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Preface

DURING the first two months of 1917 Russia was still a Romanov
monarchy. Eight months later the Bolsheviks stood at the helm. They
were little know to anybody when the year began, and their leaders
were still under indictment for state treason when they came to power.
You will not find another such sharp turn in history — especially if you
remember that it involves a nation of 150 million people. It is clear that
the events of 1917, whatever you think of them, deserve study.

The history of a revolution, like every other history, ought first of all
to tell what happened and how. That, however, is little enough. From
the very telling it ought to become clear why it happened thus and not
otherwise. Events can neither be regarded as a series of adventures,
nor strung on the thread of a preconceived moral. They must obey
their own laws. The discovery of these laws is the author’s task.

The most indubitable feature of a revolution is the direct interference
of the masses in historical events. In ordinary times the state, be it
monarchical or democratic, elevates itself above the nation, and
history is made by specialists in that line of business - kings, ministers,
bureaucrats, parliamentarians, journalists. But at those crucial
moments when the old order becomes no longer endurable to the
masses, they break over the barriers excluding them from the political
arena, sweep aside their traditional representatives, and create by
their own interference the initial groundwork for a new régime.
Whether this is good or bad we leave to the judgement of moralists.
We ourselves will take the facts as they are given by the objective
course of development. The history of a revolution is for us first of all a
history of the forcible entrance of the masses into the realm of



rulership over their own destiny.

In a society that is seized by revolution classes are in conflict. It is
perfectly clear, however, that the changes introduced between the
beginning and the end of a revolution in the economic bases of the
society and its social substratum of classes, are not sufficient to
explain the course of the revolution itself, which can overthrow in a
short interval age-old institutions, create new ones, and again
overthrow them. The dynamic of revolutionary events is directly
determined by swift, intense and passionate changes in the
psychology of classes which have already formed themselves before
the revolution.

The point is that society does not change its institutions as need
arises, the way a mechanic changes his instruments. On the contrary,
society actually takes the institutions which hang upon it as given once
for all. For decades the oppositional criticism is nothing more than a
safety valve for mass dissatisfaction, a condition of the stability of the
social structure. Such in principle, for example, was the significance
acquired by the social-democratic criticism. Entirely exceptional
conditions, independent of the will of persons and parties, are
necessary in order to tear off from discontent the fetters of
conservatism, and bring the masses to insurrection.

The swift changes of mass views and moods in an epoch of
revolution thus derive, not from the flexibility and mobility of man’s
mind, but just the opposite, from its deep conservatism. The chronic
lag of ideas and relations behind new objective conditions, right up to
the moment when the latter crash over people in the form of a
catastrophe, is what creates in a period of revolution that leaping
movement of ideas and passions which seems to the police mind a
mere result of the activities of “demagogues.”

The masses go into a revolution not with a prepared plan of social
reconstruction, but with a sharp feeling that they cannot endure the old
régime. Only the guiding layers of a class have a political program,



and even this still requires the test of events, and the approval of the
masses. The fundamental political process of the revolution thus
consists in the gradual comprehension by a class of the problems
arising from the social crisis — the active orientation of the masses by
a method of successive approximations. The different stages of a
revolutionary process, certified by a change of parties in which the
more extreme always supersedes the less, express the growing
pressure to the left of the masses — so long as the swing of the
movement does not run into objective obstacles. When it does, there
begins a reaction: disappointments of the different layers of the
revolutionary class, growth of indifferentism, and therewith a
strengthening of the position of the counter-revolutionary forces. Such,
at least, is the general outline of the old revolutions.

Only on the basis of a study of political processes in the masses
themselves, can we understand the role of parties and leaders, whom
we least of all are inclined to ignore. They constitute not an
independent, but nevertheless a very important, element in the
process. Without a guiding organisation, the energy of the masses
would dissipate like steam not enclosed in a piston-box. But
nevertheless what moves things is not the piston or the box, but the
steam.

The difficulties which stand in the way of studying the changes of
mass consciousness in a revolutionary epoch are quite obvious. The
oppressed classes make history in the factories, in the barracks, in the
villages, on the streets of the cities. Moreover, they are least of all
accustomed to write things down. Periods of high tension in social
passions leave little room for contemplation and reflection. All the
muses — even the plebeian muse of journalism, in spite of her sturdy
hips — have hard sledding in times of revolution. Still the historian’s
situation is by no means hopeless. The records are incomplete,
scattered, accidental. But in the light of the events themselves these
fragments often permit a guess as to the direction and rhythm of the
hidden process. For better or worse, a revolutionary party bases its
tactics upon a calculation of the changes of mass consciousness. The



historic course of Bolshevism demonstrates that such a calculation, at
least in its rough features, can be made. If it can be made by a
revolutionary leader in the whirlpool of the struggle, why not by the
historian afterwards?

However, the processes taking place in the consciousness of the
masses are not unrelated and independent. No matter how the
idealists and the eclectics rage, consciousness is nevertheless
determined by conditions. In the historic conditions which formed
Russia, her economy, her classes, her State, in the action upon her of
other states, we ought to be able to find the premises both of the
February revolution and of the October revolution which replaced it.
Since the greatest enigma is the fact that a backward country was the
first to place the proletariat in power, it behoves us to seek the solution
of that enigma in the peculiarities of that backward country — that is, in
its differences from other countries.

The historic peculiarities of Russia and their relative weight will be
characterised by us in the early chapters of this book which give a
short outline of the development of Russian society and its inner
forces. We venture to hope that the inevitable schematism of these
chapters will not repel the reader. In the further development of the
book he will meet these same forces in living action.

This work will not rely in any degree upon personal recollections.
The circumstance that the author was a participant in the events does
not free him from the obligation to base his exposition upon historically
verified documents. The author speaks of himself, in so far as that is
demanded by the course of events, in the third person. And that is not
a mere literary form: the subjective tone, inevitable in autobiographies
or memoirs, is not permissible in a work of history.

However, the fact that the author did participate in the struggle
naturally makes easier his understanding, not only of the psychology
of the forces in action, both individual and collective, but also of the
inner connection of events. This advantage will give positive results



only if one condition is observed: that he does not rely upon the
testimony of his own memory either in trivial details or in important
matters, either in questions of fact or questions of motive and mood.
The author believes that in so far as in him lies he has fulfilled this
condition.

There remains the question of the political position of the author,
who stands as a historian upon the same viewpoint upon which he
stood as a participant in the events. The reader, of course, is not
obliged to share the political views of the author, which the latter on
his side has no reason to conceal. But the reader does have the right
to demand that a historical work should not be the defence of a
political position, but an internally well-founded portrayal of the actual
process of the revolution. A historical work only then completely fulfills
the mission when events unfold upon its pages in their full natural
necessity.

For this, is it necessary to have the so-called historian’s
“‘impartiality”? Nobody has yet clearly explained what this impartiality
consists of. The often quoted words of Clemenceau that it is
necessary to take a revolution “en bloc,” as a whole — are at the best a
clever evasion. How can you take as a whole a thing whose essence
consists in a split? Clemenceau’s aphorism was dictated partly by
shame for his too resolute ancestors, partly by embarrassment before
their shades.

One of the reactionary and therefore fashionable historians in
contemporary France, L. Madelin, slandering in his drawing-room
fashion the great revolution — that is, the birth of his own nation —
asserts that “the historian ought to stand upon the wall of a threatened
city, and behold at the same time the besiegers and the besieged”:
only in this way, it seems, can he achieve a “conciliatory justice.”
However, the words of Madelin himself testify that if he climbs out on
the wall dividing the two camps, it is only in the character of a
reconnoiterer for the reaction. It is well that he is concerned only with
war camps of the past: in a time of revolution standing on the wall



involves great danger. Moreover, in times of alarm the priests of
“conciliatory justice” are usually found sitting on the inside of four walls
waiting to see which side will win.

The serious and critical reader will not want a treacherous
impartiality, which offers him a cup of conciliation with a well-settled
poison of reactionary hate at the bottom, but a scientific
conscientiousness, which for its sympathies and antipathies — open
and undisguised — seeks support in an honest study of the facts, a
determination of their real connections, an exposure of the causal
laws of their movement. That is the only possible historic objectivism,
and moreover it is amply sufficient, for it is verified and attested not by
the good intentions of the historian, for which only he himself can
vouch, but the natural laws revealed by him of the historic process
itself.

The sources of this book are innumerable periodical publications,
newspapers and journals, memoirs, reports, and other material, partly
in manuscript, but the greater part published by the Institute of the
History of the Revolution in Moscow and Leningrad. We have
considered its superfluous to make reference in the text to particular
publications, since that would only bother the reader. Among the
books which have the character of collective historical works we have
particularly used the two-volume Essays on the History of the October
Revolution (Moscow-Leningrad, 1927). Written by different authors,
the various parts of this book are unequal in value, but they contain at
any rate abundant factual material.

The dates in our book are everywhere indicated according to the old
style — that is, they are 13 days behind the international and the
present Soviet calendar. The author felt obliged to use the calendar
which was in use at the time of the revolution. It would have been no
labour of course to translate the dates into the new style. But this
operation in removing one difficulty would have created others more
essential. The overthrow of the monarchy has gone into history as the
February revolution; according to the Western calendar, however, it



occurred in March. The armed demonstration against the imperialist
policy of the Provisional Government has gone into history under the
name of the “April Days,” whereas according to the Western calendar
it happened in May. Not to mention other intervening events and
dates, we remark only that the October revolution happened according
to European reckoning in November. The calendar itself, we see, is
tinted by the events, and the historian cannot handle revolutionary
chronology by mere arithmetic. The reader will be kind enough to
remember that before overthrowing the Byzantine calendar, the
revolution had to overthrow the institutions that clung to it.

L. TROTSKY
Prinkipo
November 14, 1930
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Chapter 1
Peculiarities of Russia’s
Development

THE fundamental and most stable feature of Russian history is the

slow tempo of her development, with the economic backwardness,
primitiveness of social forms and low level of culture resulting from it.

The population of this gigantic and austere plain, open to eastern
winds and Asiatic migrations, was condemned by nature itself to a
long backwardness. The struggle with nomads lasted almost up to the
end of the seventeenth century; the struggle with winds, bringing
winter cold and summer drought, continues still. Agriculture, the basis
of the whole development, advanced by extensive methods. In the
north they cut down and burned up the forests, in the south they
ravished the virgin steppes. The conquest of nature went wide and not
deep.

While the western barbarians settled in the ruins of Roman culture,
where many an old stone lay ready as building material, the Slavs in
the East found no inheritance upon their desolate plain: their
predecessors had been on even a lower level of culture than they. The
western European peoples, soon finding their natural boundaries,
created those economic and cultural clusters, the commercial cities.
The population of the eastern plain, at the first sign of crowding, would
go deeper into the forest or spread out over the steppe. The more
aggressive and enterprising elements of the peasantry in the west
became burghers, craftsmen, merchants. The more active and bold in
the east became, some of them, traders, but most of them Cossacks,



frontiersmen, pioneers. The process of social differentiation, intensive
in the west, was delayed in the east and diluted by the process of
expansion. “The Tzar of Muscovia, although a Christian, rules a lazy-
minded people,” wrote Vico, a contemporary of Peter |. That “lazy”
mind of the Muscovites was a reflection of the slow tempo of
economic development, the formlessness of class relations, the
meagerness of inner history.

The ancient civilisations of Egypt, India and China had a character
self-sufficient enough, and they had time enough at their disposal, to
bring their social relations, in spite of low productive powers, almost to
the same detailed completion to which their craftsmen brought the
products of their craft. Russia stood not only geographically, but also
socially and historically, between Europe and Asia. She was marked
off from the European West, but also from the Asiatic East,
approaching at different periods and in different features now one,
now the other. The East gave her the Tartar yoke, which entered as
an important element into the structure of the Russian state. The West
was a still more threatening foe — but at the same time a teacher.
Russia was unable to settle in the forms of the East because she was
continually having to adapt herself to military and economic pressure
from the West. The existence of feudal relations in Russia, denied by
former historians, may be considered unconditionally established by
later investigations. Furthermore, the fundamental elements of
Russian feudalism were the same as in the West. But the mere fact
that the existence of the feudal epoch had to be established by means
of extended scientific arguments sufficiently testifies to the
incompleteness of Russian feudalism, its formlessness, its poverty of
cultural monuments.

A backward country assimilates the material and intellectual
conquests of the advanced countries. But this does not mean that it
follows them slavishly, reproduces all the stages of their past. The
theory of the repetition of historic cycles — Vico and his more recent
followers — rests upon an observation of the orbits of old pre-capitalist
cultures, and in part upon the first experiments of capitalist



development. A certain repetition of cultural stages in ever new
settlements was in fact bound up with the provincial and episodic
character of that whole process. Capitalism means, however, an
overcoming of those conditions. It prepares and in a certain sense
realises the universality and permanence of man’s development. By
this a repetition of the forms of development by different nations is
ruled out. Although compelled to follow after the advanced countries, a
backward country does not take things in the same order. The
privilege of historic backwardness — and such a privilege exists —
permits, or rather compels, the adoption of whatever is ready in
advance of any specified date, skipping a whole series of intermediate
stages. Savages throw away their bows and arrows for rifles all at
once, without travelling the road which lay between those two
weapons in the past. The European colonists in America did not begin
history all over again from the beginning. The fact that Germany and
the United States have now economically outstripped England was
made possible by the very backwardness of their capitalist
development. On the other hand, the conservative anarchy in the
British coal industry — as also in the heads of MacDonald and his
friends — is a paying-up for the past when England played too long the
role of capitalist pathfinder. The development of historically backward
nations leads necessarily to a peculiar combination of different stages
in the historic process. Their development as a whole acquires a
planless, complex, combined character.

The possibility of skipping over intermediate steps is of course by no
means absolute. Its degree is determined in the long run by the
economic and cultural capacities of the country. The backward nation,
moreover, not infrequently debases the achievements borrowed from
outside in the process of adapting them to its own more primitive
culture. In this the very process of assimilation acquires a self-
contradictory character. Thus the introduction of certain elements of
Western technique and training, above all military and industrial, under
Peter |, led to a strengthening of serfdom as the fundamental form of
labour organisation. European armament and European loans — both
indubitable products of a higher culture — led to a strengthening of



tzarism, which delayed in its turn the development of the country.

The laws of history have nothing in common with a pedantic
schematism. Unevenness, the most general law of the historic
process, reveals itself most sharply and complexly in the destiny of the
backward countries. Under the whip of external necessity their
backward culture is compelled to make leaps. From the universal law
of unevenness thus derives another law which, for the lack of a better
name, we may call the law of combined development — by which we
mean a drawing together of the different stages of the journey, a
combining of the separate steps, an amalgam of archaic with more
contemporary forms. Without this law, to be taken of course, in its
whole material content, it is impossible to understand the history of
Russia, and indeed of any country of the second, third or tenth cultural
class.

Under pressure from richer Europe the Russian State swallowed up
a far greater relative part of the people’s wealth than in the West, and
thereby not only condemned the people to a twofold poverty, but also
weakened the foundations of the possessing classes. Being at the
same time in need of support from the latter, it forced and regimented
their growth. As a result the bureaucratised privileged classes never
rose to their full height, and the Russian state thus still more
approached an Asiatic despotism. The Byzantine autocratism,
officially adopted by the Muscovite tzars at the beginning of the
sixteenth century, subdued the feudal Boyars with the help of the
nobility, and then gained the subjection of the nobility by making the
peasantry their slaves, and upon this foundation created the St.
Petersburg imperial absolutism. The backwardness of the whole
process is sufficiently indicated in the fact that serfdom, born at the
end of the sixteenth century, took form in the seventeenth, flowered in
the eighteenth, was juridically annulled only in 1861.

The clergy, following after the nobility, played no small role in the
formation of the tzarist autocracy, but nevertheless a servile role. The
church never rose in Russia to that commanding height which it



attained in the Catholic West; it was satisfied with the role of spiritual
servant of the autocracy, and counted this a recompense for its
humility. The bishops and metropolitans enjoyed authority merely as
deputies of the temporal power. The patriarchs were changed along
with the tzars. In the Petersburg period the dependence of the church
upon the state became still more servile. Two hundred thousand
priests and monks were in all essentials a part of the bureaucracy, a
sort of police of the gospel. In return for this the monopoly of the
orthodox clergy in matters of faith, land and income was defended by
a more regular kind of police.

Slavophilism, the messianism of backwardness, has based its
philosophy upon the assumption that the Russian people and their
church are democratic through and through, whereas official Russia is
a German bureaucracy imposed upon them by Peter the Great. Mark
remarked upon this theme: “In the same way the Teutonic jackasses
blamed the despotism of Frederick the Second upon the French, as
though backward slaves were not always in need of civilised slaves to
train them.” This brief comment completely finishes off not only the old
philosophy of the Slavophiles, but also the latest revelations of the
“Racists.”

The meagerness not only of Russian feudalism, but of all the old
Russian history, finds its most depressing expression in the absence
of real mediaeval cities as centres of commerce and craft. Handicraft
did not succeed in Russia in separating itself from agriculture, but
preserved its character of home industry. The old Russian cities were
commercial, administrative, military and manorial — centres of
consumption, consequently, not of production.. Even Novgorod,
similar to Hansa and not subdued by the Tartars, was only a
commercial, and not an industrial city. True, the distribution of the
peasant industries over various districts created a demand for trade
mediation on a large scale. But nomad traders could not possibly
occupy that place in social life which belonged in the West to the craft-
guild and merchant-industrial petty and middle bourgeoisie,
inseparably bound up with its peasant environment. The chief roads of



Russian trade, moreover, led across the border, thus from time
immemorial giving the leadership to foreign commercial capital, and
imparting a semi-colonial character to the whole process, in which the
Russian trader was a mediator between the Western cities and the
Russian villages. This kind of economic relation developed further
during the epoch of Russian capitalism and found its extreme
expression in the imperialist war.

The insignificance of the Russian cities, which more than anything
else promoted the development of an Asiatic state, also made
impossible a Reformation — that is, a replacement of the feudal-
bureaucratic orthodoxy by some sort of modernised kind of
Christianity adapted to the demands of a bourgeois society. The
struggle against the state church did not go farther than the creation of
peasant sects, the faction of the Old Believers being the most
powerful among them.

Fifteen years before the great French revolution there developed in
Russia a movement of the Cossacks, peasants and worker-serfs of
the Urals, known as the Pugachev Rebellion. What was lacking to this
menacing popular uprising in order to convert it into a revolution? A
Third Estate. Without the industrial democracy of the cities a peasant
war could not develop into a revolution, just as the peasant sects
could not rise to the height of a Reformation. The result of the
Pugachev Rebellion was just the opposite — a strengthening of
bureaucratic absolutism as the guardian of the interests of the nobility,
a guardian which had again justified itself in the hour of danger.

The Europeanization of the country, formally begun in the time of
Peter, became during the following century more and more a demand
of the ruling class itself, the nobility. In 1825 the aristocratic
intelligentsia, generalising this demand politically, went to the point of
a military conspiracy to limit the powers of the autocracy. Thus, under
pressure from the European bourgeois development, the progressive
nobility attempted to take the place of the lacking Third Estate. But
nevertheless they wished to combine their liberal régime with the



security of their own caste domination, and therefore feared most of all
to arouse the peasantry. It is thus not surprising that the conspiracy
remained a mere attempt on the part of a brilliant but isolated officer
caste which gave up the sponge almost without a struggle. Such was
the significance of the Dekabrist uprising.

The landlords who owned factories were the first among their caste
to favour replacing serfdom by wage labour. The growing export of
Russian grain gave an impulse in the same direction. In 1861 the
noble bureaucracy, relying upon the liberal landlords, carried out its
peasant reform. The impotent bourgeois liberalism during this
operation played the role of humble chorus. It is needless to remark
that tzarism solved the fundamental problem of Russia, the agrarian
problem, in a more niggardly and thieving fashion than that in which
the Prussian monarchy during the next decade was to solve the
fundamental problem of Germany, its national consolidation. The
solution of the problems of one class by another is one of those
combined methods natural to backward countries.

The law of combined development reveals itself most indubitably,
however, in the history and character of Russian industry. Arising late,
Russian industry did not repeat the development of the advanced
countries, but inserted itself into this development, adapting their latest
achievements to its own backwardness. Just as the economic
evolution of Russia as a whole skipped over the epoch of craft-guilds
and manufacture, so also the separate branches of industry made a
series of special leaps over technical productive stages that had been
measured in the West by decades. Thanks to this, Russian industry
developed at certain periods with extraordinary speed. Between the
first revolution and the war, industrial production in Russia
approximately doubled. This has seemed to certain Russian historians
a sufficient basis for concluding that “we must abandon the legend of

backwardness and slow growth.”l] In reality the possibility of this swift
growth was determined by that very backwardness which, alas,
continued not only up to the moment of liquidation of the old Russia,
but as her legacy up to the present day.



The basic criterion of the economic level of a nation is the
productivity of labour, which in its turn depends upon the relative
weight of the industries in the general economy of the country. On the
eve of the war, when tzarist Russia had attained the highest point of
its prosperity, the national income per capita was 8 to 10 times less
than in the United States — a fact which is not surprising when you
consider that 4/5 of the self-supporting population of Russia was
occupied with agriculture, while in the United States, for every one
engaged in agriculture, 2% were engaged in industry. We must add
that for every one hundred square kilometres of land, Russia had, on
the eve of the war, 0.4 kilometres of railroads, Germany 11.7, Austria-
Hungary 7. Other comparative coefficients are of the same type.

But it is just in the sphere of economy, as we have said, that the law
of combined development most forcibly emerges. At the same time
that peasant land-cultivation as a whole remained, right up to the
revolution, at the level of the seventeenth century, Russian industry in
its technique and capitalist structure stood at the level of the advanced
countries, and in certain respects even outstripped them. Small
enterprises, involving less than 100 workers, employed in the United
States, in 1914, 35 per cent of the total of industrial workers, but in
Russia 17.8 per cent. The two countries had an approximately
identical relative quantity of enterprises involving 100 to 1000 workers.
But the giant enterprises, above 1000 workers each, employed in the
United States 17.8 per cent of the workers and in Russia 41.4 per
cent! For the most important industrial districts the latter percentage is
still higher: for the Petrograd district 44.4 per cent, for the Moscow
district even 57.3 per cent. We get a like result if we compared
Russian with British or German industry. This fact — first established
by the author in 1908 — hardly accords with the banal idea of the
economic backwardness of Russia. However, it does not disprove this
backwardness, but dialectically completes it.

The confluence of industrial with bank capital was also
accomplished in Russia with a completeness you might not find in any
other country. But the subjection of the industries to the banks meant,



for the same reasons, their subjection to the western European money
market. Heavy industry (metal, coal, oil) was almost wholly under the
control of foreign finance capital, which had created for itself an
auxiliary and intermediate system of banks in Russia. Light industry
was following the same road. Foreigners owned in general about 40
per cent of all the stock capital of Russia, but in the leading branches
of industry that percentage was still higher. We can say without
exaggeration that the controlling shares of stock in the Russian banks,
plants and factories were to be found abroad, the amount held in
England, France and Belgium being almost double that in Germany.

The social character of the Russian bourgeoisie and its political
physiognomy were determined by the condition of origin and the
structure of Russian industry. The extreme concentration of this
industry alone meant that between the capitalist leaders and the
popular masses there was no hierarchy of transitional layers. To this
we must add that the proprietors of the principal industrial, banking,
and transport enterprises were foreigners, who realised on their
investment not only the profits drawn from Russia, but only a political
influence in foreign parliaments, and so not only did not forward the
struggle for Russian parliamentarism, but often opposed it: it is
sufficient to recall the shameful role played by official France. Such
are the elementary and irremovable causes of the political isolation
and anti-popular character of the Russian bourgeoisie. Whereas in the
dawn of its history it was too unripe to accomplish a Reformation;
when the time came for leading a revolution it was overripe.

In correspondence with this general course of development of the
country, the reservoir from which the Russian working class formed
itself was not the craft-guild, but agriculture, not the city, but the
country. Moreover, in Russia the proletariat did not arise gradually
through the ages, carrying with itself the burden of the past as in
England, but in leaps involving sharp changes of environment, ties,
relations, and a sharp break with the past. It is just this fact —
combined with the concentrated oppressions of tzarism — that made
the Russian workers hospitable to the boldest conclusions of



revolutionary thought — just as the backward industries were
hospitable to the last word in capitalist organisation.

The Russian proletariat was forever repeating the short history of its
origin. While in the metal industry, especially in Petrograd, a layer of
hereditary proletarians was crystallised out, having made a complete
break with the country, in the Urals the prevailing type was half-
proletarian, half-peasant. A yearly inflow of fresh labour forces from
the country in all the industrial districts kept renewing the bonds of the
proletariat with its fundamental social reservoir.

The incapacity of the bourgeoisie for political action was
immediately caused by its relation to the proletariat and the peasantry.
It could not lead after it workers who stood hostile in their everyday
life, and had so early learned to generalise their problems. But it was
likewise incapable of leading after it the peasantry, because it was
entangled in a web of interests with the landlords, and dreaded a
shake-up of property relations in any form. The belatedness of the
Russian revolution was thus not only a matter of chronology, but also
of the social structure of the nation.

England achieved her Puritan revolution when her whole population
was not more than 5% millions, of whom half a million were to be
found in London. France, in the epoch of her revolution, had in Paris
also only half a million out of a population of 25 million, Russia at the
beginning of the twentieth century had a population of about 150
million, of whom more than 3 million were in Petrograd and Moscow.
Behind these comparative figures lurk enormous social differences.
Not only England of the seventeenth century, but also France of the
eighteenth had no proletariat in the modern sense. In Russia,
however, the working class in all branches of labour, both city and
village, numbered in 1905 no less than 10 million, which with their
families amounts to more than 25 million — that is to say, more than
the whole population of France in the epoch of the great revolution.
Advancing from the sturdy artisans and independent peasants of the
army of Cromwell — through the sansculottes of Paris — to the



industrial proletarians of St. Petersburg, the revolution had deeply
changed its social mechanism, its methods, and therewith its aims.

The events of 1905 were a prologue to the two revolutions of 1917,
that of February and that of October. In the prologue all the elements
of the drama were included, but not carried through. The Russo-
Japanese war had made tzarism totter. Against the background of a
mass movement the liberal bourgeoisie had frightened the monarchy
with its opposition. The workers had organised independently of the
bourgeoisie, and in opposition to it, in soviets, a form of organisation
then first called into being. Peasant uprisings to seize the land
occurred throughout vast stretches of the country. Not only the
peasants, but also the revolutionary parts of the army tended toward
the soviets, which at the moment of highest tension openly disputed
the power with the monarchy. However, all the revolutionary forces
were then going into action for the first time, lacking experience and
confidence. The liberals demonstratively backed away from the
revolution exactly at the moment when it became clear that to shake
tzarism would not be enough, it must be overthrown. This sharp break
of the bourgeoisie with the people, in which the bourgeoisie carried
with it considerable circles of the democratic intelligentsia, made it
easier for the monarchy to differentiate within the army, separating out
the loyal units, and to make a bloody settlement with the workers and
peasants. Although with a few broken ribs, tzarism came out of the
experience of 1905 alive and strong enough.

What changes in the correlation of forces were introduced by the
eleven years’ historical development dividing the prologue from the
drama? Tzarism during this period came into still sharper conflict with
the demands of historic development. The bourgeoisie became
economically more powerful, but as we have seen its power rested on
a higher concentration of industry and an increased predominance of
foreign capital. Impressed by the lessons of 1905, the bourgeoisie had
become more conservative and suspicious. The relative weight of the
petty and middle bourgeoisie, insignificant before, had fallen still
lower. The democratic intelligentsia generally speaking had no firm



social support whatever. It could have a transitional political influence,
but could play no independent role: its dependence upon bourgeois
liberalism had grown enormously. In these circumstances only the
youthful proletariat could give the peasantry a programme, a banner
and leadership. The gigantic tasks thus presented to the proletariat
gave rise to a urgent necessity for a special revolutionary organisation
capable of quickly getting hold of the popular masses and making
them ready for revolutionary action under the leadership of the
workers. Thus the soviets of 1905 developed gigantically in 1917. That
the soviets, we may remark here, are not a mere child of the historical
backwardness of Russia, but a product of her combined development,
is indicated by the fact that the proletariat of the most industrial
country, Germany, at the time of its revolutionary high point — 1918 to
1919 — could find no other form of organisation.

The revolution of 1917 still had as its immediate task the overthrow
of the bureaucratic monarchy, but in distinction from the older
bourgeois revolutions, the decisive force now was a new class formed
on the basis of a concentrated industry, and armed with new
organisations, new methods of struggle. The law of combined
development here emerges in its extreme expression: starting with the
overthrow of a decayed mediaeval structure, the revolution in the
course of a few months placed the proletariat and the Communist
Party in power.

In its initial task the Russian revolution was thus a democratic
revolution. But it posed the problem of political democracy in a new
way. While the workers were covering the whole country with soviets,
including in them the soldiers and part of the peasantry, the
bourgeoisie still continued to dicker — shall we summon or not
summon a Constituent Assembly? In the course of our exposition this
question will rise before us in full completeness. Here we wish only to
mark the place of the soviets in the historic succession of
revolutionary ideas and forms.

In the middle of the seventeenth century the bourgeois revolution in



England developed under the guise of a religious reformation. A
struggle for the right to pray according to one’s own prayer book was
identified with the struggle against the king, the aristocracy, the
princes of the church, and Rome. The Presbyterians and Puritans
were deeply convinced that they were placing their earthly interests
under the unshakeable protection of the divine Providence. The goals
for which the new classes were struggling commingled inseparably in
their consciousness with texts from the Bible and the forms of churchly
ritual. Emigrants carried with them across the ocean this tradition
sealed with blood. Hence the extraordinary virility of the Anglo-Saxon
interpretation of Christianity. We see even today how the minister
“socialists” of Great Britain back up their cowardice with these same
magic texts with which the people of the seventeenth century sought
to justify their courage.

In France, which stepped across the Reformation, the Catholic
Church survived as a state institution until the revolution, which found
its expression and justification for the tasks of the bourgeois society,
not in texts from the Bible, but in the abstractions of democracy.
Whatever the hatred of the present rulers of France for Jacobinism,
the fact is that only thanks to the austere labour of Robespierre are
they still able to cover their conservative rulership with those formulas
with the help of which the old society was exploded.

Each of the great revolutions marked off a new stage of the
bourgeois society, and new forms of consciousness for its classes.
Just as France stepped over the Reformation, so Russia stepped over
the formal democracy. The Russian revolutionary party, which was to
place its stamp upon a whole epoch, sought an expression for the
tasks of the revolution neither in the Bible nor in that secularised
Christianity called “pure” democracy, but in the material relations of
the social classes. The soviet system gave to those relations their
simplest, most undisguised and transparent expression. The rule of
the toilers has for the first time been realised in the soviet system,
which, whatever its immediate historic vicissitudes, has penetrated as
irrevocably into the consciousness of the masses as did in its day the



system of the Reformation or of pure democracy.

Note

1. The assertion is made by Professor M.N. Pokrovsky. [See Appendix
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Chapter 2
Tzarist Russia in the War

RussIA'S participation in the war was self-contradictory both in
motives and in aims. That bloody struggle was waged essentially for
world domination. In this sense it was beyond Russia’s scope. The
war aims of Russia herself (the Turkish Straits, Galicia, Armenia) were
provincial in character, and to be decided only incidentally according
to the degree in which they answered the interests of the principal
contestants.

At the same time Russia, as one of the great powers, could not help
participating in the scramble of the advanced capitalist countries, just
as in the preceding epoch she could not help introducing shops,
factories, railroads, rapid-fire guns and airplanes. The not infrequent
disputes among Russian historians of the newest school as to how far
Russia was ripe for present-day imperialist policies often fall into mere
scholasticism, because they look upon Russia in the international
arena as isolated, as an independent factor, whereas she was but one
link in a system.

India participated in the war both essentially and formally as a
colony of England. The participation of China, though in a formal
sense “voluntary,” was in reality the interference of a slave in the fight
of his masters. The participation of Russia falls somewhere halfway
between the participation of France and that of China. Russia paid in
this way for her right to be an ally of advanced countries, to import
capital and pay interest on it — that is, essentially, for her right to be a
privileged colony of her allies — but at the same time for her right to
oppress and rob Turkey, Persia, Galicia, and in general the countries



weaker and more backward than herself. The twofold imperialism of
the Russian bourgeoisie had basically the character of an agency for
other mightier world powers.

The Chinese compradors are the classic type of the national
bourgeoisie, a kind of mediating agency between foreign finance
capital and the economy of their own country. In the world hierarchy of
the powers, Russia occupied before the war a considerably higher
position than China. What position she would have occupied after the
war, if there had been no revolution, is a different question. But the
Russian autocracy on the one hand, the Russian bourgeoisie on the
other, contained features of compradorism, ever more and more
clearly expressed. They lived and nourished themselves upon their
connections with foreign imperialism, served it, and without their
support could not have survived. To be sure, they did not survive in
the long run even with its support. The semi-comprador Russian
bourgeoisie had world-imperialistic interests in the same sense in
which an agent working on percentages lives by the interests of his
employer.

The instrument of war is the army. Inasmuch as every army is
considered unconquerable in the national mythology, the ruling
classes of Russia saw no reason for making an exception of the army
of the tzar. In reality, however, this army was a serious force only
against semi-barbaric peoples, small neighbours and disintegrating
states; on the European arena it could act only as part of a coalition; in
the matter of defence it could fulfill its task only be the help of the
vastness of spaces, the sparsity of population, and the impassability of
the roads. The virtuoso of this army of serfs had been Suvorov. The
French revolution in breaking open the doors of the new society and
the new military art, had pronounced a death-sentence on the Suvorov
type of army. The semi-annulment of serfdom and the introduction of
universal military service had modernised the army only as far as it
had the country — that is, it introduced into the army all the
contradictions proper to a nation which still has its bourgeois
revolution to accomplish. It is true that the tzar's army was constructed



and armed upon Western models; but this was more form than
essence. There was no correspondence between the cultural level of
the peasant-soldier and modern military technique. In the
commanding staff, the ignorance, light-mindedness and thievery of the
ruling classes found their expression. Industry and transport
continually revealed their bankruptcy before the concentrated
demands of wartime. Although appropriately armed, as it seemed, on
the first day of the war, the troops soon turned out to have neither
weapons nor even shoes. In the Russo-Japanese war the tzarist army
had shown what it was worth. In the epoch of counter-revolution the
monarchy, with the aid of the Duma, had filled up the military stores
and put many new patches on the army, especially upon its reputation
for invincibility. In 1914 came a new and far heavier test.

In the matter of military supplies and finances, Russia at war
suddenly finds herself in slavish dependence upon her allies. This is
merely a military expression of her general dependence upon
advanced capitalist countries, but help from the Allies does not save
the situation. The lack of munitions, the small number of factories for
their production, the sparseness of railroad lines for their
transportation, soon translated the backwardness of Russia into the
familiar language of defeat — which served to remind the Russian
national liberals that their ancestors had not accomplished the
bourgeois revolution and that the descendants, therefore, owed a debt
to history.

The first days of war were the first days of disgrace. After a series of
partial catastrophes, in the spring of 1915 came the general retreat.
The generals took out their own criminal incapacity on the peaceful
population. Enormous tracts of land were violently laid waste. Clouds
of human locusts were driven to the rear with whips. The external rout
was completed with an internal one.

In answer to alarmed questions from his colleagues as to the
situation at the front, the War Minister Polivanov answered in these
words: ‘I place my trust in the impenetrable spaces, impassable mud,



and the mercy of Saint Nicholas Mirlikisky, Protector of Holy Russia”
(Session of August 4, 1915). A week later General Ruszky confessed
to the same ministers: “The present-day demands of military
technique are beyond us. At any rate we can’'t keep up with the
Germans.” That was not the mood of a moment. Officer Stankevich
reports the words of an engineer of the corps: “It is hopeless to fight
with the Germans, for we are in no condition to do anything; even the
new methods of fighting become the causes of our failure.” There is a
cloud of such testimony. The one thing the Russian generals did with
a flourish was to drag human meat out of the country. Beef and pork
are handled with incomparably more economy. Grey staff non-entities,
like Yanushkevich under Nikolai Nikolaievich, and Alexeiev under the
tzar, would stop up all cracks with new mobilisations, and comfort
themselves and the Allies with columns of figures when columns of
fighters were wanted. About fifteen million men were mobilised, and
they brimmed the depots, barracks, points of transit, crowded,
stamped, stepped on each other’s feet, getting harsh and cursing. If
these human masses were an imaginary magnitude for the front, for
the rear they were a very real factor of destruction. About five and a
half million were counted as killed, wounded and captured. The
number of deserters kept growing. Already in July 1915 the ministers
chanted: “Poor Russia! Even her army, which in past ages filled the
world with the thunder of its victories ... Even her army turns out to
consist only of cowards and deserters.”

The ministers themselves, with a gallows joke at the “bravery in
retreat” of their generals, wasted hours in those days discussing such
problems as whether to remove or not to remove the bones of the
saints from Kiev. The tsar submitted that it was not necessary, since
“the Germans would not risk touching them, and if they did touch
them, so much the worse for the Germans.” But the Synod had
already started to remove them. “When we leave,” they said, “we will
take with us what is most precious.” This happened not in the epoch of
the Crusades, but in the twentieth century when the news of the
Russian defeats came over the wireless.



The Russian successes against Austria-Hungary had their roots
rather in Austria-Hungary than in Russia. The disintegrating Hapsburg
monarchy had long ago hung out a sign for an undertaker, not
demanding any high qualifications of him. In the past Russia had been
successful against inwardly decomposing states like Turkey, Poland,
Persia. The south-western front of the Russian army, facing Austria,
celebrated immense victories which made it very different from the
other fronts. Here there emerged a few generals, who to be sure
demonstrated no military gifts, but were at least not thoroughly imbued
with the fatalism of steadily-beaten commanders. From this milieu
there arose subsequently several white “heroes” of the civil war.

Everybody was looking for someone upon whom to lay the blame.
They accused the Jews wholesale of espionage. They set upon
people with German names. The staff of the Grand Duke Nikolai
Nikolaievich gave orders to shoot a colonel of the gendarmes,
Myasoyedov, as a German spy, which he obviously was not. They
arrested Sukhomlinov, the War Minister, an empty and slovenly man,
accusing him — possibly not without foundation — of treason. The
British Minister of Foreign Affairs, Grey, said to the president of the
Russian Parliamentary Delegation: Your government is very bold if it
dares in time of war indict its War Minister for treason. The staff and
the Duma accused the court of Germanophilism. All of them together
envied the Allies and hated them. The French command spared its
army by putting in Russian soldiers. England warmed up slowly. In the
drawing-rooms of Petrograd and the headquarters at the front they
gently joked: “England has sworn to fight to the last drop of blood ... of
the Russian soldier.” These jokes seeped down and reached the
trenches. “Everything for the war!” said the ministers, deputies,
generals, journalists. “Yes,” the soldier began to think in the trenches,
“they are all ready to fight to the last drop ... of my blood.”

The Russian army lost in the whole war more men than any army
which ever participated in a national war — approximately two and a
half million killed, or forty per cent of all the losses of the Entente. In
the first months the soldiers fell under shell fire unthinkingly or thinking



little; but from day to day they gathered experience — bitter experience
of the lower ranks who are ignorantly commanded. They measured
the confusion of the generals by the number of purposeless
manoeuvres on soleless shoes, the number of dinners not eaten.
From the bloody mash of people and things emerged a generalised
word: “the mess,” which in the soldiers’ jargon was replaced by a still
juicier term.

The swiftest of all to disintegrate was the peasant infantry. As a
general rule, the artillery with its high percentage of industrial workers,
is distinguished by an incomparably greater hospitality to revolutionary
ideas: this was clearly evident in 1905. If in 1917, on the contrary, the
artillery showed more conservatism than the infantry, the cause lies in
the fact that through the infantry divisions, as through a sieve, there
passed ever new and less and less trained human masses. The
artillery, moreover, suffering infinitely fewer losses, retained its original
cadres. The same thing was observed in other specialised troops. But
in the long run the artillery yielded too. During the retreat from Galicia
a secret order was issued by the commander-in-chief: flog the soldiers
for desertion and other crimes. The soldier Pireiko relates: “They
began to flog soldiers for the most trivial offences; for example, for a
few hours’ absence without leave. And sometimes they flogged them
in order to rouse their fighting spirit.” As early as September 17, 1915,
Kuropatkin wrote, citing Guchkov: “The lower orders began the war
with enthusiasm; but now they are weary, and with the continual
retreats have lost faith in a victory.” At about the same time the
Minister of the Interior spoke of the presence in Moscow of 30 000
convalescent soldiers: “That’'s a wild crowd of libertines knowing no
discipline, rough-housing, getting into fights with the police (not long
ago a policeman was killed by the soldiers), rescuing arrested men,
etc. Undoubtedly, in case of disorders this entire horde will take the
side of the mob.” The same soldier, Pireiko, writes: “Everyone, to the
last man, was interested in nothing but peace ... Who should win and
what kind of peace it would be, that was of small interest to the army.
It wanted peace at any cost, for it was weary of war.”



An observant woman, Feodorchenko, serving as sister of mercy,
listened to the conversations of the soldiers, almost to their thoughts,
and cleverly wrote them down on scattered slips of paper. The little
book thus produced, The People at War, permits us to look in that
laboratory where bombs, barbed-wire entanglements, suffocating
gases, and the baseness of those in power, had been fashioning for
long months the consciousness of several million Russian peasants,
and where along with human bones age-old prejudices were cracking.
In many of the self-made aphorisms of the soldiers appear already the
slogans of the coming civil war.

General Ruszky complained in December 1916 that Riga was the
misfortune of the northern front. This is a “nest of propaganda, and so
is Dvinsk.” General Brussilov confirmed this: From the Riga district
troops arrive demoralised; soldiers refuse to attack. They lifted one
company commander on the points of their bayonets. It was
necessary to shoot several men, etc., etc. “The ground for the final
disintegration of the army was prepared long before the revolution,”
concedes Rodzianko, who was in close association with the officers
and visited the front.

The revolutionary elements, scattered at first, were drowned in the
army almost without a trace, but with the growth of the general
discontent they rose to the surface. The sending of striking workers to
the front as a punishment increased the ranks of the agitators and the
retreat gave them a favourable audience. “The army in the rear and
especially at the front,” reports a secret service agent, “is full of
elements of which some are capable of becoming active forces of
insurrection, and others may merely refuse to engage in punitive
activities.” The Gendarme Administration of the Petrograd province
declares in October 1916, on the basis of a report made by a
representative of the Land Union, that “the mood in the army is
alarming, the relation between officers and soldiers is extremely tense,
even bloody encounters are taking place. Deserters are to be met
everywhere by the thousands. Everyone who comes near the army
must carry away a complete and convincing impression of the utter



moral disintegration of the troops.” Out of caution the report adds that
although much in these communications seems hardly probable,
nevertheless it must be believed, since many physicians returning
from the active army have made reports to the same effect. The mood
of the rear corresponded to that of the front. At a conference of the
Kadet party in October 1916, a majority of the delegates remarked
upon the apathy and lack of faith in the victorious outcome of the war
“in all layers of the population, but especially in the villages and
among the city poor.” On October 30, 1916, the director of the Police
Department wrote, in a summary of his report, of “the weariness of
war to be observed everywhere, and the longing for a swift peace,
regardless of the conditions upon which it is concluded.” In a few
months all these gentlemen — deputies, police, generals, and land
representatives, physicians and former gendarmes — will nevertheless
assert that the revolution killed patriotism in the army, and that the
Bolsheviks snatched a sure victory out of their hands.

The place of coryphées, in the chorus of military patriotism,
undoubtedly belonged to the Constitutional Democrats (Kadets).
Having already in 1905 broken its dubious ties with the revolution,
liberalism at the beginning of the counter-revolutionary period had
raised the banner of imperialism. One thing flowed from another: once
it proved impossible to purge the country of the feudal rubbish in order
to assure to the bourgeoisie a dominant position, it remained to form a
union with the monarchy and the nobility in order to assure to capital
the best position in the world market. If it is true that the world
catastrophe was prepared in various quarters, so that it arrived to a
certain degree unexpectedly even to its most responsible organisers,
it is equally indubitable that Russian liberalism, as the inspirer of the
foreign policy of the monarchy, did not occupy the last place in its
preparation. The war of 1914 was quite rightly greeted by the leaders
of the Russian bourgeoisie as their war. In a solemn session of the
State Duma on July 26, 1914, the president of the Kadet faction
announced: “We will make no conditions or demands. We will simply
throw in the scales our firm determination to conquer the enemy.” In



Russia, too, national unity became the official doctrine. During a
patriotic manifestation in Moscow the master of ceremonies, Count
Benkendorff, cried to the diplomats: “Look! There is your revolution
which they were prophesying in Berlin!” “A similar thought,” explained
the French minister Paléologue, “was evidently in the minds of all.”
People considered it their duty to nourish and propagate illusions in a
situation which, it would seem, absolutely forbade illusions.

They did not wait long for sobering lessons. Very soon after the
beginning of the war one of the more expansive Kadets, a lawyer and
landlord, Rodichev, exclaimed at a session of the Central Committee
of his party: “Do you really think we can conquer with those fools?”
Events proved that it was not possible to conquer with fools.
Liberalism, having more than half lost faith in the victory, tried to
employ the momentum of the war in order to carry out a purgation of
the camarilla and compel the monarchy to a compromise. The chief
implement towards this end was to accuse the court party of
Germanophilism and of preparing a separate peace.

In the spring of 1915, while the weaponless soldiers were retreating
along the whole front, it was decided in governmental circles, not
without pressure from the Allies, to recruit the initiative of private
industry for work in behalf of the army. The Special Conference called
for this end included, along with bureaucrats, the more influential
industrialists. The Land and City unions which had arisen at the
beginning of the war, and the Military-Industrial Committees created in
the spring of 1915, became the points of support of the bourgeoisie in
the struggle for victory and for power. The State Duma, backed by
these organisations, was induced to intercede more confidently
between the bourgeoisie and the monarchy.

These broad political perspectives did not, however distract
attention from the important problems of the day. Out of the Special
Conference as out of a central reservoir tens of hundreds of millions,
mounting up to billions, flowed down through distributing canals,
abundantly irrigating the industries and incidentally nourishing



numberless appetites. In the State Duma and in the press a few of the
war profits for 1914 and 1915 were published. The Moscow textile
company of the Riabushinskys showed a net profit of 75 per cent; the
Tver Company, 111 per cent; the copperworks of Kolchugin netted
over 12 million on a basic capital of 10 million. In this sector patriotic
virtue was rewarded generously, and moreover immediately.

Speculation of all kinds and gambling on the market went to the
point of paroxysm. Enormous fortunes arose out of the bloody foam.
The lack of bread and fuel in the capital did not prevent the court
jeweller Faberget from boasting that he had never before done such a
flourishing business. Lady-in-waiting Vyrubova says that in no other
season were such gowns to be seen as in the winter of 1915-16, and
never were so many diamonds purchased. The night clubs were brim
full of heroes of the rear, legal deserters, and simply respectable
people too old for the front but sufficiently young for the joy of life. The
grand dukes were not among the last to enjoy this feast in times of
plague. Nobody had any fear of spending too much. A continual
shower of gold fell from above. “Society” held out its hands and
pockets, aristocratic ladies spread their skirts high, everybody
splashed about in the bloody mud - bankers, heads of the
commissariat, industrialists, ballerinas of the tzar and the grand dukes,
orthodox prelates, ladies-in-waiting, liberal deputies, generals of the
front and rear, radical lawyers, illustrious mandarins of both sexes,
innumerable nephews, and more particularly nieces. All came running
to grab and gobble, in fear lest the blessed rain should stop. And all
rejected with indignation the shameful idea of a premature peace.

Common gains, external defeats, and internal dangers, drew
together the parties of the ruling classes. The Duma, divided on the
eve of the war, achieved in 1915 its patriotic oppositional majority
which received the name of “Progressive Bloc.” The official aim of this
bloc was of course declared to be a “satisfaction of the needs created
by the war.” On the left the social-democrats and Trudoviks did not
enter the bloc; on the right the notorious Black Hundred groups. All the
other factions of the Duma — the Kadets, the Progressives, three



groups of Octobrists, the Centre and a part of the Nationalists, entered
the bloc or adhered to it — as also the national groups: Poles,
Lithuanians, Mussulmans, Jews, etc. In order not to frighten the tzar
with the formula of a responsible ministry, the bloc demanded “a
united government composed of men enjoying the confidence of the
country.” The Minister of the Interior, Prince Sherbatov, at that time
characterised the bloc as a temporary “union called forth by the
danger of social revolution.” It required no great penetration to realise
this. Miliukov, the leader of the Kadets, and thus also of the
oppositional bloc, said at a conference of his party: “We are treading a
volcano ... The tension has reached its extreme limit ... A carelessly
dropped match will be enough to start a terrible conflagration ...
Whatever the government — whether good or bad — a strong
government is needed now more than ever before.”

The hope that the tzar, under the burden of defeat, would grant
concessions, was so great that in the liberal press there appeared in
August the slate of a proposed “Cabinet of confidence” with the
president of the Duma, Rodzianko, as premier (according to another
version, the president of the Land Union, Prince Lvov, was indicated
for that office), Guchkov as Minister of the Interior, Miliukov, Foreign
Minister, etc. A majority of these men who here nominated themselves
for a union with the tzar against the revolution, turned up a year later
as members of the “Revolutionary Government.” History has permitted
herself such antics more than once. This time the joke was at least a
brief one.

A majority of the ministers of Goremykin’s cabinet were no less
frightened than the Kadets by the course things were taking, and
therefore inclined towards an agreement with the Progressive Bloc. “A
government which has not behind it the confidence of the supreme
ruler, nor the army, nor the cities, nor the zemstvos, nor the nobles,
nor the merchants, nor the workers, not only cannot function, but
cannot even exist — the thing is obviously absurd.” In these words,
Prince Sherbatov in August 1915 appraised the government in which
he himself was Minister of the Interior. “If you only arrange the scene



properly and offer a loophole,” said the Foreign Minister Sazonov, “the
Kadets will be the first to propose a compromise. Miliukov is the
greatest possible bourgeois and fears a social revolution above
everything. Besides, a majority of the Kadets are trembling for their
own capital.” Miliukov on his side considered that the Progressive Bloc
“would have to give in somewhat.” Both sides were ready to bargain,
and everything seemed thoroughly oiled. But on August 29 the
Premier, Goremykin, a bureaucrat weighed down with years and
honours, an old cynic playing politics between two games of grand-
patience and defending himself against all complaints by remarking
that the war is “not my business,” journeyed out to the tzar at
headquarters and returned with the information that all and everybody
should remain in their places, except the rambunctious Duma, which
was to be dissolved on the 3™ of September. The reading of the tzar’s
order dissolving the Duma was heard without a single word of protest:
the deputies gave a “hurrah” for the tzar, and dispersed.

How did the tzar's government, supported according to its own
confession by nobody at all, survive for over a year and a half after
that? A temporary success of the Russian troops undoubtedly exerted
its influence and this was reinforced by the good golden rain. The
successes at the front soon ceased, to be sure, but the profits at the
rear continued. However, the chief cause of the successful propping
up of the monarchy for twelve months before its fall, was to be found
in a sharp division in the popular discontent. The chief of the Moscow
Secret Service Department reported a rightward tendency of the
bourgeoisie under the influence of “a fear of possible revolutionary
excesses after the war.” During the war, we note, a revolution was still
considered impossible. The industrialists were alarmed, over and
above that, by “a coquetting of certain leaders of the Military Industrial
Committee with the proletariat.” The general conclusion of this colonel
of gendarmes, Martynov — in whom a professional reading of Marxist
literature had left some traces — announced as the cause of a certain
improvement in the political situation “the steadily growing
differentiation of social classes concealing a sharp contradiction in
their interests, a contradiction felt especially keenly in the times we are



living through.”

The dissolution of the Duma in September 1915 was a direct
challenge to the bourgeoisie, not to the workers. But while the liberals
were dispersing with cries of “Hurrah!” — to be sure, not very
enthusiastic cries — the workers of Petrograd and Moscow responded
with strikes of protest. That cooled off the liberals still more. They
feared worst of all the intrusion of an uninvited third party in their
family discussion with the monarchy. But what further step was to be
taken? Accompanied by a slight growl from the left wing, liberalism
cast its vote for a well-tried recipe: to stand exclusively on legal
grounds, and render the bureaucracy “as it were, unnecessary” in the
course of a mere fulfilment of their patriotic functions. The ministerial
slate at any rate would have to be laid aside for a time.

The situation in those days was getting worse automatically. In May
1916 the Duma was again convoked, but nobody knew exactly what
for. The Duma, in any case, had no intention of summoning a
revolution, and aside from that there was nothing for it to say. “At that
session” — Rodzianko remembers — “the proceedings were languid;
the deputies attended irregularly ...The continual struggle seemed
fruitless, the government would listen to nothing, irregularities were
increasing, and the country was headed for ruin.” In the bourgeoisie’s
fear of revolution and its impotence without revolution, the monarchy
found, during the year 1916, a simulacrum of social support.

By autumn the situation was still worse. The hopelessness of the
war had become evident to all. The indignation of the popular masses
threatened any moment to flow over the brim. While attacking the
court party as before for Germanophilism, the liberals now deemed it
necessary to feel out the chances of peace themselves, preparing
their own future. Only in this way can you explain the negotiations of
one of the leaders of the Progressive Bloc, the deputy Protopopov,
with the German diplomat, Warburg, in Stockholm in the autumn of
1916. The Duma delegation, making friendly visits to the French and
English, could easily convince itself in Paris and London that the dear



Allies intended in the course of the war to squeeze all the live juice out
of Russia, in order after the victory to make this backward country
their chief field of economic exploitation. A defeated Russia in tow to a
victorious Entente would have meant a colonial Russia. The Russian
possessing classes had no other course but to try to free themselves
from the too close embrace of the Entente, and find an independent
road to peace, making use of the antagonism of the two more
powerful camps. The meeting of the Duma deputy with the German
diplomat, as a first step on this road, was both a threat in the direction
of the Allies with a view to gaining concessions, and a feeling out of
the actual possibilities of rapprochement with Germany. Protopopov
was acting in agreement not only with the tzarist diplomats — the
meeting occurred in the presence of the Russian ambassador in
Sweden — but also with the whole delegation of the State Duma.
Incidentally the liberals by means of this reconnoitre were pursuing a
not unimportant domestic goal. “Rely on us” — they were hinting to the
tzar — “and we will make you a separate peace better and more

reliable than Stirmerl!l can.” According to Protopopov’'s scheme —
that is, the scheme of his backers — the Russian government was to
inform the Allies “several months in advance” that she would be
compelled to end the war, and that if the Allies refused to institute
peace negotiations, Russia would have to conclude a separate peace
with Germany. In his confession written after the revolution,
Protopopov speaks as of something which goes without saying of the
fact that “all reasonable people in Russia, among them probably all
the leaders of the party of 'the People’s Freedom’ (Kadets), were
convinced that Russia was unable to continue the war.”

The tzar, to whom Protopopov upon his return reported his journey
and negotiations, treated the idea of a separate peace with complete
sympathy. He merely did not see the necessity of drawing the liberals
into the business. The fact that Protopopov himself was included
incidentally in the staff of the court camarilla, having broken with the
Progressive bloc, is explained by the personal character of this fop,
who had fallen in love, according to his own words, with the tzar and
the tzarina — and at the same time, we may add, with an expected



portfolio as Minister of the Interior. But this episode of Protopopov’s
treason to liberalism does not alter the general content of the liberal
foreign policy — a mixture of greed, cowardice and treachery.

The Duma again assembled on November 1. The tension in the
country had become unbearable. Decisive steps were expected of the
Duma. It was necessary to do something, or at the very least say
something. The Progressive Bloc found itself compelled to resort to
parliamentary exposures. Counting over from the tribune the chief
steps taken by the government, Miliukov asked after each one: “Was
this stupidity or treason?” High notes were sounded also by other
deputies. The government was almost without defenders. It answered
in the usual way: the speeches of the Duma orators were forbidden
publication. The speeches therefore circulated by the million. There
was not a government department, not only in the rear but at the front,
where the forbidden speeches were not transcribed — frequently with
additions corresponding to the temperament of the transcriber. The
reverberation of the debate of November 1 was such that terror seized
the very authors of the arraignment.

A group of extreme rightists, sturdy bureaucrats inspired by
Durnovo, who had put down the revolution of 1905, took that moment
to present to the tzar a proposed programme. The eye of these
experienced officials, trained in a serious police school, saw not badly
and pretty far, and if their prescription was no good, it is only because
no medicine existed for the sickness of the old régime. The authors of
the programme speak against any concessions whatever to the
bourgeois opposition, not because the liberals want to go too far, as
think the wvulgar Black Hundreds — upon whom these official
reactionaries look with some scorn — no, the trouble is that the liberals
are “so weak, so disunited and, to speak frankly, so mediocre, that
their triumph would be as brief as it would be unstable.” The weakness
of the principal opposition party, the “Constitutional Democrats”
(Kadets), is indicated, they point out, by its very name. It is called
democratic, when it is in essence bourgeois. Although to a
considerable degree a party of liberal landlords, it has signed a



programme of compulsory land redemption. “Without these trumps
from a deck not their own” — write these secret counsellors, using the
images to which they are accustomed — “the Kadets are nothing more
than a numerous association of liberal lawyers, professors and
officials of various departments — nothing more.” A revolutionist, they
point out, is a different thing. They accompany their recognition of the
significance of the revolutionary parties with a grinding of teeth: “The
danger and strength of these parties lies in the fact that they have an
idea, they have money (!), they have a crowd ready and well
organised.” The revolutionary parties “can count on the sympathy of
an overwhelming majority of the peasantry, which will follow the
proletariat the very moment the revolutionary leaders point a finger to
other people’s land.” What would a responsible ministry yield in these
circumstances? “A complete and final destruction of the right parties, a
gradual swallowing of the intermediate parties — the Centre, the
Liberal-Conservatives, the Octobrists and the Progressives of the
Kadet party — which at the beginning would have a decisive
importance. But the same fate would menace the Kadets ... and
afterwards would come the revolutionary mob, the Commune,
destruction of the dynasty, pogroms of the possessing classes, and
finally the peasant-brigand.” It is impossible to deny that the police
anger here rises to a certain kind of historic vision.

The positive part of their programme was not new, but consistent: a
government of ruthless partisans of the autocracy; abolition of the
Duma; martial law in both capitals; preparation of forces for putting
down a rebellion. This programme did in its essentials become the
basis of the government policy of the last pre-revolutionary months.
But its success presupposed a power which Durnovo had had in this
hands in the winter of 1905, but which by the autumn of 1917 no
longer existed. The monarchy tried, therefore, to strangle the country
stealthily and in sections. Ministers were shifted upon the principle of
“our people” — meaning those unconditionally devoted to the tzar and
tzarina. But these “our people” — especially the renegade Protopopov
— were insignificant and pitiful. The Duma was not abolished, but
again dissolved. The declaration of martial law in Petrograd was



saved for a moment when the revolution had already triumphed. And
the military forces prepared for putting down the rebellion were
themselves seized by rebellion. All this became evident after two or
three months.

Liberalism in those days was making its last efforts to save the
situation. All the organisations of the enfranchised bourgeoisie
supported the November speeches of the Duma opposition with a
series of new declarations. The most impudent of these was the
resolution of the Union of Cities on December 9: “Irresponsible
criminals, fanatics, are preparing for Russia’s defeat, shame and
slavery.” The State Duma was urged “not to disperse until the
formation of a responsible government is attained.” Even the State
Council, organ of the bureaucracy and of the vast properties,
expressed itself in favour of calling to power people who enjoyed the
confidence of the country. A similar intercession was made by a
session of the united nobility: even the moss-covered stones cried out.
But nothing was changed. The monarchy would not let the last shreds
of power slip out of its hands.

The last session of the last Duma was convoked, after waverings
and delays, on February 14, 1917. Only two weeks remained before
the coming of revolution. Demonstrations were expected. In the Kadet
organ Rech, alongside an announcement by the chief of the Petrograd
Military District, General Khabalov, forbidding demonstrations, was
printed a letter from Miliukov warning the workers against “dangerous
and bad counsel” issuing from “dark sources.” In spite of strikes, the
opening of the Duma was sufficiently peaceful. Pretending that the
question of power no longer interested it, the Duma occupied itself
with a critical, but still strictly business question: food supplies. The
mood was languid, as Rodzianko subsequently remembered: “We felt
the impotence of the Duma, weariness of a futile struggle.” Miliukov
kept repeating that the Progressive Bloc “will act with words and with
words only.” Such was the Duma that entered the whirlpool of the
February revolution.




Note

1. Prime Minister from January to November 1916. [Trans.]



Chapter 3
The proletariat and the Peasantry

THE Russian proletariat learned its first steps in the political
circumstances created by a despotic state. Strikes forbidden by law,
underground circles, illegal proclamations, street demonstrations,
encounters with the police and with troops — such was the school
created by the combination of a swiftly developing capitalism with an
absolutism slowly surrendering its positions. The concentration of the
workers in colossal enterprises, the intense character of governmental
persecution, and finally the impulsiveness of a young and fresh
proletariat, brought it about that the political strike, so rare in western
Europe, became in Russia the fundamental method of struggle. The
figures of strikes from the beginning of the present century are a most
impressive index of the political history of Russia. With every desire
not to burden our text with figures, we cannot refrain from introducing
a table of political strikes in Russia for the period 1903 to 1917. The
figures, reduced to their simplest expression, relate only to enterprises
undergoing factory inspection. The railroads, mining industries,
mechanical and small enterprises in general, to say nothing of
agriculture, for various reasons do not enter into the count. But the
changes in the strike curve in the different periods emerge no less
clearly for this.

We have before us a curve — the only one of its kind — of the
political temperature of a nation carrying in its womb a great
revolution. In a backward country with a small proletariat — for in all the
enterprises undergoing factory inspections there were only about 172
million workers in 1905, about 2 million in 1917 — the strike movement
attains such dimensions as it never knew before anywhere in the



world. With the weakness of the petty bourgeois democracy, the
scatteredness and political blindness of the peasant movement, the
revolutionary strike of the workers becomes the battering ram which
the awakening nation directs against the walls of absolutism.
Participants in political strikes in 1905 numbering 1,843,000 — workers
participating in several strikes are here, of course, counted twice —
that number alone would permit us to put our finger on the
revolutionary year in our table, if we knew nothing else about the
Russian political calendar.

Number in thousands of participants
in political strikes

Year

1903 87*
1904 25%
1905 1,843
1906 651
1907 540
1908 93
1909 8
1910 4
1911 8
1912 550
1913 502
1914 (first half) 1,059
1915 156
1916 310
1917 (January-February) 575

* The figures for 1903 and 1904 refer to all strikes,
the economic undoubtedly predominating

For 1904, the first year of the Russo-Japanese war, the factory
inspection indicates in all only 25,000 strikers. In 1905, political and
economic strikes together involved 2,863,000 mean — 115 times more



than in the previous year. This remarkable fact by itself would suggest
the thought that a proletariat, impelled by the course of events to
improvise such unheard-of revolutionary activities, must at whatever
cost produce from its depths an organisation corresponding to the
dimensions of the struggle and the colossal tasks. This organisation
was the soviets — brought into being by the first revolution, and made
the instrument of the general strike and the struggle for power.

Beaten in the December uprising of 1905, the proletariat during the
next two years makes heroic efforts to defend a part of the conquered
positions. These years, as our strike figures show, still belong directly
to the revolution, but they are the years of ebb. The four following
years (1908-11) emerge in our mirror of strike statistics as the years of
victorious counter-revolution. An industrial crisis coincident with this
still further exhausts the proletariat, already bled white. The depth of
the fall is symmetrical with the height of the rise. National convulsions
find their reflection in these simple figures.

The industrial boom beginning in 1910 lifted the workers to their
feet, and gave a new impulse to their energy. The figures for 1912-14
almost repeat those for 1905-07, but in the opposite order: not from
above downwards, but from below up. On a new and higher historical
basis — there are more workers now, and they have more experience
— a new revolutionary offensive begins. The first half-year of 1914
clearly approaches in the number of political strikes the culminating
point of the year of the first revolution. But war breaks out and sharply
interrupts this process. The first war months are marked by political
inertness in the working class, but already in the spring of 1915 the
numbness begins to pass. A new cycle of political strikes opens, a
cycle which in February 1917 will culminate in the insurrection of
soldiers and workers.

The sharp ebbs and flows of the mass struggle had left the Russian
proletariat after a few years almost unrecognisable. Factories which
two or three years ago would strike unanimously over some single
arbitrary police action, today have completely lost their revolutionary



colour, and accept the most monstrous crimes of the authorities
without resistance. Great defeats discourage people for a long time.
The consciously revolutionary elements lose their power over the
masses. Prejudices and superstitions not yet burnt out come back to
life. Grey immigrants from the village during these times dilute the
workers’ ranks. Sceptics ironically shake their heads. So its was in the
years 1907-11. But molecular processes in the masses are healing
the psychological wounds of defeat. A new turn of events, or an
underlying economic impulse, opens a new political cycle. The
revolutionary elements again find their audience. The struggle
reopens on a higher level.

In order to understand the two chief tendencies in the Russian
working class, it is important to have in mind that Menshevism finally
took shape in the years of ebb and reaction. It relied chiefly upon a
thin layer of workers who had broken with the revolution. Whereas
Bolshevism, cruelly shattered in the period of the reaction, began to
rise swiftly on the crest of a new revolutionary tide in the years before
the war. “The most energetic and audacious element, ready for
tireless struggle, for resistance and continual organisation, is that
element, those organisations, and those people who are concentrated
around Lenin.” In these words the Police Department estimated the
work of the Bolsheviks during the years preceding the war.

In July 1914, while the diplomats were driving the last nail into the
cross designed for the crucifixion of Europe, Petrograd was boiling like
a revolutionary cauldron. The President of the French Republic,
Poincaré, had to lay his wreath on the tomb of Alexander Ill amid the
last echoes of a street fight and the first murmurs of a patriotic
demonstration.

Would the mass offensive of 1912-14 have led directly to an
overthrow of tzarism if the war had not broken out? It is hardly
possible to answer that question with certainty. The process would
inexorably have led to a revolution, but through what stages would the
revolution in those circumstances have had to go? Would it not have



experienced another defeat? How much time would have been
needed by the workers in order to arouse the peasantry and win the
army? In all these directions only guesses are possible. The war, at
any rate, gave the process at first a backward movement, but only to
accelerate it more powerfully in the next period and guarantee its
overwhelming victory.

At the first sound of the drum the revolutionary movement died
down. The more active layers of the workers were mobilised. The
revolutionary elements were thrown from the factories to the front.
Severe penalties were imposed for striking. The workers’ press was
swept away. Trade unions were strangled. Hundreds of thousands of
women, boys, peasants, poured into the workshops. The war —
combined with the wreck of the International — greatly disoriented the
workers politically, and made it possible for the factory administration,
then just lifting its head, to speak patriotically in the name of the
factories, carrying with it a considerable part of the workers, and
compelling the more bold and resolute to keep still and wait. The
revolutionary ideas were barely kept glowing in small and hushed
circles. In the factories in those days nobody dared to call himself
“Bolshevik” for fear not only of arrest, but of a beating from the
backward workers.

The Bolshevik faction in the Duma, weak in its personnel, had not
risen at the outbreak of the war to the height of its task. Along with the
Menshevik deputies, it introduced a declaration in which it promised
“to defend the cultural weal of the people against all attacks
wheresoever originating.” The Duma underlined with applause this
yielding of a position. Not one of the Russian organisations or groups
of the party took the openly defeatist position which Lenin came out
for abroad. The percentage of patriots among the Bolsheviks,

however, was insignificant. In contrast to the Narodnikst] and
Mensheviks, the Bolsheviks began in 1914 to develop among the
masses a printed and oral agitation against the war. The Duma
deputies soon recovered their poise and renewed their revolutionary
work — about which the authorities were very closely informed, thanks



to a highly developed system of provocation. It is sufficient to remark
that out of seven members of the Petersburg committee of the party,
three, on the eve of the war, were in the employ of the Secret Service.
Thus tzarism played blind man’s buff with the revolution. In November
the Bolshevik deputies were arrested. There began a general smash-
up of the party throughout the country. In February 1915 the case of
the Duma faction was called in the courts. The deputies conducted
themselves cautiously. Kamenev, theoretical instigator of the factions,
stood apart from the defeatist position of Lenin; so did Petrovsky, the
present president of the Central Committee in the Ukraine. The Police
Department remarked with satisfaction that the severe sentences
dealt out to the deputies did not evoke any movement of protest
among the workers.

It seemed as though the war had produced a new working class. To
a considerable extent this was the fact: in Petrograd the personnel of
the workers had been renewed almost forty per cent. The
revolutionary succession had been abruptly broken. All that existed
before the war, including the Duma faction of the Bolsheviks, had
suddenly retired to the background and almost disappeared in
oblivion. But under cover of this quietness and patriotism — and to
some extent even monarchism — the moods of a new explosion were
gradually accumulating in the masses.

In August 1915 the tzarist ministers were telling each other that the
workers “are everywhere hunting out treason, betrayal and sabotage
in behalf of the Germans, and are enthusiastic in the search for those
guilty of our unsuccesses at the front.” It is true that in that period the
awakening mass-criticism — in part sincerely and in part for the sake of
defensive coloration — often adopted the standpoint of “defence of the
fatherland.” But that idea was only a point of departure. The discontent
of the workers was digging a deeper and deeper course, silencing the
masters, the Black Hundred workers, the servants of the
administration, permitting the worker-Bolsheviks to raise their heads.

From criticism the masses pass over to action. Their indignation



finds expression first of all in food disturbances, sometimes rising to
the height of local riots. Women, old men and boys, in the market or
on the open square, feel bolder and more independent than the
workers on military duty in the factories. In Moscow in May the
movement turns into a pogrom of Germans, although the participants
in this are chiefly the scum of the town armed under police protection.
Nevertheless, the very possibility of such a pogrom in industrial
Moscow proves that the workers are not yet sufficiently awakened to
impose their slogans and their discipline upon the disturbed small-
town people. These food disorders, spreading over the whole country,
broke the war hypnosis and laid the road to strikes.

The inflow of raw labour power to the factories and the greedy
scramble for war-profits, brought everywhere a lowering of the
conditions of labour, and gave rise to the crudest methods of
exploitation. The rise in the cost of living automatically lowered wages.
Economic strikes were the inevitable mass reflection — stormy in
proportion as they had been delayed. The strikes were accompanied
by meetings, adoption of political resolutions, scrimmages with the
police, not infrequently by shots and casualties.

The struggle arose chiefly in the central textile district. On June 5
the police fire a volley at the weavers in Kostroma: 4 killed, 9
wounded. On August 10 the troops fire on the lvanovo-Voznesensk
workers: 16 killed, 30 wounded. In the movement of the textile workers
some soldiers of a local battalion are involved. Protest strikes in
various parts of the country give answer to the shootings at lvanovo-
Voznesensk. Parallel to this goes the economic struggle. The textile
workers often march in the front rank.

In comparison with the first half of 1914 this movement, as regards
strength of pressure and clarity of slogans, represents a big step
backward. This is not surprising, since raw masses are to a large
extent being drawn into the struggle, and there has been a complete
disintegration of the guiding layer of the workers. Nevertheless even in
these first strikes of the war the approach of great battles can be



heard. The Minister of Justice, Khvostov, said on the 16™ of August: “If
there are at present no armed demonstrations of the workers, it is only
because they have as yet no organisation.” Goremykin expressed
himself more concisely: “The trouble among the workers’ leaders is
that they have no organisation, since it was broken up by the arrest of
the five members of the Duma.” The Minister of the Interior added:
“We must not amnesty the members of the Duma (Bolsheviks) — they
are the organising centre of the movement in its most dangerous
form.” These people at least made no mistake as to who was the real
enemy.

While the ministry, even at the moment of its greatest dismay and
readiness for liberal concessions, deemed it necessary as before to
pound the workers’ revolution on the head — i.e. on the Bolsheviks —
the big bourgeoisie was trying to fix up a co-operation with the
Mensheviks. Frightened by the scope of the strike movement, the
liberal industrialists made an attempt to impose patriotic discipline
upon the workers by including their elected representatives in the staff
of the Military Industrial Committees. The Minister of the Interior
complained that it was very difficult to oppose this scheme, fathered
by Guchkov. “The whole enterprise,” he said, “is being carried out
under a patriotic flag, and in the interests of the defence.” We must
remark, however, that even the police avoided arresting the social-
patriots, seeing in them a side partner in the struggle against strikes
and revolutionary “excesses.” It was indeed upon their too great
confidence in the strength of patriotic socialism, that the Secret
Service based their conviction that no insurrection would occur while
the war lasted.

In the elections to the Military-Industrial Committees the defencists,
headed by an energetic metal worker, Gvozdev — we shall meet him
later as Minister of Labour in the Coalition Government of the
revolution — turned out to be a minority. They enjoyed the support,
however, not only of the liberal bourgeoisie, but of the bureaucracy, in
getting the better of those who, led by the Bolsheviks, wished to
boycott the committees. They succeeded in imposing a representation



in these organs of industrial patriotism upon the Petersburg proletariat.
The position of the Mensheviks was clearly expressed in a speech
one of their representatives later made to the industrialists in the
Committee: “You ought to demand that the existing bureaucratic
power retire from the scene, yielding its place to you as the inheritors
of the present social structure.” This young political friendship was
growing by leaps and bounds. After the revolution it will bring forth its
ripe fruit.

The war produced a dreadful desolation in the underground
movement. After the arrest of the Duma faction the Bolsheviks had no
centralised party organisation at all. The local committees had an
episodic existence, and often had no connections with the workers
districts. Only scattered groups, circles and solitary individuals did
anything. However, the reviving strike movement gave them some
spirit and some strength in the factories. They gradually began to find
each other and build up the district connections. The underground
work revived. In the Police Department they wrote later: “Ever since
the beginning of the war, the Leninists, who have behind them in
Russia an overwhelming majority of the underground social-
democratic organisations, have in their larger centres (such as
Petrograd, Moscow, Kharkov, Kiev, Tula, Kostroma, Vladimir
Province, Samara) been issuing in considerable numbers
revolutionary appeals with a demand to stop the war, overthrow the
existing government, and found a republic. And this work has had its
palpable result in workers’ strikes and disorders.”

The traditional anniversary of the march of the workers to the Winter
Palace, which had passed almost unnoticed the year before, produces
a widespread strike on January 9, 1916. The strike movement doubles
during this year. Encounters with the police accompany every big and
prolonged strike. In contact with the troops, the workers conduct
themselves with demonstrative friendliness, and the Secret Police
more than once notice this alarming fact.

The war industries swelled out, devouring all resources around



them and undermining their own foundation. The peacetime branches
of production began to die away. In spite of all plannings, nothing
came of the regulation of industry. The bureaucracy, incapable of
taking this business in hand against the opposition of the powerful
Military-Industrial Committees, at the same time refused to turn over
the regulating role to the bourgeoisie. The chaos increased. Skilled
workers were replaced by unskilled. The coal mines, shops and
factories of Poland were soon lost. In the course of the first year of the
war a fifth part of the industrial strength of the country was cut off. As
much as 50 per cent of production went to supply the needs of the
army and the war — including about 75 per cent of the textile
production of the country. The overloaded transport proved incapable
of supplying factories with the necessary quantity of fuel and raw
material. The war not only swallowed up the whole current national
income, but seriously began to cut into the basic capital of the country.

The industrialists grew less and less willing to grant anything to the
workers, and the government, as usual, answered every strike with
severe repressions. All this pushed the minds of the workers from the
particular to the general, from economics to politics: “We must all
strike at once.” Thus arose the idea of the general strike. The process
of radicalisation of the masses is most convincingly reflected in the
strike statistics. In 1915, two and a half times fewer workers
participated in political strikes than in economic strikes. In 1916, twice
as few. In the first few months of 1917, political strikes involved six
times as many workers as economic. The role of Petrograd is
portrayed in one figure: 72 per cent of the political strikers during the
years of the war fall to her lot!

Many of the old beliefs are burned up in the fires of this struggle.
The Secret Service reports, “with pain,” that if they should react
according to the dictates of the law to “every instance of insolence and
open insult to His Majesty, the number of trials under Article 103
would reach an unheard-of figure.” Nevertheless the consciousness of
the masses is far behind their action. The terrible pressure of the war
and the national ruin is accelerating the process of struggle to such a



degree that broad masses of the workers, right up to the very
revolution, have not freed themselves from many opinions and
prejudices brought with them from the village or from the petty
bourgeois family circle in the town. This fact will set its stamp on the
first stage of the February revolution.

By the end of 1916 prices are rising by leaps and bounds. To the
inflation and the breakdown of transport, there is added an actual lack
of goods. The demands of the population have been cut down by this
time to one-half. The curve of the workers’ movement rises sharply. In
October the struggle enters its decisive phase, uniting all forms of
discontent in one. Petrograd draws back for the February leap. A
wave of meetings runs through the factories. The topics: food
supplies, high cost of living, war, government. Bolshevik leaflets are
distributed; political strikes begin; improvised demonstrations occur at
factory gates; cases of fraternisation between certain factories and the
soldiers are observed; a stormy protest-strike flares up over the trial of
the revolutionary sailors of the Baltic Fleet. The French ambassador
calls Premier Sturmer’s attention to the fact, become known to him,
that some soldiers have shot at the police. Stirmer quiets the
ambassador: “The repressions will be ruthless.” In November a good-
sized group of workers on military duty are removed from the
Petrograd factories and sent to the front. The year ends in storm and
thunder.

Comparing the situation with that in 1905, the director of the Police
Department, Vassiliev, reaches a very uncomforting conclusion: “The
mood of the opposition has gone very far — far beyond anything to be
seen in the broad masses during the above-mentioned period of
disturbance.” Vassiliev rests no hope in the garrison; even the police
officers are not entirely reliable. The Intelligence Department reports a
revival of the slogan of the general strike, the danger of a resurrection
of the terror. Soldiers and officers arriving from the front say of the
present situation: “What is there to wait for? — Why don’t you take and
bump off such-and-such a scoundrel? If we were here, we wouldn’t
waste much time thinking,” etc. Shliapnikov, a member of the



Bolshevik Central Committee, himself a former metal worker,
describes how nervous the workers were in those days: “Sometimes a
whistle would be enough, or any kind of noise — the workers would
take it for a signal to stop the factory.” This detail is equally
remarkable both as a political symptom and as a psychological fact:
the revolution is there in the nerves before it comes out on the street.

The provinces are passing through the same stages, only more
slowly. The growth in massiveness of the movement and in fighting
spirit shifts the centre of gravity from the textile to the metal-workers,
from economic strikes to political, from the provinces to Petrograd.
The first two months of 1917 show 575,000 political strikers, the lion’s
share of them in the capital. In spite of new raids carried out by the
police on the eve of January 9, 150,000 workers went on strike in the
capital on that anniversary of blood. The mood was tense. The metal-
workers were in the lead. The workers all felt that no retreat was
possible. In every factory an active nucleus was forming, oftenest
around the Bolsheviks. Strikes and meetings went on continuously
throughout the first two weeks of February. On the 8", at the Putilov
factory, the police received “a hail of slag and old iron.” On the 14™,
the day the Duma opened, about 90,000 were on strike in Petrograd.
Several plants also stopped work in Moscow. On the 16", the
authorities decided to introduce bread cards in Petrograd. This novelty
rasped the nerves. On the 19", a mass of people gathered around the
food shops, especially women, all demanding bread. A day later
bakeries were sacked in several parts of the city. These were the heat
lightnings of the revolution, coming in a few days.

The Russian proletariat found its revolutionary audacity not only in
itself. Its very position as minority of the nation suggests that it could
not have given its struggle a sufficient scope — certainly not enough to
take its place at the head of the state — if it had not found a mighty
support in the thick of the people. Such a support was guaranteed to it
by the agrarian problem.



The belated half-liberation of the peasants in 1861 had found
agricultural industry almost on the same level as two hundred years
before. The preservation of the old area of communal land —
somewhat filched from during the reform — together with the archaic
methods of land culture, automatically sharpened a crisis caused by
the rural excess population, which was at the same time a crisis in the
three-fold system. The peasantry felt still more caught in a trap
because the process was not taking place in the seventeenth but in
the nineteenth century — that is, in the conditions of an advanced
money economy which made demands upon the wooden plough that
could only be met by a tractor. Here too we see a drawing together of
separate stages of the historic process, and as a result an extreme
sharpening of contradictions. The learned agronomes and economists
had been preaching that the old area with rational cultivation would be
amply sufficient — that is to say, they proposed to the peasant to make
a jump to a higher level of technique and culture without disturbing the
landlord, the bailiff, or the tzar. But no economic régime, least of all an
agricultural régime, the most tardy of all, has ever disappeared before
exhausting all its possibilities. Before feeling compelled to pass over to
a more intensive economic culture, the peasant had to make a last
attempt to broaden his three fields. This could obviously be achieved
only at the expense of non-peasant lands. Choking in the narrowness
of his land area, under the smarting whip of the treasury and the
market, the muzhik was inexorably forced to attempt to get rid of the
landlord once for all.

On the eve of the first revolution the whole stretch of arable land
within the limits of European Russia was estimated at 280 million

dessiatins.!2l The communal allotments constituted about 140 million.
The crown lands, above 5 million. Church and monastery lands, about
27> million. Of the privately owned land, 70 million dessiatins belonged
to the 30,000 great landlords, each of whom owned above 500
dessiatins. This 70 million was about what would have belonged to 10
million peasant families. The land statistics constitute the finished
programme of a peasant war.



The landlords were not settled with in the first revolution. Not all the
peasants rose. The movement in the country did not coincide with that
in the cities. The peasant army wavered, and finally supplied sufficient
forces for putting down the workers. As soon as the Semenovsky
Guard regiment had settled with the Moscow insurrection, the
monarchy abandoned all thought of cutting down the landed estates,
as also its own autocratic rights.

However, the defeated revolution did not pass without leaving
traces in the village. The government abolished the old land
redemption payments and opened the way to a broader colonisation
of Siberia. The frightened landlords not only made considerable
concessions in the matter of rentals, but also began a large-scale
selling of their landed estates. These fruits of the revolution were
enjoyed by the better-off peasants, who were able to rent and buy the
landlords’ land.

However, the broadest gates were opened for the emerging of
capitalist farmers from the peasant class by the law of November 9,
1906, the chief reform introduced by the victorious counter-revolution.
Giving the right even to a small minority of the peasants of the
commune, against the will of the majority, to cut out from the
communal land a section to be owned independently, the law of
November 9 constituted an explosive capitalist shell directed against
the commune. The president of the Council of Ministers, Stolypin,
described the essence of this governmental policy towards the
peasants as “banking on the strong ones.” This meant: encourage the
upper circles of the peasantry to get hold of the communal land by
buying up these “liberated” sections, and convert these new capitalist
farmers into a support for the existing régime. It was easier to propose
such a task, however, than to achieve it. In this attempt to substitute

the kulakl3! problem for the peasant problem, the counter-revolution
was destined to break its neck.

By January 1, 1916, 2%z million home-owners had made good their
personal possession of 17 million dessiatins. Two more million home-



owners were demanding the allotment to them of 14 million dessiatins.
This looked like a colossal success for the reform. But the majority of
the homesteads were completely incapable of sustaining life, and
represented only material for natural selection. At that time when the
more backward landlords and small peasants were selling on a large
scale — the former their estates, the latter their bits of land — there
emerged in the capacity of principal purchaser a new peasant
bourgeoisie. Agriculture entered upon a state of indubitable capitalist
boom. The export of agricultural products from Russia rose between
1908 and 1912 from 1 billion roubles to 1%z billion. This meant that
broad masses of the peasantry had been proletarianised, and the
upper circles of the villages were throwing on the market more and
more grain.

To replace the compulsory communal ties of the peasantry, there
developed very swiftly a voluntary co-operation, which succeeded in
penetrating quite deeply into the peasant masses in the course of a
few years, and immediately became a subject of liberal and
democratic idealisation. Real power in the co-operatives belonged,
however, only to the rich peasants, whose interests in the last analysis
they served. The Narodnik intelligentsia, by concentrating its chief
forces in peasant co-operation, finally succeeded in shifting its love for
the people on to good solid bourgeois rails. In this way was prepared,
partially at least, the political bloc of the “anti-capitalist” party of the
Social Revolutionaries with the Kadets, the capitalist party par
excellence.

Liberalism, although preserving the appearance of opposition to the
agrarian policy of the reaction, nevertheless looked with great hopes
upon this capitalist destruction of the communes. “In the country a
very powerful petty bourgeoisie is arising,” wrote the liberal Prince
Troubetskoy, “in its whole make and essence alien alike to the ideals
of the united nobility and to the socialist dreams.”

But this admirable medal had its other side. There was arising from
the destroyed communes not only a “very powerful bourgeoisie,” but



also its antithesis. The number of peasants selling tracts of land they
could not live on had risen by the beginning of the war to a million,
which means no less than five million souls added to the proletarian
population. A sufficiently explosive material was also supplied by the
millions of peasant-paupers to whom nothing remained but to hang on
to their hungry allotments. In consequence those contradictions kept
reproducing themselves among the peasants which had so early
undermined the development of bourgeois society as a whole in
Russia. The new rural bourgeoisie which was to create a support for
the old and more powerful proprietors, turned out to be as hostilely
opposed to the fundamental masses of the peasantry as the old
proprietors had been to the people as a whole. Before it could become
a support to the existing order, this peasant bourgeoisie had need of
some order of its own wherewith to cling to its conquered positions. In
these circumstances it is no wonder that the agrarian problem
continued a sharp one in all the State Dumas. Everyone felt that the
last word had not yet been spoken. The peasant deputy Petrichenko
once declared from the tribune of the Duma: “No matter how long you
debate you won’t create a new planet — that means that you will have
to give us the land.” This peasant was neither a Bolshevik, nor a
Social Revolutionary. On the contrary, he was a Right deputy, a
monarchist.

The agrarian movement, having, like the strike movement of the
workers, died down toward the end of 1907, partially revives in 1908,
and grows stronger during the following years. The struggle, to be
sure, is transferred to a considerable degree within the commune: that
is just what the reaction had figured on politically. There are not
infrequent armed conflicts among peasants during the division of the
communal land. But the struggle against the landlord also does not
disappear. The peasants are more frequently setting fire to the
landlord’s manors, harvest, haystacks, seizing on the way also those
individual tracts which had been cut off against the will of the
communal peasants.

The war found the peasantry in this condition. The government



carried away from the country about 10 million workers and about 2
million horses. The weak homesteads grew still weaker. The number
of peasants who could not sow their fields increased. But in the
second year of the war the middle peasants also began to go under.
Peasant hostility toward the war sharpened from month to month. In
October 1916, the Petrograd Gendarme Administration reported that
in the villages they had already ceased to believe in the success of the
war — the report being based on the words of insurance agents,
teachers, traders, etc. “All are waiting and impatiently demanding:
When will this cursed war finally end?” And this is not all: “Political
questions are being talked about everywhere and resolutions adopted
directed against the landlords and merchants. Nuclei of various
organisations are being formed ... As yet there is no uniting centre, but
there is no reason to suppose that the peasants will unite by way of
the co-operatives which are daily growing throughout all Russia.”
There is some exaggeration here. In some things the gendarme has
run ahead a little, but the fundamentals are indubitably correct.

The possessing classes could not foresee that the village was going
to present its bill. But they drove away these black thoughts, hoping to
wriggle out of it somehow. On this theme the inquisitive French
ambassador Paléologue had a chat during the war days with the
former Minister of Agriculture Krivoshein, the former Premier
Kokovtsev, the great landlord Count Bobrinsky, the President of the
State Duma Rodzianko, the great industrialist Putilov, and other
distinguished people. Here is what was unveiled before him in this
conversation: In order to carry into action a radical land reform it would
require the work of a standing army of 300,000 surveyors for no less
than fifteen years; but during this time the number of homesteads
would increase to 30 million, and consequently all these preliminary
calculations by the time they were made would prove invalid. To
introduce a land reform thus seemed in the eyes of these landlords,
officials and bankers something like squaring the circle. It is hardly
necessary to say that a like mathematical scrupulousness was
completely alien to the peasants. He thought that first of all the thing to
do was to smoke out the landlord, and then see.



If the village nevertheless remained comparatively peaceful during
the war, that was because its active forces were at the front. The
soldiers did not forget about the land — whenever at least they were
not thinking about death — and in the trenches the muzhik’s thoughts
about the future were saturated with the smell of powder. But all the
same the peasantry, even after learning to handle firearms, could
never of its own force have achieved the agrarian democratic
revolution — that is, its own revolution. It had to have leadership. For
the first time in world history the peasant was destined to find a leader
in the person of the worker. In that lies the fundamental, and you may
say the whole difference between the Russian revolution and all those
preceding it.

In England serfdom had disappeared in actual fact by the end of the
fourteenth century — that is, two centuries before it arose in Russia,
and four and a half centuries before it was abolished. The
expropriation of the landed property of the peasants dragged along in
England through one Reformation and two revolutions to the
nineteenth century. The capitalist development, not forced from the
outside, thus had sufficient time to liquidate the independent peasant
long before the proletariat awoke to political life.

In France the struggle with royal absolutism, the aristocracy, and
the princes of the church, compelled the bourgeoisie in various of its
layers, and in several instalments, to achieve a radical agrarian
revolution at the beginning of the eighteenth century. For long after
that an independent peasantry constituted the support of the
bourgeois order, and in 1871 it helped the bourgeoisie put down the
Paris Commune.

In Germany the bourgeoisie proved incapable of a revolutionary
solution of the agrarian problem, and in 1848 betrayed the peasants to
the landlords, just as Luther some three centuries before in the
peasant wars had betrayed them to the princes. On the other hand,
the German proletariat was still too weak in the middle of the
nineteenth century to take the leadership of the peasantry. As a result



the capitalist development of Germany got sufficient time, although not
so long a period as in England, to subordinate agriculture, as it
emerged from the uncompleted bourgeois revolution, to its own
interests.

The peasant reform of 1861 was carried out in Russia by an
aristocratic and bureaucratic monarchy under pressure of the
demands of a bourgeois society, but with the bourgeoisie completely
powerless politically. The character of this peasant emancipation was
such that the forced capitalistic transformation of the country inevitably
converted the agrarian problem into a problem of revolution. The
Russian bourgeois dreamed of an agrarian evolution on the French
plan, or the Danish, or the American — anything you want, only not the
Russian. He neglected, however, to supply himself in good season
with a French history or an American social structure. The democratic
intelligentsia, notwithstanding its revolutionary past, took its stand in
the decisive hour with the liberal bourgeoisie and the landlord, and not
with the revolutionary village. In these circumstances only the working
class could stand at the head of the peasant revolution.

The law of combined development of backward countries — in the
sense of a peculiar mixture of backward elements with the most
modern factors — here rises before us in its most finished form, and
offers a key to the fundamental riddle of the Russian revolution. If the
agrarian problem, as a heritage from the barbarism of the old Russian
history, had been solved by the bourgeoisie, if it could have been
solved by them, the Russian proletariat could not possibly have come
to power in 1917. In order to realise the Soviet state, there was
required a drawing together and mutual penetration of two factors
belonging to completely different historic sp