay in the
country’s long history of isolation and invasion: The adop-
tion of the Eastern rites of Christianity in the tenth century
divided Russian culture from that of Western Europe for
nearly one thousand years, and the Mongol invasion of the
thirteenth century had given the country over to the rule of
harsh Tatar lords, who ruled by using Russian princes as
their principal tools of collecting tribute and denouncing
their enemies. The princes of Moscow eventually helped
drive out the Tatars and then claimed the right to rule the
entire Russian nation as “czar” (Caesar). In their govern-
ments, they largely followed the harsh methods of their for-
mer Tatar overlords.

Resistance to Russia’s autocracy came sporadically. A
“Decembrist Revolt” of army officers occurred in 1825 but
accomplished very little. In 1861, Russia’s serfs were freed,
an event that led to the founding of revolutionary parties in-
spired by the writings of Western Europeans such as Karl
Marx. The underground Russian socialist movement of the
late nineteenth century established the Social Revolutionary
Party, dedicated to the seizure of estates and the redistribu-
tion of the land to the peasants. The socialist parties gained
followers from among young students and the small class of
Russian intellectuals, but when Czar Alexander IT was assas-
sinated in 1881, the harsh reaction drove these scattered rev-
olutionary groups underground.

One of these socialists, Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, known as
Lenin, was banished to Siberia for his subversive activities.
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Lenin’s term of exile did not soften his determination to see
the czar and the imperial government destroyed. After win-
ning his freedom, Lenin moved to St. Petersburg, the Rus-
sian capital, where he worked part-time as a lawyer and full-
time as a revolutionary. In 1900, Lenin moved out of the
country to exile in Western Europe, where he dedicated his
time to overthrowing the new czar, Nicholas II, and estab-
lishing a Communist state, a utopian nation of the future
that would be dedicated to economic justice by and for the
workers. Lenin believed he had found his blueprint for rev-
olution in the works of Marx and Friedrich Engels and their
book The Communist Manifesto.

Lenin wrote and worked tirelessly for the Russian Social
Democratic Party, developing his own version of Marxist
theory and adapting it as he saw fit to conditions within Rus-
sia. Lenin believed in the revolutionary elite, a vanguard of
dedicated professionals who would lead the revolution and
instruct the masses of workers and peasants in the goal of so-
cialism. The elite would need to select precisely the right
moment to overthrow the czar and, with the help of the
masses, establish the subsequent socialist government, which
was one step on the road to the ultimate goal of commu-
nism—the utopia of perfect equality and justice that would
make organized government itself a thing of the past. At a
meeting of the Social Democratic Party in 1903, Lenin es-
tablished this revolutionary elite by splitting from a more
moderate wing of the party and forming his own “Bolshevik”
(majority) faction, which called for absolute obedience to
Lenin’s own ideas and a future one-party government.

Humiliation and Revolt

Russia’s ambitions as a world power were buttressed by its
reputation for military prowess, which it had won by the de-
feat of Napoléon and the French army in 1812. In the nine-
teenth century, the Russian Empire was the largest state in
history, stretching south to the Black Sea and east to the
deserts of Mongolia and the Pacific Ocean. But in the Far
East, Russian ambition and military might encountered the
empire of Japan, whose rulers sought control of the Pacific
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coastal islands and Manchuria, a vast region of mountain and
desert lying between Russian Siberia and the empire of China.

The rivalry sparked war in 1904, a conflict that went
badly for Russia. The czar’s armies were soundly defeated in
Manchuria, and the Russian fleet was annihilated by the
Japanese at the Battle of Tsushima. Defeat in the Russo-
Japanese War represented a complete humiliation for the
czar and his officers, revealing that the Russian military had
been completely unprepared for war against an enemy con-
sidered inferior in every way. The incompetence and cor-
ruption of the czar’s government angered Russians, who had
made hard sacrifices to support the war effort.

In 1905, in the aftermath of this defeat, a spontaneous
revolution broke out in Russian cities. There were mutinies
in the army and hundreds of strikes and demonstrations in
Russian factories and streets. The uprising was put down by
brute force, and its leaders were jailed or exiled. As disorga-
nized and leaderless as the 1905 revolution turned out to be,
however, it still had an important effect on the Russian so-
cialists. As Orlando Figes, a historian of the Russian Revolu-
tion, points out,

In the long run the Bolsheviks were the real victors of the
1905 Revolution. . . . It was only after 1905 that the rival
wings of the Social Democratic movement emerged as two
distinctive parties, each with its own political culture, system
of ethics, philosophy and methods. Lenin’s tactical shifts
made all the difference. The basic tenets of the Bolshevik po-
litical philosophy had already been formed by 1903, but it
was only after 1905, as Lenin digested the practical lessons of
the failed revolution, that its unique strategic features began
to emerge. Hence Lenin’s reference, fifteen years later, to the
1905 Revolution as a “dress rehearsal” for the Bolshevik
seizure of power.!

The czar realized that, to avoid future trouble, his govern-
ment would have to make some concessions to those de-
manding a representative government. An assembly known
as the Duma, which had once been an advisory council to the
czar, was again allowed to meet. Hopeful Russians believed
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that this might be the first step on the road to representative
government and that the country might achieve a peaceful
transition to a figurehead monarchy and an elected assembly.

World War 1

In the summer of 1914, trouble among the Balkan nations of
Central Europe sparked a declaration of war, followed by
four years of fighting by the great powers of Europe. Russia
found itself drawn into World War I through a military al-
liance it had signed with Great Britain and France, nations
that had ranged themselves against Germany and Austria-
Hungary. On the war’s distant eastern fronts, Russian armies
found themselves outmaneuvered and outgunned by the
Germans and stalemated against Austria. The war quickly
developed into a futile slaughter of poorly trained, poorly
clothed, and poorly fed Russian soldiers, and the string of
defeats brought rising discontent on the home front. The
corruption of the czarist government again came to light,
highlighted by the military failures, and popular hatred for
the imperial family focused on the foreign-born empress
Alexandra and her companion, the sinister Siberian peasant
and faith healer Rasputin.

In early 1917, food rationing in Russsian cities brought
strikes and violent demonstrations. Although the govern-
ment called out the troops, many Russian soldiers were un-
willing to confront the demonstrators, and soon a mass re-
volt was taking place in Russia’s main cities. In the renamed
capital of Petrograd, revolutionary leaders founded a soviet
(council) of elected deputies representing the city’s workers
and soldiers. The Petrograd Soviet formed a shadow gov-
ernment that gradually undermined the authority of the czar
as well as the Russian Duma.

To the ministers and the czar, the situation appeared
hopeless. Persuaded by his military leaders and prominent
members of the Duma, Nicholas decided to abdicate in favor
of his brother, Grand Duke Michael. When Michael refused
the crown, the Russian monarchy came to an abrupt end.
The national government was left in the hands of the Duma,
with the Petrograd Soviet working alongside it, issuing di-
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rectives, setting up committees, and calling on demonstra-
tors to fight the soviet’s enemies in the streets of the capital.
When the Duma established a provisional government and
attempted to quell the ongoing riots, the soviet responded
with Order No. 1, demanding that Russian soldiers disobey
their officers and form councils among themselves to carry
out further demonstrations and organize mutinies.

The Return of Lenin

Sensing that the time for the Bolshevik revolution was fast
approaching, Lenin prepared for his return to Russia. The
German government, which saw him as the key to weaken-
ing Russia and forcing it out of the war, offered him money
and transportation. In a sealed train, Lenin was transported
across Germany to Finland and across the Russian border to
Petrograd, where he arrived to the enthusiastic cheers of
Bolshevik supporters in April 1917.

Lenin’s iron will and mesmerizing speeches, and the Bol-
shevik insistence on Russia’s withdrawal from the war,
gained the party more followers in Petrograd. Slogans such
as “Bread, Land, and Peace” fit the Russian mood perfectly,
exhausted as the nation was by the bloodshed, food short-
ages, and general misery brought by the war. The rest of the
nation shifted toward the Social Revolutionaries, and in
May, after further demonstrations, a Social Revoutionary
leader named Aleksandr Kerensky joined the provisional
government as its war minister.

Challenged by the Petrograd Soviet, the provisional gov-
ernment’s tenuous hold on the country deteriorated in July,
when an offensive at the front failed. This time, the Bolshe-
viks were in position to take advantage of the discontent, and
Bolshevik agitation sparked further riots in July. Lenin de-
manded a transfer of power to the local soviets, but he was
forced to flee when the demonstrations fizzled out. Keren-
sky became the country’s prime minister. Realizing that the
Bolsheviks represented the most serious threat to the provi-
sional government, Kerensky issued orders for Lenin’s im-
mediate arrest. The mission was foiled by Lenin’s escape
across the border to Finland.
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The Bolsheviks won further support when General Lavr
Kornilov marched his army on Petrograd in September to
put down the unrest. Kornilov was stopped by armed work-
ers and by mutiny within his ranks; instead of stopping the
Bolsheviks, he had only won them further popular support.
The Petrograd Soviet—particularly its Bolshevik mem-
bers—played an important role in this victory for the ongo-
ing revolution, and gained more followers in the city at the
expense of the provisional government and the Duma.
While the members of the Duma dithered and delayed the
meeting of the Constituent Assembly, a Moscow Soviet was
founded, placed in the hands of the Bolsheviks, and a Red
Guard of Bolshevik fighters prepared under the leadershlp
of Leon Trotsky.

Lenin knew that the weakening provisional government
needed only a firm shove, applied at the precise moment, to
fall into historical oblivion. On the night of November 6,
1917, that moment came. Lenin returned to Petrograd, and
Red Guards began seizing telegraph and telephone stations,
railway stations, government offices, and strategic cross-
roads. The Winter Palace, the headquarters of the Duma,
was also attacked by Bolshevik soldiers, who occupied the
building and arrested government ministers. This “Octo-
ber” Revolution (according to the old Russian calendar) left
the Bolsheviks firmly in control, but they still faced resis-
tance from other revolutionary factions as well as a counter-
revolution from the White forces under Kornilov and other
generals still loyal to the czar and the monarchy.

The Civil War
The Bolsheviks had their most difficult task ahead: The con-

solidation of power over a huge and chaotic nation where
communication was poor and where—outside of most urban
areas—Bolshevik opponents held control. Realizing that
some concessions had to be made, Lenin agreed to hold
elections to the Constituent Assembly. The Bolsheviks won
175 out of 707 seats, and about one-fourth of the popular
vote, while the Social Revolutionaries held an absolute ma-
jority of 370. The assembly convened for the first time on
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January 18, 1918, but as Lenin realized, such a representa-
tive body posed a dangerous challenge to Bolshevik power.
When members returned to the assembly chamber after the
first session, they found their way barred by troops loyal to
the Bolsheviks, after which the Bolshevik-led Soviet of
People’s Commissars declared the assembly dissolved.

In effect, the Bolsheviks declared all revolutionary parties
but their own illegal. Russia had fulfilled the Bolshevik
dream of a one-party state. Renaming themselves the Com-
munist Party, the Bolsheviks fought a long campaign to rid
themselves of rivals and dissenters by jailing, exiling, or
shooting Mensheviks, Social Revolutionaries, and anyone
else considered a potential opponent of the Bolsheviks or a
supporter of the old regime. A terror campaign managed by
the Bolsheviks’ new secret police force, known by the
acronym Cheka, deployed a vast network of informers and
operatives to stamp out and destroy all suspected counter-
revolutionaries.

The Bolsheviks still had a vast country to conquer; they
held only Petrograd, Moscow, and other western Russian
cities, while the White (anti-Communist) armies held most
of the countryside, Siberia, and southern Russia. In the
meantime, Germany was advancing eastward, and the na-
tions once subject to the Russian czar, including Finland,
Poland, and the Baltic republics, declared their indepen-
dence. The governments of Britain, France, and the United
States, seeing the Bolshevik revolution as a threat to their
own governments, landed troops at several Russian ports in
support of the scattered White armies. To avoid a humiliat-
ing military defeat by Germany, Lenin decided to come to
terms with the German government. In 1918 he agreed to
the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, in which Russia gave up a large
swath of its western territory in exchange for a cease-fire.

The Bolsheviks had plenty of internal enemies to fight.
But with Trotsky’s tireless and stern leadership, the Red
Army managed to beat off the White armies and keep their
grip on the principal cities of western Russia. The Whites,
meanwhile, could not manage to cooperate and coordinate
their campaign. Nor could the Whites manage to gain



16 The Rise of the Soviet Union

enough popular support to erode the power of the Bolshe-
viks within Russia’s cities. By the end of 1920, the last White
army had fled Russia, and the Red Army could declare vic-
tory and an end to the civil war.

War Communism and the New Economic Policy

To fight this war, Lenin and the Bolsheviks had decreed poli-
cies of food requisitioning, the seizure of industries, and
forced conscription into the Red Army. These policies of
“war communism” put people throughout Russia in a des-
perate situation. Starvation, epidemics, and violent crime
became the daily lot of millions of Russian civilians. Orlando
Figes describes these conditions:

By 1921 the whole population was living in patched-up
clothes and shoes, cooking with broken kitchen utensils,
drinking from cracked cups. Everyone needed something
new. People set up stalls in the streets to sell or exchange
their basic household goods, much as they do today in most
of Russia’s cites; flea-markets boomed; while “bagging”
[bartering goods for food] to and from the countryside once
again became a mass phenomenon.’

As Lenin realized, the dire state of postrevolutionary Rus-
sia seriously threatened Bolshevik control. There was wide-
spread hostility to the Reds despite their defeat of the White
armies, and famine was weakening their power base in the
cities of western Russia. Industrial production was so low
that the urban areas did not have sufficient goods to acquire
food from the countryside. The forced requisitioning of
food was unpopular in the countryside, and peasants were
not even producing surplus food for market, as private mar-
kets had been banned by the Bolsheviks in 1920.

To solve these problems, Lenin decided to support a New
Economic Policy in March 1921. Small businesses were al-
lowed to operate privately, in contradiction to the socialist
practice of public ownership of all production. A tax was
placed on farmers, to be paid in goods; anything they pro-
duced over the taxed amount, they could sell on their own.
The state also established semi-independent trusts to oper-
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ate heavy industries, which were allowed to buy raw materi-
als and sell finished goods on their own without the direc-
tives of central planning agencies. A new class of “Nepmen”
came into being: middlemen who bought and sold privately,
supplying consumer goods to the people and arranging the
marketing of goods for businesses. The state returned enter-
prises that employed fewer than twenty workers to their for-
mer owners.

The New Economic Policy restored the Russian economy
and also stabilized prices. Industrial production gradually im-
proved, harvests increased, and the country managed to raise
enough money to import needed machinery. But the plan
also threatened Bolshevik control of Russia, and the more
successful it became, the greater the opposition to it was
among the highest echelons of the party. Fearing a loss of
control and the end of their revolution, the Bolshevik gov-
ernment ended the privileges and the NEP experiment.

The Revolutionary Elite

Lenin prized party discipline above all. Each member of his
Communist Party was supposed to carry out agreed-on poli-
cies and directives without question. Lenin put in place a
clear chain of command, from the cells formed in individual
businesses, schools, and other public organizations, up
through city and regional committees, and then to the Con-
gress of Soviets, which met each year to make important de-
cisions on policy and the proper direction of the revolution.
At the top, Communist leaders—all in thrall to Lenin—jock-
eyed for position and influence on the Central Committee of
the Congress and the Politburo, the group of executive lead-
ers who ran the party and made the most important appoint-
ments to party positions.

Instead of a state owned and operated by the workers,
Russia saw the rise to power of a revolutionary elite, people
who ruled with unquestioned authority in the style of the
czars of old. The state banned any and all opposition jour-
nals and newspapers, made political activity among non-
Bolsheviks illegal, and began a campaign against the Russian
Orthodox Church. Church property was confiscated and
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turned over for the use of the party, and Orthodox priests
were jailed. As a result, the church largely went under-
ground. The millennia-old faith of the Russians in the East-
ern Orthodox Church was replaced by a new faith in the
doctrines of Lenin, Marx, and revolutionary socialism as it
was interpreted and carried out at the highest levels. The
new dogma of class warfare, pitting virtuous Russian work-
ers against the vilified bourgeoisie, was disseminated by an
obedient press and educational system, forming a new cate-
chism for the Russian people.

A new “Soviet man” was in the making. The state used its
power to identify its chosen enemies and to remold every
citizen into the image of the revolutionary proletarian.
Robert Service describes the process as follows:

The authorities emphasized the need not only for literacy and
numeracy but also for punctuality, conscientiousness at work
and personal hygiene. The desirability of individual self-
improvement was stressed; but so, too, was the goal of getting
citizens to subordinate their personal interests to those of the
general good as defined by the party. A transformation in so-
cial attitudes was deemed crucial. This would involve break-
ing people’s adherence to the way they thought and acted not
only in public life but also within the intimacy of the family.*

The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, as it was chris-
tened by the constitution of 1922, resembled a vast military
barracks, where every minute of the individual’s life was
strictly regulated and closely monitored. Willing or not,
every citizen of the new state found himself or herself par-
ticipating in the ongoing revolution, while the authorities
suspiciously examined their work and their attitude for a lack
of zeal in the common cause.

The Rise of Stalin

Exhausted by the years of endless work for the party and his
revolution, Lenin suffered a series of strokes in the early
1920s that left him unable to write or speak. While the
leader’s health declined, his followers maneuvered to gain
leadership of the Politburo and the Central Committee. One
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of the most skilled maneuverers was Joseph Stalin, a loyal
Bolshevik from the region of Georgia who had served the
party as a writer, recruiter, bank robber, and expert on Rus-
sia’s ethnic nationalities.

Stalin saw Lenin’s illness as an opportunity to consolidate
his power in the highest party organizations. He had one se-
rious hurdle to overcome: Lenin’s own opinion of him. Be-
fore his death in January 1924, Lenin had written a “testa-
ment” in which he criticized Stalin for his “crudeness” and
declared him unfit for party leadership. When the testament
was read out at a meeting in April, just after Lenin’s death,
Stalin freely admitted his faults. His humble pose won sup-
port among several of the members present, including Lev
Kamenev and Grigory Zinovyev, who turned aside a motion
to expel Stalin from the party and with whom he formed a
high-level triumvirate.

Stalin gradually strengthened his power by setting his op-
ponents against each other and undermining them one by
one. Kameneyv, Zinovyev, and Trotsky were discredited and
eventually fell from grace in the party and among the public.
To further consolidate his hold on the country, Stalin began
a campaign of collectivization in the late 1920s. Private farm-
ers were driven onto collective farms, and Communist au-
thority was enforced at gunpoint in the countryside. The col-
lectivization drive was prepared by a “famine” announced by
the government that, in fact, did not exist. The famine was
blamed on wealthy farmers known as kulaks, who were ac-
cused of hoarding their food in order to get a higher price.

By 1929, the collectivization drive was in full swing, with
the Communist Party doing its utmost to eliminate the ku-
laks as a social class. The result was a bitter struggle in the
countryside between middle-class and poor peasants, egged
on by local Communist cadres and backed up by the Red
Army. Millions of deaths by violence and famine occurred
over the next several years; many Russian peasants destroyed
their equipment and slaughtered their animals rather than
see their property fall into the hands of the local soviets.

The kolkhoz, or collective farm, gradually replaced the
private farming estate, with much of its equipment and live-
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stock expropriated from the kulaks. But because the most
productive farmers had been either killed or sent to labor
camps, and because so much equipment had been destroyed,
Russian agriculture suffered a long-lasting downturn, aggra-
vated by inefficiencies in the state-controlled distribution of
seed, fertilizer, and harvested crops. Millions of farmers in
Russia and Ukraine died of hunger in one of the world’s
most productive grain-growing regions, while Russia ex-
ported food in order to buy machinery for a crash program
of industrialization. By the late 1930s, nearly every acre of
Russian farmland was under collective management.

Catching Up with the West

Stalin’s major goal was an industrialization program that
would make the Soviet Union the equal of the Western in-
dustrial powers. To this end, the Soviet economy was put
under the control of a Five-Year Plan, which ran from 1928
through 1932. The plan was created by a state planning
commission known as Gosplan, which controlled a network
of smaller planning ministries for each industrial sector. The
plan emphasized the manufacture of basic industrial goods
such as cement, steel, and chemicals, and the development of
natural resources such as timber and coal. Immense steel
plants were built in the Ural Mountains region, and coal
mines were built in the Donets Basin of Ukraine. Hy-
dropower stations on the southern rivers delivered electric-
ity to new plants under construction in Ukraine, central
Russia, and southern Siberia. Each Soviet republic had its
targeted production for each commodity, and each enter-
prise had its stated production goal. Down to the individual
worker, the plan and the goal defined and controlled all and
held the force of law, the infringement of which could be
deemed a criminal offense.

The emphasis on heavy industry, however, led Soviet man-
ufacturers to neglect consumer goods. Furthermore, a basic
flaw in the Soviet system soon became apparent to the ordi-
nary Soviet worker: Goods were shoddy, made by workers
concerned not with quality but with meeting production tar-
gets. The Soviet economy also proved extremely wasteful;
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planners responsible for the distribution of goods shipped
them throughout the vast nation with little or no regard for
their demand in any particular locale. As a result, chronic
shortages of some consumer goods developed in certain
areas. The regime held prices low, without regard to the cost
of materials or production. But chronic inefficiency caused
constant shortages, and consumers could not buy goods at
any prices.

The workers’ state promised by the Bolsheviks proved a
cruel disappointment to Soviet workers. While they labored
long hours to meet their targets, they found their standard
of living gradually falling as the pace of industrialization in-
creased. Workers had little recourse because trade unions
were under the control of Communist Party officials and
served the party’s interests. Any form of protest was consid-
ered an action against the state, since according to Commu-
nist philosophy, what was good for the government was
good for the workers. The state which could do no wrong,
made the strikes, sit-downs, slowdowns, and other forms of
workers’ protests that plagued capitalist countries illegal.

Stalin’s industrialization campaign was carried out with
the help of party propaganda, which exhorted workers to
work harder and longer. The Stakhanovite campaign of
1935 used a Ukrainian miner, Stakhanov, as an example of
enthusiastic work production; exceeding work goals was ex-
pected of all workers, and those who met these expectations
were rewarded with benefits denied to ordinary workers,
such as vacations, medals, mention in party newspapers and,
occasionally, permission to travel abroad. Meanwhile, the
ordinary worker who simply produced his fair share saw his
wages hold steady while the government imposed strict con-
trol over his movements.

By the 1930s, Stalin’s power had become absolute. His
statements and decisions were not questioned by anyone; in
the press and in Soviet publications, he was completely iden-
tified with the Soviet system and with the USSR as a state.
The Soviet ideology had become a religion, and the doc-
trines of Lenin and Stalin were passed down as holy scrip-
ture. As David Satter, in his book Age of Delirium, puts it,
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The Soviet Union was something new. It was the first state
in history to be based explicitly on atheism, and it compen-
sated for the missing absolute by endowing itself with the at-
tributes of God. . . . What became important was not what
was true but what could be made to appear to be true as the
structure of factual reality was replaced with organized falsi-
fication so that real life might, if only after the fact, appear to
conform to the Soviet ideology.*

Stalin saw many enemies among the people he led and
within the party he professed to love. Despite his complete
control over the huge nation, Stalin was a paranoid individ-
ual with a deep suspicion of those around him, especially
those who had gained any authority or popularity of their
own. Trotsky, his main enemy, had been driven into exile in
1929. Following his banishing of Trotsky, whom he held up
as a traitor and enemy of the state, Stalin concentrated on
former Mensheviks, Social Revolutionaries, and other mem-
bers of the Bolshevik Party considered too moderate. The
accusations of counterrevolution, sabotage, and Trotskyite
opposition were leveled at longtime party members, includ-
ing Kamenev and Zinovyev, the two men who had done the
most to assure Stalin’s rise to power. A network of infor-
mants was developed at the highest levels of the Communist
Party, and opposition was snuffed out through show trials,
imprisonment, confessions extracted through torture, and
swift executions.

The Great Purge

Stalin saw one of his greatest threats in Sergei Kirov, a pop-
ular party leader in Leningrad who might have aspired to
Stalin’s role as a national party leader. On December 1,
1934, Kirov was assassinated at the Smolny Institute in
Leningrad. After showing great emotion and sorrow in the
wake of Kirov’s death, Stalin used the murder as the justifi-
cation for a bloody campaign against all remaining enemies,
real or imagined, both within the party and among ordinary
Soviet citizens.

The Great Purge that followed reached its height in
1936-1937 when every level of Soviet society was subjected
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to a terrifying campaign of intimidation. Ordinary citizens
were arrested on the denunciations of their fellow workers,
neighbors, or even family members. Friends and coworkers
might be arrested as well, accused of criminal associations.
At a spectacular show trial in 1938, Nikolai Bukharin and
twenty other important party officials were accused of con-
spiring to expose Soviet secrets and return the USSR to a
capitalist system. All were found guilty, and most were im-
mediately executed. In many cases, however, authorities did
not even bother with a trial.

In 1937, the purge extended to the military as well, which
Stalin saw as a dire threat to his authority. Marshal Mikhayl
Tukhachevsky, a hero of the Russian Civil War, was the most
prominent victim executed as part of the Red Army purge,
but the majority of high officers of the Red Army were either
imprisoned or executed as well. Stalin mounted this attack on
his own officers on the eve of another world war, which he
surely saw was coming. Robert C. Tucker, in Stalin in Power,
provides one possible explanation for the military purge:

Those in the high command who looked to Tukhachevsky as
their leader . . . belonged to the Bolshevik Civil War gener-
ation. . . . They were loyal Soviet soldiers but, especially in
Tukhachevsky’s case, men of independent mind and charac-
ter who defended their viewpoints in high councils. Apart
from the fact that three of [the kigh command] were Jews,
this cohort of Bolshevik military professionals was strongly
anti-Nazi in spite of its respect for German military prowess,
and Stalin knew that it could not easily stomach the kind of
accord with Hitler that he contemplated. . . . Finally, the
Tukhachevsky command along with the military establish-
ment that looked to it for leadership was, by its very exis-
tence, an obstacle to the totally autocratic new state that
Stalin was forging.’

Stalin’s purge of the military took place at a time when
war again threatened Europe. The rise of the Nazi Party in
Germany brought about the rapid buildup of Germany’s
army and navy, in defiance of the World War I treaties that
had severely restricted the size of the German military. In
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the interest of weakening Soviet Russia, the Gestapo, the
state police established by the Nazis, sought to cast suspicion
on the most capable Red Army leaders. Cooperating fully
with Stalin’s NKVD, the Soviet police organization that was
carrying out the arrests and executions, the Gestapo sup-
plied confessions and incriminating evidence, which were
presented at the trials of these leaders. As a result, the Nazis
had the satisfaction of seeing Russia’s army decapitated just
as Germany was preparing for a war of conquest that would
directly threaten the Soviet borders.

In the meantime, at Stalin’s behest, the USSR wrote an-
other constitution in 1936. This document declared the fed-
eration of eleven Soviet republics. Several “autonomous” re-
publics and regions were also created as homelands for ethnic
minorities within Russia itself. Control was concentrated in
federal ministries in Moscow, although the separate republics
were given some independence in the matters of culture, lan-
guage, and education. A Supreme Soviet was formed to pass
laws, but in effect this two-house legislature would serve as a
rubber stamp for the edicts passed on to it by a smaller exec-
utive committee, the Presidium. Although elections were
held, all candidates ran unopposed, and all were members of
the Communist Party, which had a structure and organiza-
tion that mirrored that of the constitutional government.

The real power within the Soviet Union had always lain
with the party, and it was within the party that the average So-
viet citizen had his or her only chance to rise to a position of
influence. From an early age, students were indoctrinated in
the history and functions of the party and given the revolu-
tionary icon of Lenin to study and worship. The Komsomol,
or Communist Youth League, accepted members from the
age of nine and served as a preparation ground for future party
functionaries. By the time of higher education, the student
had learned one lesson particularly well: Advancement and
opportunity came only with party membership, and following
the official party line was essential to one’s career and future.

Soviet culture followed the demands and needs of a perva-
sive and monolithic state. The party laid down strict guide-
lines for writers; banned art viewed as decadent, individualis-
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tic, or counterrevolutionary; closely monitored the work of
scientists; and directed all creative activity to the glorification
of the state and the Bolshevik revolution. Political dissent was
completely stifled, as the government put forward dictates
and slogans with the sole purpose of enhancing productivity
and loyalty among the people. Lacking any means of dissent
or creative opposition, the Soviet Union stagnated, its ineffi-
cient economy grinding down to a crawl and its people grow-
ing cynical, desperate, and finally resigned.

The Great Patriotic War

Realizing that Hitler’s Germany—and possibly Japan—
would eventually pose a serious threat to his nation, and that
France and Great Britain would probably not be of much
help in the coming war, Stalin attempted to hold off the in-
evitable by signing the German-Soviet Pact of August 1939.
The two nations agreed to ten years of friendship and coop-
eration, and in a secret treaty protocol agreed to carve up
Poland between them at the expected outbreak of war in
Central Europe. The Soviet Union also received Germany’s
permission to occupy the Baltic republics of Latvia, Estonia,
and Lithuania. In September, the Nazis duly invaded west-
ern Poland, completely unopposed by the Western Euro-
pean Allies, and World War II began.

The treaty with Germany bought the Soviet Union less
time than Stalin might have hoped. After his conquest of
Western Europe in 1940 and 1941, Hitler turned to the east.
On June 21, 1941, Germany invaded its ertswhile ally, and
the unprepared Soviet forces were thrown back hundreds of
miles from the frontier; the Soviet air force was completely
destroyed on the ground. As his armies reeled from the Nazi
blitzkrieg, Stalin went into a state of shock, from which he
did not recover for weeks. In the meantime, his advisers and
ministers desperately tried to rally the Red Army, while mil-
lions of citizens fled eastward before the German advance.
The villages and towns of western Russia and Ukraine were
devastated by German planes, tanks, and infantry; the Baltic
republics fell like dominoes as disorganized remnants of the
Red Army retreated toward Leningrad. By the winter of
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1942, the German army had reached the suburbs of both
Leningrad and Moscow and was driving on the Volga River
and the important industrial city of Stalingrad.

That bitterly cold winter, however, proved to be the turn-
ing point of World War II. German armies were stopped just
west of Moscow and surrounded and defeated at Stalingrad.
Although the Germans began a siege of Leningrad, and the
majority of the city’s population eventually perished from
bombs, artillery, or starvation, this tactic failed in the end.
On Stalin’s orders, Soviet industrial plants were disassem-
bled and moved to the east; workers were brought from
Siberian labor camps and put on killing shifts to produce the
needed military hardware.

Stalin’s new allies—the United States, Britain, and
France—found themselves occupied with their own all-out
war with Germany in Western Europe. But the United States
did provide assistance to the Soviet Union in the form of the
Lend-Lease Program, in which essential ships, tanks, and ar-
tillery pieces were lent to Stalin’s armies. Defeated by weather
and by space, the German army was finally thrown back in
1944; late in the year, the Red Army drove into occupied
Poland and then moved on to Germany itself. In the spring
of 1945, the Red Army finally reached the German capital of
Berlin. The war in Europe ended with Hitler’s suicide on
April 30, 1945, and Germany’ surrender one week later.

In February 1945, with victory in sight, the Allies had met
at Yalta, on the Crimea peninsula, to decide the future of Eu-
rope. Determined to establish the United Nations, an inter-
national diplomatic organization, and to get the Soviet Union
involved in the war with Japan, U.S. president Franklin Roo-
sevelt made important concessions at the conference, includ-
ing the right of the Soviet Union to establish for itself a
sphere of influence in Central Europe. The Allied powers al-
lowed Stalin future control of Mongolia, naval bases at the
Manchurian city known as Port Arthur, and the possession of
territory along the Soviet Pacific coast that Japan had held
since the end of the Russo-Japanese War in 1905.

As part of the agreement signed at Yalta, the Soviet Union
did finally declare war on Japan, but not until August 8,
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1945, two days after the destruction of the Japanese city of
Hiroshima by a U.S. atomic bomb. Japan formally surren-
dered on September 2.

End of an Alliance

The end of the war also brought the end of the alliance be-
tween the Soviet Union and the Western powers. The Red
Army, in its drive through Central Europe, had remained
unopposed in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania,
and Bulgaria, and saw to it that, after the war, Communists
friendly to the Soviet government held power in these once-
independent nations. The Soviet Union saw this as a pro-
tective measure, intending to set up a buffer zone of friendly
governments that would prevent another surprise like the
German invasion of June 1941. As described by Prime Min-
ister Winston Churchill of Great Britain, an “iron curtain”
fell in Europe, dividing the nations allied with the United
States from those in the Soviet sphere of influence. Ger-
many itself was divided into four zones of control, each oc-
cupied by one of the Allies. Berlin, lying in the Soviet zone,
was divided among the Allies; the Soviets occupied the east-
ern sector of that city.

As Europe slowly rebuilt from World War II, a cold war
developed between the United States and the Soviet Union,
the two world superpowers. The former allies competed for
trade, military dominance, and allies among the nations of the
world emerging from their old status as European colonies. In
the foreground of the war were the respective leaders of the
two countries, speaking out against the injustices in each
other’s nations. Sharing public consciousness were two grow-
ing arsenals of nuclear weapons, which threatened to engulf
the world in yet another and more devastating world war.

The Communist Party had always seen itself locked in a
struggle, with either class enemies within the nation or hos-
tile invaders from without. In part, this sentiment had its
roots deep in Russian history, and in the invasions that the
nation had suffered from both east and west. From the So-
viet governments viewpoint, the military and economic
power of the United States after World War II posed a di-
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rect threat to the survival of the Soviet Union. These suspi-
cions seemed confirmed by the abrupt end of the Lend-
Lease Program, during a time when the Soviet Union was
just starting to recover from the devastating impact of the
war, which had left more than 20 million Soviet citizens
dead. Soviet suspicions were reinforced by the military al-
liances of the postwar world, such as the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO), which set up a powerful bloc
of U.S.-allied nations in Western Europe, and the U.S.-
created Marshall Plan, which extended aid to Europe and
created a cordon of states friendly to the United States along
the front lines of the U.S.-Soviet confrontation.

The death of Stalin in March 1953 left the Soviet Union
with a vacuum at the topmost levels of the Communist
Party. After so many years of totalitarian rule under Stalin,
the Soviet government had no clear method for choosing a
successor. A power struggle developed at the top among
Georgi Malenkov, Vyacheslav Molotov, Nikita Khrushchev,
and Lavrenti Beria. These four men had been favored by
Stalin with appointments to top posts in the Soviet govern-
ment. Leaders of a system deemed to be scientific and his-
torically inevitable, they entered into Byzantine alliances, ri-
valries, and machinations whose outcome was far from clear
for many years.

Historian Fred Coleman, writing in 1996, sees the death of
Stalin as a far-reaching event that still affects Russian society:

Stalin’s death opened a power struggle in Russia that contin-
ues to this day. The great dictator held all political, eco-
nomic, and military decision-making in his hands. With his
death, on March 5, 1953, all his formidable power was up for
grabs. Ambitious potential successors have maneuvered ever
since to secure as much of that authority as possible for
themselves. The result has been a permanent battle for the
top leadership, with no holds barred. No elections, no con-
stitutional guarantees, have yet made a difference in any of
the worst political crises in Moscow since the Stalin era. Ul-
timately, only the effective use of brute force has been deci-
sive. No other aspect of the Stalinist legacy is more ominous

for the future.®
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The post-Stalin infighting reached a climax with the ar-
rest and execution of Lavrenti Beria in the fall of 1953. From
this event emerged two powerful figures: Georgi Malenkov,
titular head of state and of the party, and Nikita Khrushchey,
appointed first secretary of the Central Committee. By
1958, Khrushchev’s maneuvering of his own allies into im-
portant party positions enabled him to take undisputed con-
trol of the party and the nation. Although he had defeated
several important rivals, he had also allowed them to live: a
breakthrough that represented a very different style of lead-
ership for the Soviet Union.

As time passed, Khrushchev distanced himself from Stal-
inist policies, and in a “secret speech” at the Twentieth Party
Congress in February 1956 he touched off an ideological
crisis by directly criticizing Stalin’s purges and his “cult of
personality.” The excesses of the Stalinist age—the show tri-
als, labor camps, forced collectivization, and summary exe-
cutions—were laid bare for party members to examine, dis-
cuss, and criticize. A process of “destalinization” began in
Communist parties around the world, which scrambled to
keep up with the revolutionary changes taking place in So-
viet ideology. To the despair of conservatives now referred to
as “Stalinists,” Khrushchev also decreed a cultural thaw for
Soviet citizens. Previously banned writers were allowed to
publish their books, and the forbidden subjects of political
repression and labor camps saw the light of day for the first
time in Soviet books and newspapers. The landmark event of
the cultural thaw was the publication in 1962 of Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, a depic-
tion of the brutal life in a Siberian labor camp.

With his “secret speech” at the Twentieth Party Congress,
Khrushchev unleashed a long and agonizing change within
the Soviet Communist Party. But he intended much more: a
sweeping reform of the Soviet economy through innovation
in industry and agriculture. Planners were instructed to em-
phasize production of consumer goods over heavy industry; an
ambitious program to grow corn in the arid plains of Central-
Asia was implemented; and the Soviet government allowed
cultural and scientific exchanges with the West. Khrushchev
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also decreed a split between industrial and agricultural plan-
ning ministries in each republic and region, a direct blow to
the power of entrenched Soviet bureaucrats.

Meanwhile, even as the cold war was reaching its height,
Khrushchev was showing a friendlier face to the West. Fol-
lowing Lenin’s original line—which was still the constant
measure of integrity within the Soviet government—he also
vowed that some day the Communist nations would surpass
and “bury” the United States and its allies, which he believed
would soon be discarding their outdated capitalist economies
and multiparty political systems.

Stagnation and Confrontation

Khrushchev still saw the Soviet Union as a world power, as
the leader in an international fight against Western deca-
dence and imperialism. In Khrushchev’s view, it was the So-
viet Union’s obligation to aid and abet revolutionary move-
ments around the world, with the Communist ideology
provided the guiding light for nations emerging from colo-
nial exploitation. Soviet diplomats struck alliances with
Egypt, Burma, India, and Afghanistan, all countries once
under the control of Great Britain. Khrushchev also gave
full support to the Cuban revolutionary Fidel Castro, who
seized control of his island nation from a corrupt, U.S.-
backed regime in 1959. The Soviet Union exchanged its
grain and arms for Cuban sugar, and Castro was promised
the full support of the Soviet military in any confrontation
with the United States, which lay just ninety miles from
Cuba’s northern shore.

The Soviet-Cuban alliance brought the most frightening
confrontation of the cold war in the fall of 1962, when a U.S.
high-altitude spy plane spotted Soviet nuclear missiles on
Cuban soil. Cuban Missile Crisis had begun, with the
United States imposing a naval blockade on Cuba, and
Khrushchev threatening direct action by his military to
break it. Eventually, through a series of letters and secret
communications, the superpowers narrowly avoided a nu-
clear confrontation. While the Soviet Union agreed to with-
draw its missiles from Cuba, the United States agreed to dis-
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assemble nuclear weapons installed in Turkey, a NATO ally
bordering the Soviet Union.

Within the Soviet Union, Khrushchev’s peers saw the mis-
sile crisis as a defeat for Soviet prestige. Khrushchev’s popu-
larity declined, not only because of this event but also be-
cause of this event but also from the failure of reforms he had
introduced in industry and agriculture. Inefficiency, low pro-
duction, poor quality, and shortages continued to plague the
economy, while Soviet defense spending grew increasingly
burdensome. Eventually, Khrushchev’s energy and stubborn-
ness led to his downfall. Shaken up by his reform of the party
and by his economic initiatives, his colleagues on the Presid-
ium turned against him. A majority of Central Committee
members aligned with his opponents and voted in favor of a
resolution condemning, in part, Khrushchev’s own “cult of
personality.” On October 14, 1964, he was quietly forced to
resign all of his official posts. The government assigned him
a modest dacha (villa) near Moscow, where he lived on a gov-
ernment pension, never to return to the Soviet government
or to the service of the Communist Party. As one who had
emerged from a bitter party struggle with his life and his
freedom, however, Khrushchev was a symbol of the progress
the Soviet Union had made since the days of Joseph Stalin.

Under the collective leadership of the first secretary of the
Communist Party, Leonid Brezhnev, Soviet prime minister
Alexei Kosygin, and Soviet president Nikolai Podgorny, the
Communist Party and the Soviet Union returned to business
as usual. The new regional ministries Khrushchev had cre-
ated were abolished, and power was again concentrated in
the central government in Moscow. Under Brezhnev, who
emerged as the “first among equals,” party bureaucrats and
officials lived in comfort and privilege. They were allowed
their own schools, shops, and vacation retreats; their chil-
dren followed in their footsteps within the Soviet ministries
and committees, and their class of nomenklatura formed a
hereditary Soviet aristocracy.

Brezhnev led the fight against political reform outside the
Soviet Union as well. Since the end of World War II, the
Soviet-allied countries of Central Europe had formed a loyal
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front against the suspected ambitions of NATO and the
United States. Under Soviet direction, the Communist gov-
ernments of this region had signed the Warsaw Pact in 1955,
which unified the various military commands under Soviet
control. But these nations also had a history of democratic
freedom that could not be completely overcome by treaties
and directives from Moscow. In the spring of 1968, Czecho-
slovakia, under Communist Party first secretary Alexander
Dubcek, began experimenting with a free press and open de-
bate regarding socialism and economic policy. On August
20, Soviet tanks rolled into Prague, the Czech capital, and
the campaign dubbed “communism with a human face”
abruptly ended. The invasion of Czechoslovakia vividly il-
lustrated the “Brezhnev Doctrine” to Communist govern-
ments in the rest of Europe and around the world: No devi-
ations from one-party rule and the party line as determined
by the Soviet government would be tolerated.

Despite its economic problems and the dissent that was
growing in Central Europe, the Soviet Union remained a
superpower. The Soviet space program, a leading symbol of
progress and technology, was matching and in some areas
surpassing that of the United States. The enormous Soviet
nuclear arsenal was persuading U.S. leaders to come to the
negotiating table in an effort to equalize the military chess-
board. The newly independent nations of Asia and Africa
were turning to Communist ideology for guidance and to
the Soviet Union for arms and economic aid. With its enor-
mous stretches of land and natural resources, the Soviet
Union to many seemed the country of the future.

Yet in many ways the Soviet Union was still operating as it
had in the 1920s. Gosplan was sull drawing up its Five-Year
Plans, and the central government still had control over the al-
location of natural resources. Collectivization did not encour-
age new investment in agricultural equipment; the annual So-
viet grain harvests continued to decline, and the country still
had to import grain from the United States. Workers grew ap-
athetic, and bureaucratic managers of state enterprises grew
corrupt. Survival meant making deals outside the law and the
plan, and a black market in machinery, raw materials, and con-
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sumer goods grew several times faster than the official, legal
economy. Education, health care, infrastructure, and social ser-
vices went into decline. The rigidity of the centrally planned
economy proved ill suited to an era of rapid change and open
global trade, which rewarded innovation and adaptability
above all. While the standard of living within the Soviet Union
stagnated, Brezhnev and the party promised that better times
and true communism were just around the corner—just as the
Western countries were enjoying sharp rises in their economic
production, living standards, and health and education levels.

The Soviet Union’s problems, both at home and abroad,
multiplied. The policy of more open public debate, initiated
by Nikita Khrushchev at the Twentieth Party Congress, was
turning into a dangerous tide of dissent and criticism. As pro-
duction fell and the economy continued to slide, the member
republics increasingly went their own way, with leaders in the
Baltics and in Central Asia coming under pressure from their
own citizens to defy Moscow’s directives, ignore the Five-Year
Plans, and deviate from the official party lines. In 1979, the
Soviet army invaded the Central Asian nation of Afghanistan
to settle a civil war among several political and regional fac-
tions. Although it was intended as a quick intervention, the
Afghan invasion turned into a full-scale war, with Soviet
forces fighting ineffectively against well-armed and tenacious
guerrillas operating in the rugged Afghan mountains.

In the midst of the Afghan debacle, Leonid Brezhnev
died, on November 10, 1982. Brezhnev’s successor, former
KGB chief Yuri Andropov, could do little to stop the coun-
try’s disintegration. Andropov’s campaign to root out cor-
ruption and bring a stop to absenteeism and alcoholism—
which he blamed for the nation’s economic troubles—failed,
cut short by his death on February 9, 1984. Andropov’s suc-
cessor, Konstantin Chernenko—already terminally ill when
he took power that spring—proved similarly unable to arrest
the Soviet Union’s decline.

Gorbachev

Mikhail Gorbachev succeeded Chernenko on the latter’s
death in early 1985. A young and loyal party official from
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Stavropol, in southern Russia, Gorbachev attacked the So-
viet Union’s many problems with zeal and optimism. He
quickly attached two bywords to his remaking of the Soviet
system: glasnost (openness), which would permit criticism of
the system and its shortcomings, and perestroika (restruc-
turing), which would allow larger family farming plots and
private business cooperatives but keep large enterprises and
natural resources in the hands of the state. Gorbachev
promised a free press, closer relations with the West, and an
end to corruption accompanied by accountability for Soviet
officials and the nomenklatura. He also brought the popular
Boris Yeltsin to Moscow to clean up the capital’s inefficient
and corrupt party organization.

The “revolution from above” was the most ambitious re-
form program yet undertaken, but Gorbachev never looked
on Soviet central planning or communism itself as institu-
tions in need of reform. Instead, his intent was to renew and
fulfill the workers’ utopia once promised by Lenin but never
realized by Lenin’s successors. As Fred Coleman writes,

Communist leaders kept their system going long after it
should have been pronounced clinically dead. They did so
partly to maintain their privileged positions and partly in the
hope that somehow the system could be reformed, im-
proved, and ultimately saved. . . . Soviet officials believed
their system was worth saving, if only they could figure out
how. To some the answer was reform. To others the answer
was to resist all reform.”

Unfortunately for Gorbachev, the forces that would tear
the Soviet Union apart had been gaining strength for many
years and could not be stopped by his well-meaning, half-
hearted measures. As the economy failed to respond to pere-
stroika, furious debates broke out between “moderate” and
“conservative” elements within the Communist Party, each
contesting control of the Soviet republics and the autonomous
regions. Gorbachev’s decision to allow open elections to the
national legislature hastened the process of political disinte-
gration, as did the ousting of the energetic and popular party
boss Boris Yeltsin from his posts in November 1987. Yeltsin
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quickly became the focal point of opposition to the failed per-
estroika campaign, to the privileges of Communist Party offi-
cials, and to Gorbachev himself.

In response to opposition, Gorbachev passed a sweeping
reform of the highest echelons of Soviet government, remak-
ing the executive branch in the constitutional images of the
United States and nations of Western Europe. The Soviet
Union established the offices of president and vice president
and adopted a cabinet of ministers who would report to the
president. A new constitutional article passed in 1990 ended
the monopoly of the Communist Party in favor of a multi-
party state. In direct opposition to the old Bolshevik ideal of
government by a disciplined revolutionary elite, this measure
was designed to bring about more democratic politics, butin-
stead it accelerated the sharp decline of Gorbachev’s author-
ity and popularity. In the meantime, the more radical re-
formers were leaving the party altogether, following Boris
Yeltsin in establishing a totally independent Russian parlia-
ment. Independence movements were gaining strength in
other Soviet republics as well, while the authority of the na-
tonal government and the Communist Party was slipping.
Demonstrations in the republic of Georgia and in the Baltics
led to bloody confrontations; meanwhile, Communist gov-
ernments were falling in Central Europe. Eventually, Gor-
bachev ordered the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Europe;
the Warsaw Pact, which had been established in 1955 in re-
sponse to the formation of NATO, promptly collapsed.

The result of Gorbachev’s reforms appeared to be the
complete opposite of his intention to revive the Communist
state and the centrally planned economy. Seeing their power
and privileges sliding away, the leaders of the Soviet army, the
KGB, and the party itself turned against Gorbachev. In Au-
gust 1991, on the eve of the signing of a new union treaty that
would have given the Soviet republics more independence,
Vice President Gennady Yenayev and KGB head Vladimir
Kryuchkov staged a coup in Moscow, declaring that Gor-
bachev had resigned for reasons of poor health. While Gor-
bachev was being held under house arrest, Boris Yeltsin or-
ganized resistance to the coup from the front steps of the
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Russian parliament building in Moscow. When opponents
gathered on the streets of Moscow and within the Soviet mil-
itary, the coup collapsed and its leaders were arrested.

The coup attempt had failed, and instead of reviving So-
viet power it now brought about the state’s rapid disintegra-
tion. One by one, the Soviet republics, including Russia, de-
clared their independence from the Soviet government. On
December 8, 1991, Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus declared
the founding of the Commonwealth of Independent States,
a new state that eight other former republics would join. On
December 25, Gorbachev resigned, and by the end of the
year the Soviet Union had ceased to exist. Russia took over
the Soviet Union’s seat in the United Nations, and Russian
diplomats replaced the Soviet officials in embassies around
the world. Although the decline had taken place over many
years, the final collapse happened with stunning swiftness.

The workers’ utopia dreamed of and promised by Lenin
turned out to be a failure. Although his revolution was prob-
ably the single most important event of the twendeth cen-
tury, by the end of that century it had been completely swept
away. Russia and the former Soviet republics continue to
struggle with faltering economies, corruption, declining
health standards, and sharply stratified societies, legacies of
the revolution that was supposed to bring their people to a
bright, happy, and egalitarian future.
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The Course of the Russian
Revolution

J.N. Westwood

Protests against the czarist political and economic system
in Russia had been occurring since the mid-nineteenth
century. However, these protests increased significantly in
the early twentieth century. A 1905 uprising led to some
democratic reforms but left the czar firmly in control. In
March 1917, bread shortages led to rioting that dislodged
the government of the czar, which was replaced by a pro-
visional government. On November 7, the provisional
government was overthrown by a group of soldiers,
sailors, and workers led by the Bolsheviks, whose leader
was Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. This revolution (which is com-
monly referred to as the “October Revolution” because it
occurred on October 25 in the old Russian calendar) in-
augurated an era of Socialist control of Russia that would
form the foundation of the Soviet Union for decades to
come. In the following selection, J.N. Westwood summa-
rizes the events that brought Lenin and his Bolsheviks to
power. Westwood is the author of Russia, 1917-1964,
from which this excerpt was taken.

Vladimir Ilyitch Ulyanov was born in 1870. His father was a
school inspector of moderately liberal views. When Vladimir
Ilyitch was 17 his elder brother was executed for plotting a
murder attempt on the Tsar, and he himself was expelled
from Kazan University. He soon became a leading St. Pe-
tersburg Marxist and was duly imprisoned and then sen-
tenced to a quite comfortable exile in Siberia. In exile he
married a fellow-revolutionary, Krupskaya, and in 1900 he

Excerpted from Russia: 1917-1964, by J.N. Westwood (New York: Harper & Row).

Copyright © 1966 by J.N. Westwood. Reprinted by permission of Chrysalis Books.
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joined the Russian émigrés, spending most of his time up to
1917 in England and Switzerland, where he organised his
supporters, and played the leading part in producing the il-
legal newspaper Iskra, which was smuggled into Russia to-
gether with copies of other revolutionary books and pam-
phlets. In 1901 he adopted his final pseudonym, Lenin,
derived from the River Lena in Siberia.

Lenin was energetic, single-minded, and strong-willed.
He also had a useful unscrupulousness in dealing with those
who opposed him. This was not because he was ruthless and
dishonest by nature, but because he was so certain of his own
rightness that any means of assuring the victory of his ideas
seemed justified, and in any case he had rejected much of
conventional morality. (This ruthlessness subsequently be-
came a hallmark of successful Communist leaders, including
some who possessed few other qualities to excuse it.)

What Lenin brought to the Russian Marxists was a modi-
fication of doctrine to make Marxism more suitable for Rus-
sian conditions, and the concept of a select and profession-
alised party, single-minded and able, if necessary, to act
decisively without the support of public opinion. He incor-
porated into Marxist doctrine the possibility of one social
class making not one, but two, revolutions. This concept at
once enabled Marxists to expect a workers’ revolution in their
own lifetime. It also gave a place to Russia’s dominant social
class, the peasantry; for in the first—bourgeois—revolution
envisaged by Lenin the bourgeois attack on the monarchy
was to be stimulated and largely executed by the proletariat
acting in alliance with the peasants. In the second revolution
the proletariat would overthrow the bourgeoisie, again with
the help of the peasantry.

Lenin realised that neither the workers nor the peasants
were really interested in Marxism or in revolution; they sim-
ply wanted to improve their own material situation. Lenin’s
devoted elite party would therefore become the ‘vanguard of
the working class’ and would strive to teach the workers that
their true interest lay in revolution, not just in wage in-
creases and better working conditions.

The party which Lenin created was highly profession-
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alised, with its officials receiving a salary from party funds.
There was inflexible discipline and unquestioned obedience
to the centre: that is, to Lenin. At a congress of the Russian
Social Democratic Party held in London in 1902 Lenin
caused a split and the movement divided into two factions,
Lenin’s ‘Bolshevik’ Party and the ‘Menshevik’ Party, whose
adherents would not accept Lenin’s unscrupulousness and
his demand for tight control over members. The next two
years witnessed constant squabbles between the two fac-
tions, especially among the émigrés, and this was one reason
why the Marxists were ineffective during the 1905 Revolu-
tion [an uprising of peasants, students, and workers]. In this
competition the Mensheviks had more support (especially
among the workers) but this was balanced by the greater de-
cisiveness of the Bolsheviks.

The pre-war decade was a lean time for the revolutionar-
ies. With their leaders abroad and engaged in pamphlet
quarrels, and various reforms and improvements taking
place inside Russia, it seemed that peaceful and constitu-
tional evolution promised more than revolution. Support for
the Marxists, and especially for the Bolshevik wing, further
diminished in the first years of the First World War, when a
genuine if misguided patriotism inspired all parties—except,
that is, Lenin’s, who openly hoped for a Russian defeat
which would pave the way for revolution.

The Russian Revolution

After some successes it soon became clear that Russia had
again embarked on a war for which she was ill-prepared. The
soldiers lacked munitions, equipment and clothing, and the
railways were failing. Readiness to throw into battle masses of
poorly trained and poorly equipped infantry was of little
avail, and by the third winter of the war Russians of all classes
saw the need for a change of government. The upper classes
were repelled by the intrigues at St. Petersburg (now re-
named Petrograd, which sounded less Teutonic). In the Tsar’s
absence, the Empress under the influence of Rasputin—a po-
litically ignorant holy man—interfered in government and
planted incompetent favourites in key positions. The towns-
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people were hard-hit by rising prices and by transport break-
downs which caused food shortages. The peasants were the
main suppliers both of infantry and horses and were begin-
ning to realise that both were being uselessly sacrificed.

In December 1916 Prince Yusupov and his associates
filled Rasputin with cyanide and bullets and dumped the
body in the River Neva; so strong was approval of this deed
that the assassins were merely exiled to their country estates.
In March 1917 bread rationing was introduced in the capi-
tal, and badly organised. There were strikes and then street
demonstrations, followed by riots and bigger strikes and
demonstrations. Many of the garrison troops who were or-
dered to suppress the disturbances showed sympathy to-
wards the demonstrators, and some joined in. A few officials
and ministers were roughly handled, prisoners were re-
leased, and the courts burned. In all there were about a thou-
sand serious casualties in March in Petrograd, but little
blood was shed elsewhere.

Meanwhile, the few revolutionary leaders still in Petro-
grad organised a council (‘soviet’) of workers’ and soldiers’
representatives, elected by factories and by regiments. This
Soviet held its sessions next to the Duma [the principal leg-
islative assembly]. 'Then, in mid-March, Nicholas was per-
suaded by his generals and the Duma leaders to abdicate.
The Grand Duke Michael, whom he appointed as his suc-
cessor, refused the title: Russia was without a “Tsar.

What was left to fill the power vacuum was the Soviet of
Workers and Soldiers, which had an executive representing
various left-wing parties and factions (including the Bolshe-
viks), and the Duma, which formed a Provisional Govern-
ment composed of liberal and conservative leaders (and one
Social Revolutionary). The Duma suspected that the Soviet
was deliberately fostering violence and chaos, while the So-
viet feared that the Duma (which after all was a legal and
properly-elected body) would use troops to suppress it. Both
the Duma and the Soviet were afraid that monarchist army
officers would mobilise forces to restore the old regime.
Largely to forestall this the Soviet issued its famous Order
No. 1, which called on soldiers to ignore their officers and
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elect their own regimental committees.

The Soviet and the Duma agreed to maintain Provi-
sional Government consisting chiefly of Duma members
and to arrange countrywide elections for a Constituent As-
sembly, which would decide how the new Russia should be
ruled. Meanwhile the German govérnment, anxious to
promote chaos in Russia so that it would be forced out of
the war, arranged the shipment of about 30 revolutionary
émigrés (including Lenin and other Bolsheviks) from
Switzerland to Petrograd.

The Bolshevik Revolution

Lenin arrived in Petrograd in mid-April and immediately
criticised the local Bolsheviks for co-operating so willingly
with the other left-wing groups in the Soviet. He declared
that the Provisional Government should receive no support,
that the land should be given to the peasants and that the
war against Germany should stop. Although many Bolshe-
viks at first opposed him they changed their minds when
they realised that slogans like ‘All land to the Peasants’ and
‘No More War’ were gaining support for the Party. In May,
anti-government demonstrations were staged, resulting in
six left-wing ministers joining the Provisional Government
and [Aleksandr] Kerensky, a Social Revolutionary and a
member of the Soviet, becoming Minister of War.

Kerensky, partly in response to western pleas, partly to
create a wave of patriotism which would carry the Govern-
ment forward, launched a big offensive in July which after
initial advances degenerated into a retreat. This defeat, to-
gether with Bolshevik agitation, set off further demonstra-
tions and the slogan ‘All Power to the Soviets’ was put for-
ward. Revolutionary sailors from the Kronstadt naval base
were brought to the capital by the Bolsheviks, who hoped to
unseat the Government.

But this first attempt to dislodge the Provisional Govern-
ment failed to win enough popular support and, when it was
reported that the Bolsheviks had received money from the
German government, opinion in the streets turned against
them. Lenin was forced into hiding in Finland. Kerensky be-
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came Prime Minister and the remaining Bolsheviks con-
tented themselves with propaganda work, especially in the
army, and with the creation of their own illegal armed force.
This was the Red Guard, consisting of factory workers
equipped with rifles purloined from the army.

In September a combination of mistrust and misunder-
standing caused the Commander-in-Chief, [Lavr Georgevich]
Kornilov, to march against Petrograd. His advance fizzled
out, defeated more by the Petrograd Soviet than by Keren-
sky; Kornilov’s soldiers, confronted by armed workers from
the capital and influenced by Bolshevik agitation in their
ranks, refused to fight. The Bolshevik members of the Soviet
had a leading part in these events and could henceforth
claim to have ‘saved the Revolution’. [Leon] Trotsky, a for-
mer Menshevik turned Bolshevik, and a brilliant orator and
organiser, was released from prison; Bolsheviks began to
muster majorities in the Petrograd Soviet and the subse-
quently formed Moscow Soviet.

At the same time those who wished to see the restoration
of law and order lost confidence in the Provisional Govern-
ment. Under its Prime Minister, the liberal [Pavel] Mi-
lyukov, it had certainly achieved some needed reforms—
freedom of the press, equal rights for Jews, abolition of the
death penalty, real autonomy for Poland and Finland—but it
could only act with the acquiescence of the Soviet. It had re-
sponsibility but lacked authority. A politically mature middle
class on which it might have leaned had never developed
under tsarist autocracy. The weakness induced by the two-
headed leadership (with the Soviet constantly gaining public
support at the expense of the government and Duma) was
paralleled by the growing ineffectiveness of the Social Rev-
olutionaries, who were numerically strong in both the Soviet
and the Duma. They were split into various factions and
moreover were hampered by their desire, or need, to coa-
lesce with the liberal Cadet Party. The latter opposed deter-
mined action (including at one stage determined action
against the Bolsheviks) and succeeded in postponing the
convening of the promised Constituent Assembly. The Pro-
visional Government lost much support among the peasants




The Revolution and Its Aftermath 45

by postponing land reform so that it might be discussed by
the Constituent Assembly. Also, its continuation of the war
hampered its action in other fields and was an enormous
burden; but peace with Germany was possible only at a very
high territorial price which few Russians would accept.

In October the Petrograd Soviet dppointed a ‘Military
Revolutionary Committee’ to prevent another Kornilov-
type threat, and under the leadership of Trotsky the Bolshe-
vik members of this soon dominated its proceedings. Trot-
sky succeeded in obtaining rifles for thousands more of the
Red Guard, agitators continued their work, street demon-
strations were organised. By this time the Provisional Gov-
ernment could muster few reliable forces; the old and un-
popular police force had been disbanded and most army
units were paralysed by Bolshevik agitation. On 6 November
Lenin appeared in disguise at the Bolshevik headquarters
and that night the Red Guards occupied key points in the
capital—railway stations, telephone exchanges, banks, print-
ing presses. Kerensky slipped out of the Winter Palace,
where his ministers were conferring, to seek loyal troops. In
his absence the Palace was occupied by Red Guards and
sailors, and the ministers were arrested. Kerensky was un-
able to assemble a reliable army to restore the situation; at
one point he only escaped capture by disguising himself as a
sailor. He took no further part in events, settling down to a
long and comparatively quiet life in the USA.

In Petrograd the Bolshevik takeover had been almost
bloodless, but in Moscow and some other towns there was
protracted fighting as the Bolsheviks took power with their
armed workers, soldiers and sailors. And except in a few
solidly ‘Red’ localities, like Kronstadt, there was a possibility
of counter-insurrection. Moreover, having used the support
of other left-wing parties, the Bolsheviks were faced with the
possibility of a coalition government, a prospect which
Lenin did not relish. At the Congress of Soviets, which met
immediately after the Bolshevik coup and contained repre-
sentatives of workers’ and peasants’ soviets from many Rus-
sian towns, the Bolsheviks and their temporary ally, the Left
Social Revolutionary Party, had a majority. But they were






Lenin’s Betrayal of Russia

Dmitri Volkogonov

His status as a decorated and loyal Soviet general allowed
Dmitri Volkogonov nearly unlimited access to his nation’s
top-secret historical archives. In the years of glasnost, or
“openness,” begun in the late 1980s, Volkogonov and other
writers found themselves free to research, describe, analyze,
and criticize the actions of their past leaders. Volkogonov’s
biographies of Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin rank among the
most detailed and fascinating history books ever written. By
showing the human side of these leaders, treated in the past
by Russian writers as near-perfect and unapproachable icons,
Volkogonov reveals cruelty, incompetence, paranoia, and a
remarkable lust for power as the most telling results of the
Communist utopia. He summarized his works in his final
book, Autopsy for an Empire, in which he reviewed the lives of
the seven men who had led the Soviet Union after the revo-
luton of October 1917. In the following passage, Volko-
gonov argues that Lenin betrayed Russia during World War
I by accepting money from Germany and supporting the
Germans in their effort to overthrow the czar and defeat the
Russian army. In subsequent years, according to this author,
Lenin and the leaders that followed him contnued to betray
the Russian people by manipulating public opinion, impos-
ing dictatorial regimes, and unleashing civil war.

It was the third year of the First World War. Millions of sol-
diers were dying in the trenches, bombarded and gassed,
hanging in grey tatters on the barbed wire. The war had
crossed its ‘equator’. Few doubted that Germany and its al-
lies would be defeated in the end, especially now that the

Reprinted and edited with the permission of The Free Press, a division of Simon &
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United States had entered the war on the Allied side. Rus-
sia’s position was bad, but not desperate. The front had
been stabilized. However, socialist agitation was having a
serious effect on army morale. Reinforcements were fre-
quently arriving at only half strength. Mass desertion had
begun. The last President of the Russian State Duma,
Mikhail Rodzyanko, later recalled that in 1917 ‘desertion
from the front amounted to one and a half million. About
two million soldiers had been captured by the Germans’. . .
The Bolshevik agitators were working on the natural reluc-
tance of the peasants to fight.

Lenin, meanwhile, in peaceful Switzerland, was engaged
in philosophical self-education, writing articles, going for
walks in the company of his wife and his friend Inessa. Ar-
mand, eagerly following the news from the front. He him-
self had never worn military uniform or squatted in a blood-
soaked trench. He had never looked into the dreadful face of
war. He realized that the combatants themselves were inca-
pable of ending this ugly, savage war, and he also knew that
the war held the key to his own future.

The desire to end the bloodshed was felt by some people
in a position to exercise influence. As early as February 1915,
King Gustav V of Sweden wrote to [Russian]Tsar Nicholas
II: “You understand, dear Nicky, how much the horrors of
this frightful war upset me. And therefore it is quite natural
that my thoughts are preoccupied in seeking the means that
could put an end to the dreadful slaughter . . . I am prompted
by my conscience to tell you that at any moment, sooner or
later, whenever you find it convenient, I am willing to serve
you in any way in this matter . . . What do you think of my
offer to help?’ Nothing came of this initiative.

Two years later, on 4 February 1917, the Bulgarian envoy
to Berlin, Rizov, visited the Russian envoy to Norway,
Gulkevich, and requested that a telegram be sent to Petro-
grad reporting ‘Germany’s desire to conclude a separate
peace with Russia on highly favourable terms’. Petrograd
replied to Gulkevich: ‘Listen [to the proposal] and be sure to
obtain a precise formulation of the terms.” It was all too late.
February was pregnant with irreversible events.
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A National Betrayal

From the beginning of the slaughter, Lenin was not, as
might have been expected, in favour of its termination, but
instead called for its ‘socialization’. Writing to one of his
agents, Alexander Shlyapnikov, on 7 October 1914, two
months after the outbreak of fighting, he roundly con-
demned the campaign for peace. “The “peace” slogan is not
the right one. The proper slogan must be to turn national
war into civil war.” Lenin had already created another plank
of the Bolshevik platform on the conflict when Germany de-
clared war on Russia on 1 August 1914. He immediately sat
down to write his “Theses on the War’, later published in
collected form under the title War and Russian Social Democ-
racy. In it there appear lines that only a rigidly orthodox
thinker like Lenin could have written. He described the at-
tempt ‘to slaughter the proletarians of all lands by setting the
hired slaves of one nation against the hired slaves of another
for the benefit of the bourgeoisie’ as being ‘the only real con-
tent and meaning of this war’ (emphasis added).

‘The absurdity of this proposition is obvious, but the foun-
dation stone of socialist propaganda had been laid. He went
on to state that: ‘From the point of view of the working class
and the labouring masses of all the peoples of Russia, the
lesser evil would be the defeat of the tsarist monarchy and its
forces.” Lenin was calling for nothing less than the defeat of
his own government, of his country (which was incidentally
not an instigator of the war), and better still for turning the
war into a revolution and a civil war. For all their professed
internationalism, the position taken by Lenin and the
Leninists did nothing to bring the ending of the slaughter
any nearer. On the contrary, theirs was a policy of throwing
still more fuel on the flames of war.

At the same time, Lenin’s line on the war represented a
blatant national betrayal derived from profound contempt
for both Russia’s state interests and those of her allies. He
could not have made this clearer than when he stated that
‘tsarism is a hundred times worse than kaiserism.” It was pos-
sibly this sentiment thatled Lenin in time to the idea of a co-
incidence of interests between the Bolsheviks and Berlin.
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The Tsar, his government and his armies were an obstacle to
Germany’s far-reaching plans for expansion, and also to
Lenin’s for seizing power in Russia. From the moment the
war broke out, Germany and the Bolsheviks had a common
enemy in tsarist Russia, and from this Lenin drew the con-
clusion that the Russian army must be made to disintegrate.
‘Even where the war is being waged,” he declared, ‘we must
remain revolutionaries. Even in wartime we must preach
class struggle.’

At the end of September 1914 the Russian newspaper
Russkoe Slovo (Russian Word) published an appeal from writ-
ers, artists and actors condemning German aggression.
Among the many illustrious signatories was Maxim Gorky,
who for years had been an active supporter of Lenin’s orga-
nization. Lenin wrote an open letter addressed to Gorky in
which he condemned his ‘chauvinistical sermonizing’. He
remarked in passing that the world-famous operatic bass
Fedor Chaliapin, who had also signed the appeal, ‘should
not be judged too harshly . . . He knows nothing about the
proletarian cause: today he’s a friend of the workers and to-
morrow—the Black Hundreds [tsarist secret police].” For
Lenin, everyone was divided strictly into those who adopted
a class (Leninist) position and were therefore allies, and
those in the ‘chauvinistical’ camp who were therefore sworn
enemies. Even in his article ‘On the National Pride of the
Great Russians’, which every Soviet citizen was supposed to
have read as a profoundly ‘patriotic’ piece of writing, Lenin
asserted that ‘the Great Russians should not “defend the fa-
therland” other than by wishing for the defeat of tsarism in
any war, as the lesser evil for nine-tenths of Great Russia.’
The slogans of pacificism and the idea of ‘paralysing the war’
were mocked by Lenin as ‘ways of making fools of the work-
ing class’, and he thought the notion of a ‘democratic peace’
without revolution ‘profoundly wrong’.

It was typical of Lenin that, while calling for ‘decisive ac-
tion’ against the militarists and for ‘unleashing class struggle
in the army’, it did not occur to him to set an example him-
self. During the 1916 socialist conference in Zimmerwald,
Switzerland, he loudly insisted that the delegates return to
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their native countries and personally organize strike move-
ments against their belligerent governments. The German
Social Democrat Karl Ledebour responded: ‘But they’ll just
put me on trial in a court martial.’ Lenin persisted, however,
at which Ledebour retorted: ‘And will you be going back to
Russia to organize strikes against the war? Or are you going
to stay in Switzerland?’ Lenin did not dignify such a
‘provocative’ question with a reply. . . .

Arrangements with Germany

The Russian government’s failings in the war and its weakness
at home led to the self-destruction of the autocracy on a wave
of discontent. A historical mutation began in 1917 which
would lead in a few years to the creation of a new civilization,
a new culture, and new political and social institutions which
had little in common with Russia’s history. Had the demo-
cratic February [1917] revolution [which overthrew the tsar]
managed to hold, most likely Russia today would be a great
democratic state, rather than one that has disintegrated.

Stuck in Zurich, Lenin became increasingly agitated by
the thought that the train of the Russian revolution might
depart for the future without him. He was saved from that
eventuality by secret and unofficial contacts that had been
established between certain Leninists and individuals who
had the trust of the German authorities. Among these were
Alexander Helphand, known as Parvus, an émigré from Rus-
sia, German social democrat and successful businessman in
Scandinavia and Germany. Parvus was the author of an au-
dacious plan according to which Germany, in order to win
the war, would assist the outbreak of revolution in Russia. In
declaring that tsarism’s defeat ‘here and now’ would be the
best way out of the war, Lenin was publicly, repeatedly and
precisely stating his position as a virtual ally of Germany in
its fight against his own country and its people.

General Erich von Ludendorff, ‘the military brain of the
German nation’ and First Quartermaster of the army, de-
scribed the role played by Lenin in Berlin’s plans with frank-
ness and extreme cynicism: ‘In helping Lenin travel to Rus-
sia our government accepted a special responsibility. The
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enterprise was justified from a military point of view. We had
to bring Russia down.” This was also Lenin’s aim.

Research into these matters was strictly forbidden in the
Soviet Union, but in the West much direct and indirect evi-
dence has been discovered which established beyond doubt
that a firm link existed between the Bolsheviks and Berlin. In
recent years, documents from Russian archives that had pre-
viously been inaccessible have revealed the financial connec-
tions between Lenin’s agents and Germany. Despite repeated
‘purges’, the archives preserved ‘book-keeping’ telegrams,
accounts and statements of the amounts made available to the
Bolsheviks by a generous German government.

After a meeting between Lenin and Parvus in May 1915,
a close association was formed between a small circle of
Lenin’s most trusted agents, of whom the most important
was Jacob Stanislavovich Ganetsky (Fuerstenberg), and the
German side, with Parvus as the link. Ganetsky and Parvus
were the mainspring of an ingenious mechanism. With
money made available to him by Count Ulrich von und zu
Brockdorft-Rantzau, the German ambassador in Copen-
hagen, and other sources, Parvus established a so-called In-
stitute for the Study of the Social Consequences of the War,
where he employed a number of Russian social democrats.
Meanwhile, using German funds, Ganetsky established a
firm in Stockholm for purchasing pharmaceutical products,
such as medicines and contraceptives, for shipment to Pet-
rograd, where they were in great demand. The proceeds
from these sales enabled Ganetsky’s assistant, [Mechislav]
Kozlovsky, to transmit large sums of money to accounts in
different banks, usually to a woman called Yevgeniya
Sumenson. Hundreds of thousands of roubles were thus
made available to the Bolsheviks for purposes such as the
printing and distribution of newspapers and leaflets, the pur-
chase of arms, and salaries for a large number of ‘profes-
sional revolutionaries’. Dozens of telegrams testify to the
constant flow of funds between Berlin and the Bolsheviks via
Ganetsky and Parvus, aided by several intermediaries who
knew nothing of this covert support for Lenin’s party. Lenin,
the consummate conspirator, did not mark these documents
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with his own instructions or give direct financial orders him-
self. He stood in the wings, watching the machine work for
him and exercising only verbal authority.

Vast Sums of Money

Despite some remaining gaps in the evidence, there is no
doubt that the October [1917] coup was supported by Ger-
man money. And it continued to flow after the Bolshevik
seizure of power, as the Germans tried in every way to pre-
vent the accession of an anti-Bolshevik regime that would
make common cause with the Western Allies and revive Rus-
sia’s war against Germany. Count Wilhelm Mirbach, the
German ambassador in Moscow, sent a cipher telegram to
Berlin on 3 June 1918, one month before he was assassinated:
‘Due to strong Entente competition, 3,000,000 marks per
month necessary. In event of early need for change in our po-
litical line, a higher sum must be reckoned with.” Two days
later, the German Foreign Ministry informed the Treasury
that Mirbach had spent large sums to counter Allied efforts
in Russia to persuade the Bolsheviks to change their line and
accept Allied demands. Since it was the German view that the
new regime was hanging by a thread, Mirbach’s efforts were
regarded as of cardinal importance, and in order to sustain
them a fund of ‘at least 40 million marks’ was required.

In 1921 the leading German Social Democrat Eduard
Berstein published a sensational article in the socialist news-
paper Vorwdirts in which he wrote: ‘Lenin and his comrades
received vast sums of money from the Kaiser’s government
for their destructive agitation . . . From absolutely reliable
sources | have now ascertained that the sum was very large,
an almost unbelievable amount, certainly more than fifty
million gold marks, a sum about the source of which Lenin
and his comrades could be in no doubt. One result of all this
was the Brest-Litovsk Treaty.’

Accepting Russia’s Defeat
In effect, the Bolshevik leadership had been bought by the

Germans, and it was therefore not surprising that Lenin
should compel the Russian delegation to the peace talks in
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March 1918 to accept the harsh terms dictated by Germany.
The ‘indecent peace’ was the price Lenin had to pay to ac-
quire and retain power. Having not long before declared
that the Bolsheviks would never agree to a separate peace,
Lenin in fact accepted a defeat—after preaching defeatism
for three years—that never was. He accepted defeat from an
enemy who was already on his knees before the Allies. He
not only accepted defeat, he also agreed to give the Germans
a million square kilometres of Russian territory and 245.5
tonnes of gold. In the autumn of 1918, with Germany facing
imminent defeat, the curator of the Russian gold reserve,
Novitsky, reported to Lenin that another ninety-five tonnes
of gold was ready for shipment to Germany.

Having utterly rejected all social democratic principles,
soon after returning from exile to Petrograd in April 1917
Lenin embarked on a course of violent seizure of power. He
refused to meet the socialist Prime Minister Alexander
Kerensky. His slogans, primitive and rabble-rousing, worked
without fail. The Bolsheviks promised the war-weary, land-
starved and hungry people peace, land and bread, and told
them that to achieve this they must first stick their bayonets
into the ground, abandon the trenches and go home, where
they should seize their allotments. Promised by Lenin’s agi-
tators that they would never be sent to the front, the troops
of the vast Petrograd garrison threw their support behind the
Bolsheviks. The power of [Alexander] Kerensky’s Provisional
Government melted like ice in the spring thaw. Meanwhile
the Bolshevik demagogues promised the gullible and igno-
rant peasants-in-uniform prosperity, peace, land, bread, hos-
pitals, liberty. At the First All-Russian Congress of Peasants’
Deputies in May 1917, Lenin described the idyllic life they
would lead: “This will be a Russia in which free labour will
work on free land.” His listeners would not have to wait long
to discover whether his predictions were accurate. . . .

November 7

On the night of 6 November, the Bolshevik Red Guards
seized a number of key locations in Petrograd, including the
main post office and telephone exchange, stormed the Win-
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ter Palace and arrested Provisional Government Ministers.
Next day, Trotsky informed the Second Congress of Soviets
that the Bolsheviks had seized power in the name of the So-
viets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, thus ushering in
the new era of Soviet rule in Russia. In fact, it was the Bol-
shevik Party under Lenin and his successors that would gov-
ern the country for the next seventy years, even if they con-
tinued to uphold the fiction that they were doing so in the
name of the Soviets. The clan of professional revolutionar-
ies would henceforth simply pass the sceptre of power from
one pair of hands to the next.

For seven decades much would be written about ‘Lenin’s
theory of socialist revolution’. In fact, it was not a consistent,
synthesized body of theory. Its salient features were: the
maximum manipulation of public opinion; the frenzied cul-
tivation of the image of the class enemy, whether the Tsar,
the bourgeoisie, the Mensheviks or the liberals; the disinte-
gration of the army and state machine by means of outright
rabble-rousing; pushing the state and the regime towards
chaos and dislocation; staging a coup at the precise moment
when the government was most weakened and compro-
mised; establishing a harsh dictatorship which took away
‘bourgeois liberties and rights’; using terror as a means of
keeping millions of people in check; unleashing civil war.

These are only some of the features of Lenin’s technique.
They were implemented by a disciplined, organized party led
by professional revolutionaries like Lenin himself, people ca-
pable of issuing an order to reduce rations for those not work-
ing on transport and to increase it for those who were: ‘Let
thousands die, but the country will be saved.” Lenin’s logic
was that some should be killed so that others should live.

Lenin was able to determine the precise moment at which
the government was totally paralysed and defenceless, when
if the Bolsheviks did not seize the moment, others would.
The American journalist John Reed, who became a hero of
the revolution, recorded Lenin saying on 3 November: ‘6
November will be too soon to act; the eighth too late. We
have to act on the seventh, the day the [Second] Congress [of
Soviets] opens.’
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Yet, until the last minute, Lenin did not believe deep down
in the success of the operation. As Richard Pipes has written:
‘Lenin did not dare to show himself in public until the cabi-
net (presumably including Kerensky, of whose escape he was
unaware) fell into Bolshevik hands. He spent most of [7 No-
vember] bandaged, wigged, and bespectacled. After Dan and
Skobelev, passing by, saw through his disguise, he retired to
his hideaway, where he took catnaps on the floor, while Trot-
sky came and went to report the latest news.’

The dying regime managed to issue a distress signal on
the radio and in Rabochaya gazeta (Labour Gazette) on 11
November 1917:

To All, To All, To All! The Provisional Council of the Rus-
sian Republic, yielding to the force of bayonets, was com-
pelled on [7 November] to disperse and to interrupt its work
for the time being. With the words ‘liberty and socialism’ on
their lips, the usurpers are committing violence and may-
hem. They have arrested and imprisoned in tsarist casemates
members of the Provisional Government, including the so-
cialist ministers . . . Blood and anarchy threaten to over-
whelm the revolution, to drown liberty and the republic. . . .

The Russian Revolution preserved the traditional popular
link between mystique and practice. Lenin’s dogmas became
the mystique, and destruction became the practice. ‘Every-
thing was destroyed except the tradition, except the plan, the
blueprint of hatred and the leader’s indomitable will,” wrote
E. Bogdanov, an émigré philosopher. “The people’s instincts
did the rest; a spicy broth which would with microbiological
speed multiply the bacteria of Bolshevism in Russia . . . The
people spat on the liberty and democracy they were offered
[in February 1917] and were content only with their new
and harsher slavery.’




The Bolsheviks Take Power

John Reed

As a correspondent for several left-leaning journals in the
United States, John Reed reported from the Mexican rev-
olution, from the front lines of the radical labor move-
ment in the United States, and from the World War I bat-
tlefields of northern Europe. In 1917, the revolutionary
turmoil of Russia attracted him to St. Petersburg, where
he witnessed firsthand the social and political chaos of
post-czarist Russia. He set down his observations in a fre-
netic and admiring account, entitled Ten Days That Shook
the World, which has become a well-worn handbook for
students of Russian history.

Reed never claimed to be an impartial observer. An en-
thusiastic supporter of the Bolsheviks, he returned to the
United States after the revolution to help found the
American Communist Labor Party. Indicted for sedition
in the United States, he returned to Russia as a party del-
egate in 1920, but within a year was dead from a typhus
infection. As a close friend of Lenin and a supporter of
Lenin’s revolution, he was accorded full honors, his grave
given the place of honor beneath the Kremlin wall.

This extract from Ten Days That Shook the World de-
scribes the struggles and triumphs of the Bolsheviks in the
weeks following the overthrow of the Provisional Gov-
ernment in October 1917.

Having settled the question of power, the Bolsheviki turned
their attention to problems of practical administration. First
of all the city, the country, the Army must be fed. Bands of
sailors and Red Guards scoured the warehouses, the railway
terminals, even the barges in the canals, unearthing and con-

Excerpted from Tén Days That Shook the World, by John Reed (New York: Boni and
Liveright, 1919).
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fiscating thousands of poods' of food held by private specula-
tors. Emissaries were sent to the provinces, where with the
assistance of the Land Committees they seized the store-
houses of the great grain-dealers. Expeditions of sailors,
heavily armed, were sent out in groups of five thousand, to
the South, to Siberia, with roving commissions to capture
cities still held by the [czarist] White Guards, establish order,
and get food. Passenger traffic on the Trans-Siberian Railroad
was suspended for two weeks, while thirteen trains, loaded
with bolts of cloth and bars of iron assembled by the
Factory-Shop Committees, were sent out eastward, each in
charge of a Commissar, to barter with the Siberian peasants
for grain and potatoes. . . .

[Czarist General Alexei] Kaledin being in possession of
the coal-mines of the Don, the fuel question became urgent.
Smolny’ shut off all electric lights in theatres, shops and
restaurants, cut down the number of street cars, and confis-
cated the private stores of fire-wood held by the fuel-dealers.
... And when the factories of Petrograd were about to close
down for lack of coal, the sailors of the Baltic Fleet turned
over to the workers two hundred thousand poods from the
bunkers of battle-ships. . . .

Toward the end of November occurred the “wine-
pogroms”—looting of the wine-cellars—beginning with the
plundering of the Winter Palace vaults. For days there were
drunken soldiers on the streets. . . . In all this was evident the
hand of the counter-revolutionists, who distributed among
the regiments plans showing the location of the stores of
liquor. The Commissars of Smolny began by pleading and ar-
guing, which did not stop the growing disorder, followed by
pitched battles between soldiers and Red Guards. . . . Finally
the Military Revolutionary Committee sent out companies of
sailors with machine-guns, who fired mercilessly upon the ri-
oters, killing many; and by executive order the wine-cellars
were invaded by Committees with hatchets, who smashed the
bottles—or blew them up with dynamite. . . .

1. A pood is thirty-six pounds. 2. Seat of the Bolshevik-led government in St. Pe-
tersburg (Petrograd).
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Companies of Red Guards, disciplined and well-paid,
were on duty at the headquarters of the Ward Soviets day
and night, replacing the old Militia. In all quarters of the city
small elective Revolutionary Tribunals were set up by the
workers and soldiers to deal with petty crime. . . .

The great hotels, where the speculators still did a thriving
business, were surrounded by Red Guards, and the specula-
tors thrown into jail. . . .

Alert and suspicious, the working-class of the city consti-
tuted itself a vast spy system, through the servants prying
into bourgeois households, and reporting all information to
the Military Revolutionary Committee, which struck with
an iron hand, unceasing. In this way was discovered the
Monarchist plot led by former Duma-member [Vladimir]
Purishkevitch and a group of nobles and officers, who had
planned an officers’ uprising, and had written a letter invit-
ing Kaledin to Petrograd. . . . In this way was unearthed the
conspiracy of the Petrograd Cadets, who were sending
money and recruits to Kaledin. . . .

Revolutionary Discipline

The restrictions on the Press were increased by a decree mak-
ing advertisements a monopoly of the official Government
newspaper. At this all the other papers suspended publication
as a protest, or disobeyed the law and were closed. . . . Only
three weeks later did they finally submit.

Stll the strike of the Ministries’ went on, still the sabo-
tage of the old officials, the stoppage of normal economic
life. Behind Smolny was only the will of the vast, unorgan-
ised popular masses; and with them the Council of People’s
Commissars dealt, directing revolutionary mass-action
against its enemies. In eloquent proclamations, couched in
simple words and spread over Russia, Lenin explained the
Revolution, urged the people to take the power into their
own hands, by force to break down the resistance of the
propertied classes, by force to take over the institutions of

3. After the October revolution, the Bolsheviks were thwarted by strikes among bu-
reaucrats and ministers opposed to the new Soviet government.
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doled out to them from reserve supplies until now never
touched. . . . Already delegates from all parts of the Front
are talking of a necessary removal of part of the Army to the
rear, foreseeing that in a few days there will be headlong
flight of the soldiers, dying from hunger, ravaged by the
three years’ war in the trenches, sick, inéufﬁciently clothed,
bare-footed, driven mad by superhuman misery.”

The Military Revolutionary Committee brings this to the no-
tice of the Petrograd garrison and the workers of Petrograd.
The situation at the Front demands the most urgent and de-
cisive measures. . . . Meanwhile the higher functionaries of the
Government institutions, banks, railroads, post and telegraph,
are on strike and impeding the work of the Government in
supplying the Front with provisions. . . . Each hour of delay
may cost the life of thousands of soldiers. The counter-
revolutionary functionaries are the most dishonest criminals
toward their hungry and dying brethren on the Front. . . .

The MILITARY REVOLUTIONARY COMMITTEE GIVES THESE
CRIMINALS A LAST WARNING. In event of the least resistance
or opposition on their part, the harshness of the measures
which will be adopted against them will correspond to the
seriousness of their crime. . . .

Opposition to the Revolution

The masses of workers and soldiers responded by a savage
tremor of rage, which swept all Russia. In the capital the
Government and bank employees got out hundreds of
proclamations and appeals, protesting, defending them-
selves, such as this one:

TO THE ATTENTION OF ALL CITIZENS.
THE STATE BANK IS CLOSED!
Why?

Because the violence exercised by the Bolsheviki against the
State Bank has made it impossible for us to work. The first
act of the People’s Commissars was to DEMAND TEN MILLION
RUBLES, and on November 27th THEY DEMANDED TWENTY-
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FIVE MILLIONS, without any indication as to where this
money was to go.

... We functionaries cannot take part in plundering the
people’s property. We stopped work.

CITizENS! The money in the State Bank is yours, the people’s
money, acquired by your labour, your sweat and blood. CrTI1-
ZENS! Save the people’s property from robbery, and us from vi-
olence, and we shall immediately resume work.

EMPLOYEES OF THE STATE BANK.

From the Ministry of Supplies, the Ministry of Finance,
from the Special Supply Committee, declarations that the
Military Revolutionary Committee made it impossible for
the employees to work, appeals to the population to support
them against Smolny. . . . But the dominant worker and sol-
dier did not believe them; it was firmly fixed in the popular
mind that the employees were sabotaging, starving the
Army, starving the people. . . . In the long bread lines, which
as formerly stood in the iron winter streets, it was not the
Government which was blamed, as it had been under [Alek-
sandr] Kerensky, but the tchinovniki, the sabotageurs; for the
Government was their Government, their Soviets—and the
functionaries of the Ministries were against it. . . .

At the centre of all this opposition was the Duma, and its
militant organ, the Committee for Salvation, protesting
against all the decrees of the Council of People’s Commis-
sars, voting again and again not to recognise the Soviet
Government, openly cooperating with the new counter-
revolutionary “Governments” set up at Moghilev. . . . On
the 17th of November, for example, the Committee for Sal-
vation addressed “all Municipal Governments, Zemstvos
[rural village committees], and all democratic and revolu-
tionary organisations of peasants, workers, soldiers and
other citizens,” in these words:

Do not recognise the Government of the Bolsheviki, and
struggle against it.
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Form local Committees for Salvation of Country and Revo-
lution, who will unite all democratic forces, so as to aid the
All-Russian Committee for Salvation in the tasks which it
has set itself. . . .

Meanwhile the elections for the Constituent Assembly in
Petrograd gave an enormous plurality to the Bolsheviki; so
that even the Mensheviki Internationalists pointed out that
the Duma ought to be re-elected, as it no longer represented
the political composition of the Petrograd population. . . . At
the same time floods of resolutions from workers’ organisa-
tions, from military units, even from the peasants in the sur-
rounding country, poured in upon the Duma, calling it
“counter-revolutionary, Kornilovitz,” and demanding that it
resign. The last days of the Duma were stormy with the bit-
ter demands of the Municipal workers for decent living
wages, and the threat of strikes. . . .

On the 23d a formal decree of the Military Revolutionary
Committee dissolved the Committee for Salvation. On the
29th, the Council of People’s Commissars ordered the dis-
solution and re-election of the Petrograd City Duma:

In view of the fact that the Central Duma of Petrograd,
elected September 2d, . . . has definitely lost the right to rep-
resent the population of Petrograd, being in complete disac-
cord with its state of mind and its aspirations . . . and in view
of the fact that the personnel of the Duma majority, although
having lost all political following, continues to make use of
its prerogatives to resist in a counter-revolutionary manner
the will of the workers, soldiers and peasants, to sabotage and
obstruct the normal work of the Government—the Council
of People’s Commissars considers it its duty to invite the
population of the capital to pronounce judgment on the pol-
icy of the organ of Municipal autonomy.

To this end the Council of People’s Commissars resolves:

(1) To dissolve the Municipal Duma; the dissolution to take
effect November 30th, 1917.

(2) All functionaries elected or appointed by the present
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Duma shall remain at their posts and fulfil the duties con-
fided to them, until their places shall be filled by representa-

tives of the new Duma.

(3) All Municipal employees shall continue to fulfil their du-
ties; those who leave the service of their own accord shall be
considered discharged.

(4) The new elections for the Municipal Duma of Petrograd
are fixed for December 9th, 1917. . ..

(5) The Municipal Duma of Petrograd shall meet December
11th, 1917, at two o’clock.

(6) Those who disobey this decree, as well as those who in-
tentionally harm or destroy the property of the Municipality,
shall be immediately arrested and brought before the Revo-
lutionary Tribunals. . . .

The Duma met defiantly, passing resolutions to the effect
that it would “defend its position to the last drop of its
blood,” and appealing desperately to the population to save
their “own elected City Government.” But the population
remained indifferent or hostile. On the 31st Mayor [Grig-
ory] Schreider and several members were arrested, interro-
gated, and released. That day and the next the Duma con-
tinued to meet, interrupted frequently by Red Guards and
sailors, who politely requested the assembly to disperse. At
the meeting of December 2d, an officer and some sailors en-
tered the Nicolai Hall while a member was speaking, and or-
dered the members to leave, or force would be used. They
did so, protesting to the last, but finally “ceding to violence.”

The new Duma, which was elected ten days later, and for
which the “Moderate” Socialists refused to vote, was almost
entirely Bolshevik. . . .

There remained several centres of dangerous opposition,
such as the “republics” of Ukraine and Finland, which were
showing definitely anti-Soviet tendencies. Both at Helsingfors
and at Kiev the Governments were gathering troops which
could be depended upon, and entering upon campaigns of
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crushing Bolshevism, and of disarming and expelling Russian
troops. The Ukrainean Rada had taken command of all south-
ern Russia, and was furnishing Kaledin reinforcements and
supplies. Both Finland and Ukraine were beginning secret ne-
gotiations with the Germans, and were promptly, recognised
by the Allied Governments, which loaned them huge sums of
money, joining with the propertied classes to create counter-
revolutionary centres of attack upon Soviet Russia. In the end,
when Bolshevism had conquered in both these countries, the
defeated bourgeoisie called in the Germans to restore them to
power. . . .

But the most formidable menace to the Soviet Government
was internal and two-headed—the Kaledin movement, and
the Staff at Moghilev, where General [Nikolai] Dukhonin had
assumed command.

The ubiquitous [Lt. Col. Mikhail] Muraviov was ap-
pointed commander of the war against the Cossacks, and a
Red Army was recruited from among the factory workers.
Hundreds of propagandists were sent to the Don.* The
Council of People’s Commissars issued a proclamation to
the Cossacks, explaining what the Soviet Government was,
how the propertied classes, the tchin ovniki, landlords,
bankers and their allies, the Cossack princes, land-owners
and Generals, were trying to destroy the Revolution, and
prevent the confiscation of their wealth by the people.

On November 27th a committee of Cossacks came to
Smolny to see Trotzky and Lenin. They demanded if it were
true that the Soviet Government did not intend to divide the
Cossack lands among the peasants of Great Russia? “No,”
answered Trotzky. The Cossacks deliberated for a while.
“Well,” they asked, “does the Soviet Government intend to
confiscate the estates of our great Cossack land-owners and
divide them among the working Cossacks?” To this Lenin
replied. “That,” he said, “is for you to do. We shall support
the working Cossacks in all their actions. . . . The best way to
begin is to form Cossack Soviets; you will be given represen-

4. The Don River region of the Ukraine was the homeland of the Cossacks, free
peasants and smallholders who fervently opposed the Bolsheviks.
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tation in the Tiay-ee-kah,’ and then it will be your Govern-
ment, too. ...”

The Cossacks departed, thinking hard. Two weeks later
General Kaledin received a deputation from his troops.
“Will you,” they asked, “promise to divide the great estates
of the Cossack landlords among the working Cossacks?”

“Only over my dead body,” responded Kaledin. A month
later, seeing his army melt away before his eyes, Kaledin blew
out his brains. And the Cossack movement was no more. . . .

Tearing Down the Old

Immensely strengthened by the collapse of the last important
stronghold of hostile military power in Russia [at Moghilev,
on December 2, 1917], the Soviet Government began with
confidence the organisation of the state. Many of the old
functionaries flocked to its banner, and many members of
other parties entered the Government service. The finan-
cially ambitious, however, were checked by the decree on
Salaries of Government Employees, fixing the salaries of the
People’s Commissars—the highest—at five hundred rubles
(about fifty dollars) a month. . . . The strike of Government
Employees, led by the Union of Unions, collapsed, deserted
by the financial and commercial interests which had been
backing it. The bank clerks returned to their jobs. . . .

With the decree on the Nationalisation of Banks, the for-
mation of the Supreme Council of People’s Economy, the
putting into practical operation of the Land decree in the
villages, the democratic reorganisation of the Army, and the
sweeping changes in all branches of the Government and of
life,—with all these, effective only by the will of the masses
of workers, soldiers and peasants, slowly began, with many
mistakes and hitches, the moulding of proletarian Russia.

Not by compromise with the propertied classes, or with
the other political leaders; not by conciliating the old Gov-
ernment mechanism, did the Bolsheviki conquer the power.
Nor by the organized violence of a small clique. If the

5. A transliteration of T3IK, the Russian abbreviation for Central Executive Com-
mittee, the former Petrograd Soviet, which was extending its authority over the rest
of Russia.
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masses all over Russia had not been ready for insurrection it
must have failed. The only reason for Bolshevik success lay
in their accomplishing the vast and simple desires of the
most profound strata of the people, calling them to the work
of tearing down and destroying the old, and afterward, in the
smoke of falling ruins, cooperating with them to erect the
frame-work of the new.



The Bolshevik Victory in the
Civil War
Moshe Lewin

In the following selection, Moshe Lewin, a Red Army vet-
eran and professor of Russian history at the University of
Pennsylvania, examines the political developments in Rus-
sia during the civil war of 1917-1922. He contends that
while the war was inevitable, its outcome was far from cer-
tain and was shaped by the strengths and weaknesses of the
factions involved: Lenin’s Bolsheviks, the czarist Whites,
and the panoply of leftist parties that were battling for
dominance in the Russia of the 1920s. Even within the
Communist Party, various camps were vying for control.

Lewin concludes that the key to the Bolshevik victory
in the civil war was not ideology, or even popularity, but
the seizure of the Russian heartland around Moscow and
the ability of the Bolsheviks to win over the urban prole-
tariat and millions of peasants with their slogan “Land,
Bread, and Peace.” With their enemies finally defeated by
1922, the Bolsheviks took advantage of a political vacuum
to carry out a complete reworking of Russian society from
the top down.

The civil war was, no doubt, a crucial period in the history of
the new Soviet regime. The demarcation of this period is a
matter for debate. It may be argued that it began in Novem-
ber 1917 and ended in the middle of 1922. These dates en-
compass all the most important trends and traits that produced
the flavor and substance of the period, the particular ways of
acting, and the specific culture of the emerging system and its
leaders. By mid-1922, almost all the military operations of im-
portance, including those directed against the widespread

Excerpted from Russia/USSR/Russia: The Drive and Drift of a Superstate, by Moshe
Lewin. Copyright © 1995 by Moshe Lewin. Reprinted by permission of The New
Press, (800) 233-4830.
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bands of guerrillas and bandits, had ceased; the first reasonably
abundant harvest had begun to supply enough food to start
healing the country’s terrible wounds, particularly the conse-
quences of the atrocious famine of 1921; and the war economy
was returning to more normal, peacetime functioning.

We are dealing therefore with a time-span of about four
years, marked by upheavals, battles, slaughter—a protracted
national agony during which the new system was created and
took shape. For historians and for other students of social
and political systems, it was not simply an important period
but also a very exciting one. It seems easier to grasp the es-
sential features of a regime at its inception rather than to try
to extract them from the numerous accretions that accumu-
lated at later stages of development.

Creating a Utopia

The system we are studying was not built methodically ac-
cording to some preestablished blueprint. It was, rather, im-
provised under the pressure of constant emergencies, al-
though ideologies and programs of the previous era did play
their role. This is visible, notably, in some policy preferences
such as distaste for markets and a special relation with the
working class, to take just a few examples. But these ideo-
logical preferences produced more than just facts. They also
engendered illusions that are best illustrated by the policies
subsumed under the term War Communism. An “illusion in
action” or, to use a better term, “utopia” is a powerful mobi-
lizer, and yet its results can be—and were—quite different
from what was hoped for. In any case, utopias of different
kinds are often an important part of historical events and
present an intricate subject for study.

We can state further that, although improvised, the key in-
stitution of the new system, the party—its only preexisting
feature—was created or recreated in the course of the events
under consideration, in a new garb, quite different from what
it had been at the start. Party cadres, during their short his-
tory before October, had trained themselves to be leaders in
a revolution that was not even supposed to be socialist. Dur-
ing this period they produced an ideology and a small num-
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ber of dedicated cadres who, after October, engaged in activ-
ities and events, notably a bloody civil war, during which they
organized and ran armies, built a state apparatus, and presided
over a new state. As they became rulers of the improvised
regime, they recreated themselves and acquired a new iden-
tity, even if initially this process was not self-apparent. Nev-
ertheless, the transformation went on speedily in all facets of
party life and in many of its principles, such as ties with the
masses, organizational structure, modus operandi, social
composition, ways of ruling, and style of life.

All this was not the main concern of the participants in the
events, proponents or foes of the new regime. They, and ob-
servers abroad, were still absorbed by the novelties introduced
by this newcomer into the family of world systems. Whether
a separate peace with Germany, land to the peasants, workers’
control, nationalization of banks and key industries, or less
formalized but sharper and more frightening notions such as
“rob from the robbers” (grab’ nagrablennoe)—all of these de-
velopments were an outrage to domestic opponents and an
insult to the Western world. Forced labor for the bourgeoisie
did not improve matters. Under these conditions a civil war
was inevitable. What was puzzling was the considerable calm
that prevailed during the regime’s first months in power.
Some would explain it as a power vacuum that the Bolsheviks
skillfully filled. But with the crumbling of the Provisional
Government the power vacuum was filled, at least partly, by
the networks of soviets that had helped the Bolsheviks into
power and given them strong initial backing. As for the forces
of the old regime and many who were undecided, they needed
some time to regroup, to recover from the initial shock, and
to reap the benefits of the new regime’s predictable difficulties
and errors—errors that did not fail to appear.

That civil war was likely can be hypothesized on grounds
other than the sole challenge of the Bolshevik program. We
know how deeply the Whites hated the forces that stood be-

hind the Kerenskii government.! Social Revolutionaries

1. The Provisional Government, led by Alexander Kerenskii, which came to power
after the fall of the czar in March 1917.




The Revolution and Its Aftermath 71

[SRs], Mensheviks, and later also the Liberals were consid-
ered by monarchists and nationalists, especially by the offi-
cers, to have been the main culprits of the Bolshevik
takeover. It is therefore not an idle speculation to contend
that a Constituent Assembly dominated by the SRs would
have been dispersed; indeed, the SRs gave ample proof that
they were incapable of mounting an effective defense. They
did little when told to disperse by the Bolshevik sailors, and
later, in their Samara stronghold, they failed again to pro-
duce a military force capable of sustaining them. They de-
pended fully on the Czechoslovak units.? Their own forces
were commanded by White officers who were just waiting
for the chance to eliminate them, which is what happened
somewhat later in Siberia, where White officers eliminated
SR leaders, making clear how unwelcome they were in the
White camp.

The basic reality of those years was that the battle was
being waged not between democracy and authoritarianism
but between two different authoritarian political camps that
could field big armies and fight it out. Supporters of the
Constituent Assembly could not do the same—and they
were eliminated from the historical arena.

WEe are next faced with another riddle: Why did the Bol-
sheviks, whom we just described as unprepared for the job of
ruling a huge country, nevertheless become victors in the
Civil War? An easy answer comes to mind—which has a
grain of truth in it: Their success owed mainly to the inepti-
tude of their opponents. Victor Shklovskii, in his riveting
Sentimental Journey, said that it was not a matter of who was
the stronger but, rather, who was less weak.?

But such an explanation will not do. The Bolsheviks worked
feverishly to create a central government as well as important
civilian services and local authorities; at the same time they or-
ganized a war machine, complete with an armament industry.
To sum it all up, they created a state. This achievement testi-

2. Czech partisans operating in Russia after Russia’s withdrawal from the war in the
summer of 1918. 3. Victor Shklovskii, Sentimental Fourney (Ithaca, N.Y., 1970),
p. 187.
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tied to a dynamism that the other side clearly lacked. Neither
of the main White territories—the Siberian or the southern—
managed to produce a credible state administration, despite
their claim to superior experience in “statchood” (gosudarst-
vennost’). Numerous documents, notably memoirs of White
officers written during and after the events, attested to the sad
state of affairs in the different central and local administrations
of the White areas. One officer described the administration
of the Stavropol region under the Whites as the rule of pom-
padury, corrupt and arbitrary little despots. The evidence from
Kolchak country was not more cheerful. In the battle between
the pornpadury and the komissary [Bolshevik leaders], the latter
certainly deserved to win. They turned out to have had a knack
for state building that representatives of previously privileged
classes lacked or lost. The deeper cause of this deficiency lay
in their inability to convince their previously faithful subjects,
especially the peasants, that they still had something to offer
them. Their demise in October was not really an accident.

It is worth noting that the Bolsheviks were entrenched in
the very heart of historical Muscovy, where they drew most of
their support. Russia’s heartland, and the resources of the na-
ton and the state accumulated by history in this area, served
them well in winning the war and, later, in reuniting the coun-
try. The huge border areas (okrainy) where the Whites oper-
ated, although well provided with raw materials, grain, and an
excellent military resource—the Cossacks—did not give them
the hoped-for chance to surround and take Moscow. The
okrainy proved, on the contrary, too diversified, too distant
from each other. Instead of being a base for victory, they
turned into a morass that engulfed them.

The War of Classes

The sociohistorical study of this period, focusing on classes,
nationalities, bureaucracies, and parties, as well as on the so-
cial composition of the armies, is an indispensable tool, al-
though this kind of study is still in its infancy. Yet it is par-
ticularly noteworthy to the historian to learn that not just the
Bolsheviks but also the key figures of the opposite camp, no-
tably Paul Miliukov and General Denikin, looked to the so-
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cial factors, including the class composition of the contend-
ing camps and of the country as a whole, in order to explain
the victories and defeats. The nefarious role of backward-
looking pomeshchiki [landowners], the actions of the bour-
geoisie, their policies in relation to the peasantry, the behav-
ior and attitudes of workers—such were the factors Miliukov
cited in his postmortem analysis of the Whites. And
Denikin, although he denied that his side had a class charac-
ter, admitted and regretted that it never managed to shed its
class image in the eyes of the population, a derogatory image
at that. Denikin also resented the duplicity and stinginess of
the bourgeoisie who did not want to come up with the nec-
essary means to save what they themselves declared to be
their cause.

Such explanations are, in fact, indispensable, provided
they are used flexibly and are based on good research. Both
camps were coalitions, not neat, clearcut classes. Each side
had an obvious, although not entirely monolithic, core,
around which coalesced broader layers of the population
that often hesitated, changed sides, returned to the fold
again, or created a camp of their own. It was this flux that
made the Civil War so unpredictable for its participants at
the time and so complicated for the analyst today. Such a
fluid state of affairs applied equally to both sides. We can cite
many examples of military or partisan units, armed with red
banners and commissars, turning against the Communists,
even killing them, and going over to the other side, contin-
uing on their own—or even staying . . . with the Reds.*

We know that there was a nucleus of workers, poor peas-
ants, and raznochintsy [intellectuals] on the side of the Reds
and a core of members of the formerly privileged classes,
richer peasants, and, especially, military officers on the side
of the Whites. The problem was who would emerge as the
better social and political strategist, who could mobilize the
support of large circles of the urban population and, more

4. For an example of a partisan unit from Antonov-Ovseenko’s Red Army in the
Ukraine that called themselves “Soviet” but that persecuted Communists, or, at best,
prevented them from organizing cells in the unit, see V.I. Nevskii, ed., Za sem’ let
(Leningrad, 1921). There were many partisan, even regular, military units of this kind.
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importantly, the small-scale peasant farmers. In this crucial
task of social strategy the Bolsheviks proved superior. The
Whites, on the other hand, who much of the time were
stronger militarily, found themselves in trouble the moment
they turned to the forceful drafting of peasants. According to
Lenin, that was their undoing.’ Their basic force became
hopelessly diluted.

But social analysis makes us aware of yet another com-
plexity and strain in the social environment of each side. The
heat generated by the Civil War was such that the nucleus of
both sides showed cracks at different moments, especially in
the later stages of war. Dissension and decomposition settled
into the White camp first, but neither were the Bolsheviks
spared. Confusion, exhaustion, and signs of fragmentation
finally hit the party—the tool that the Whites could not
match—but luckily for the Reds, this occurred after the
Whites’ defeat.

What it all means is that the Reds were tested in the cru-
cible as cruelly as anybody. The Civil War marked them as
deeply as it marked the whole nation.

Building a New State

This was a time of incredible suffering, cruelty, and destruc-
tion. Terms like time on the cross and via dolorosa® were evoca-
tive of the age for many deeply religious people. Writers used
such terms in their works about the period. The symbolists
even posed the question of whose side Christ was on. The
church, though, was quite firmly on the side of the Whites.
The human suffering resulted not only from the direct
cruelties of the Civil War but also from its broader aspect:
the widespread dislocation; destruction; decomposition of
groups, classes, and parties—briefly a deeply morbid state of
the whole social fabric. Shklovskii, again, in his strangely ti-
tled work written soon after the events, was particularly im-
pressed, even fascinated, by the phenomena of morbidity—

5. VII. Lenin, in Deviataia konferentsiia VKP(®b), sentiabr’ 1920, protokoly (Moscow,
1972), p. 12. He stated: “We defeated Kolchak and Denikin only . . . after their main,
solid cadres were diluted in the mobilized mass of peasants.” 6. In Christian theol-
ogy, the route followed by Jesus Christ just before his crucifixion.
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cruelty, the dissolution of social and human bonds, the sick-
ening sight of a society in a state of disaggregation.

These important—and fatal—characteristics of the period
have to be studied attentively. Without them, the problem of
the aftermath and the legacy of the Civil War will remain
unintelligible. We have emphasized that social strategy was
a key aspect in the outcome of the war. But we have also
mentioned one other aspect of the big game in which the
Bolsheviks bested the Whites, namely, the domain of state
building. Once the tsarist state collapsed and the Provisional
Government was unable to shore it up or build a new one,
the stage was set for the social forces in attendance to try
their hand at recreating a new political organization. There
is no need to repeat the well-known story about who tried
and failed. The country was going to be reunited and the so-
ciopolitical system would be established by the camp that
could produce a state. In abstract terms, one can imagine sit-
uations where a large movement of the masses could win and
could subsequently create a state. Historically, such seems to
have been the case during “the time of troubles” (swzutnoe
vremia) in Russia at the beginning of the seventeenth cen-
tury. During the no less tragic smuta of the twentieth century
the (Bolshevik-run) state was produced, at first, hand-in-
hand with a social movement, and soon ever more indepen-
dently of it, or at least independently of the shifting moods
of the sympathetic, neutral, or even hostile masses. An im-
portant feature of this process was that the new state was
being erected amidst a disintegrating economy and a de-
composing social fabric, at a catastrophic time for the whole
country. Indeed, the state was emerging on the basis of a so-
cial development in reverse. The Bolsheviks were little
aware at that time of this aspect of their achievement, but at
the very moment of their triumph, the shadow of Pyrrhus
was certainly present. . . .

The Party

It is time to turn our attention to the ruling party—an
agency without precedent in the history of political systems
before 1917. The opponents of the regime during the Civil
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War did not have at their disposal any equivalent to it.

The party certainly was a versatile agency. It helped pro-
duce a central and local government, raised and organized
an army, sustained the fighting military by an influx of ded-
icated party members, responded to mobilizations for all
kind of tasks, and, finally, effectively carried out clandestine
activities behind enemy lines.

Not unexpectedly, a tendency appeared among party lead-
ers, with the exception of Lenin, to glorify, later even to
“mythologize,” the party. This certainly did not attest to its
continuing good health. A political party has to be submit-
ted to all the stringencies of sociohistorical and political
analysis—and the tendency to turn the Bolshevik Party into
some sort of superhistorical tool hindered analysis from
early in the party’s development. We know that the party
went through rough times and acted in ever more compli-
cated and changing situations. The impression given by So-
viet and many Western presentations of an immutable
“essence” called “the Communist Party” has to be dispelled.
First, as we know, the party consisted of a network of clan-
destine committees, not more than 24,000 strong, at the be-
ginning of 1917. During its short history, the number of its
adherents had fluctuated widely. It was led, from abroad
mostly, by its founder, Lenin. There also was leadership in-
side Russia, but it was often decimated by arrests.

Wias the party before 1917 really the disciplined and cen-
tralized squad of “professional revolutionaries” who did as
told by the top leader? Would this “classical” Leninist model
withstand the scrutiny of a good monograph? The party rep-
resented more than just professional revolutionaries. There
were elections, conferences, congresses, debates. As is often
the case, a closer look may change many preconceived ideas.
It is clear, though, that the Bolshevik Party was an unusual
organization. It was not bracing itself to take power directly,
because its leaders did not expect the coming revolution to
be immediately socialist; at least, they were not at all sure
what its character would be.

Dramatic changes occurred in this party in 1917. It be-
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