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THE START

After a year of meteorological catastrophes the peasants of
south-east Russia faced starvation in the summer of 1891.
The seeds planted the previous autumn had barely time to
germinate before the frosts arrived. There had been little
snow to protect the young plants during the severe winter.
Spring brought with it dusty winds that blew away the topsoil
and then, as early as April, the long dry summer began. There
was no rain for one hundred days. Wells and ponds dried up,
the scorched earth cracked, forests turned brown, and cattle
died by the roadsides.

' By the autumn the famine area spread from the Ural
~ mountains to Ukraine, an area double the size of France with
a population of 36 million people. The peasants weakened
and took to their huts. They lived on ‘hunger bread’ made
from rye husks mixed with goosefoot, moss and tree bark,
which made the loaves turn yellow and bitter. Those who
had the strength packed up their meagre belongings and fled
wherever they could, jamming the roads with their carts. And
then cholera and typhus struck, killing half a million people
by the end of 1892. |

The government reacted to the crisis clumsily. At first it
buried its head in the sand, speaking euphemistically of a
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Unable to cope with the situation, the government
called on the public to help. It was to prove a historic mo-
ment, for it opened the door to a powerful new wave of pub-
lic activity and debate which the government could not
control and which quickly turned from the philanthropic to
the political.

The public response was tremendous. Hundreds of
committees were formed by ‘public men’ to raise money for
the starving pe€asants. Thousands of well-meaning citizens
joined the relief teams organized by the zemstvos - district
councils dominated by the liberq] gentry which had done
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‘good works’ for the rural population (building schools and
hospitals, providing agronomic help and credit, gathering
gtatistics about peasant life) since their establishment in
1864. Famous writers such as Tolstoy and Chekhov (who
was also a doctor) put aside their writing to join the relief
campaign. Tolstoy blamed the famine on the social order,
the Orthodox Church and the government: ‘Everything has
happened because of our own sin. We have cut ourselves off
from our own brothers, and there is only one remedy - to
repent, change our lives, and destroy the walls between us
and the people.’” His message struck a deep chord in the
moral conscience of the liberal public, plagued as it was both
by feelings of alienation from the peasantry and by guilt on
account of its privileges.

Russian sociéty was politicized by the famine, and from
1891 it became more organized in opposition to the govern-
ment. The zemstvos expanded their activities to revive the
rural economy. Doctors, teachers and engineers formed pro-
fessional bodies and began to demand more influence over
public policy. In the press and periodicals, in universities and
learned societies, there were heated debates on the causes
of the crisis in which Marx’s ideas of capitalist development
were generally accepted as the most convincing explanation of
the peasaﬁtry’s impoverishment. The global market system
was dividing peasants into rich and poor; manufacturing was
undermining rural crafts, and a landless proletariat was being
formed. The socialist movement, which had been largely
dormant in the 1880s, sprang back into life as a result of these
debates. In the words of Lydia Dan, a teenager in 1891 but
later to become one of the founders of the main Russian
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In 1894, the country’s m . ‘
presented a list of political demands to Nicholas II on his
+ccession to the throne, following the premature death of

his father, Alexander III. They wante
assembly to involve the Zemstvos in the work of govern-

ment. In a speech that infuriated public opinion Nicholas
denounced such ‘senseless dreams’ and emphasized his ‘firm
and unflinching’ adherence to the ‘principle of autocracy’
which he had sworn to uphold in his coronation oath. The

case€

threat to the tsa

d to convene a national

Tsar’s sovereignty was absolute, unlimited by laws or par-
liaments, by bureaucrats or public opinion, and his personal
rule was guided only by his conscience before God.

Nicholas believed it was his sacred mission to emulate
his father’s autocratic rule, but he lacked his domineering
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Personality and the wherewithal to provide effective govern-
ment. He was only twenty-six when he came to the throne.
«What is going to happen to me and to all of Russia?’ he had
wept on his father’s death. ‘I am not prepared to be a Tsar. |
never wanted to become one. I know nothing of the business
of ruling. I have no idea of even how to talk to the ministers.”*
Had circumstances and his own inclinations been differ-
ent, Nicholas might have saved the monarchy by moving it
towards a constitutional order during the first decade of his
reign, when there was still hope of satisfying liberal hopes
and isolating the revolutionaries. In England, where being
a ‘good man’ was the sole requirement of a good king, he
would have made an admirable sovereign. He was certainly
not inferior to his look-alike cousin, George V, who was a
model of the constitutional king. He was mild-mannered and
had an excellent memory and a perfect sense of decorum,
which made him ideal for the ceremonial tasks of a consti-
tutional monarch. But Nicholas had not been born into that
world: he was the Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russias;
Tsar of Moscow, Kiev, Vladimir, Novgorod, Kazan, Astra-
khan, Poland, Siberia, the Tauric Chersonese and Georgia,
et cetera, et cetera. Family tradition and pressure from the
crown’s conservative allies obliged him to rule with force and
resolution and, in the face of opposition, to assert his ‘divine
authority’. o
Here, then, were the roots of the monarchy’s collapse, not
in peasant discontent or the labour movement, so long the
preoccupation of Marxist and social historians, nor in the
breakaway of nationalist movements on the empire’s periph-
ery, but in the growing conflict between a dynamic public
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The coercive basis of authority was replicated every-
where - in relations between officers and men in the armed
services, between employers and workers, between peasant
elders and wives and children. According to Russian proverbs,
a woman was improved by regular beatings, while: ‘For a man
that has been beaten you have to offer two unbeaten ones.’
At Christmas, Epiphany and Shrovetide there were huge and
often fatal fights between different sections of the village,
sometimes even between villages, accompanied by heavy
bouts of drinking. However one explains this violence - by
the culture of the peasants, the harsh environment in which
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chey lived, or the weakness of the legal order - it was to play
o major part in the overturning of authority during 1917.

The tsarist system could not cope with the challenges of
urbanization and the development of a modern market-based
economy which brought so many democratic changes in the
final decades of the nineteenth century. The 1890s were a
watershed in this respect. From this decade we can date the

emergence of a civil society, a public sphere and ethic, all in
opposition to the state.

Profound social changes were taking place. The old hier-
archy of estates (sosloviia), which the autocracy had created
to organize society around its needs, was breaking down as
a new and more dynamic system - too complicated to be
described in terms of ‘class’ - began to take shape. Men
born as peasants, even serfs, rose to establish themselves
as merchants, engineers and landowners (like the character
Lopakhin who buys the cherry orchard in Chekhov’s play).
Merchants became noblemen. The sons and daughters of
noblemen entered the liberal professions. Social mobility
was accelerated by the spread of higher education. Between
1860 and 1914 the number of university students in Russia
grew from 5,000 to 69,000 (45 per cent of them women).
Public opinion and activity found a widening range of outlets
in these years: the number of daily newspapers rose from
thirteen to 856; and the number of public institutions from
250 to over 16,000.

These changes also helped the rise of nationalist move-
ments on the periphery of the empire. Until the development
of rural schools and networks of communication, nationalism
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would probably reply that he is a peasant; and if one insisteg
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talked “the local tongue”.’”
 The growth of mass-based nationalist movements wag
contingent on the spread of rural schools and institutions,
such as peasant unions and cooperatives, as well as on the
opening up of remote country areas by roads and railways,
postal services and telegraphs - all of which was happening
very rapidly in the decades before 1917. The most success-
ful movements combined the peasants’ struggle for the land
(where it was owned by foreign landlords, officials and mer-
chants) with the demand for native language rights, enabling

the peasants to gain full access to schools, the courts and
government, -

ainian nationalist movement. In the Constituent Assembly
elections of November 1917, the first democratic elections
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in the country’s history, 71 per cent of the Ukrainian peas-
ants would vote for the nationalists - an astonishing shift
in political awareness in only a generation. The movement
orgaﬂized the peasants in their struggle against foreign
(mainly Russian and Polish) landowners and against the
“oreign influence’ of the towns (dominated by the Russians,
Jews and Poles). It is no coincidence that peasant upris-
ings erupted first, in 1902, in those regions around Poltava
province where the Ukrainian nationalist movement was
also most advanced.

Throughout Russia the impact of modernization - of
towns and mass communications, the money economy and
above all rural schools - gave rise to a generation of younger
and more literate peasants who sought to overturn the patri-
archal village world. Literacy rose from 21 per cent of the
empire’s population in 1897 to 40 per cent on the eve of the
First World War. The highest rural rates were among young
men in those regions closest to the towns (nine out of ten
peasant recruits into the Imperial army from the two prov-
inces of Petersburg and Moscow were considered literate
even by 1904). The link between literacy and revolution is a
well-known historical phenomenon. The three great revolu-
tions of modern European history - the English, the French
and the Russian - all took place in societies where the rate of
literacy was approaching 50 per cent. Literacy promotes the
spread of new ideas and enables the peasant to master new
technologies and bureaucratic skills. The local activists of
the Russian Revolution were drawn mainly from this newly
literate generation - the beneficiaries of the boom in rural
schooling during the last decades of the old regime, now
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?ii: ti)h\(::zlk in the mud. I want to be like‘ those },‘)::Ople Who
are cleanly dressed and work as shop assistants.”” For thege
youths the desire for social betterment was often synon.
ymous with employment in the town. Virtually any urban
job seemed desirable compared with the hardships and dul]
routines of peasant life. They saw the village as a ‘dark’ and
‘backward’ place of superstition and crippling poverty - a
world Trotsky would describe as the Russia of ‘icons and
cockroaches’ - and looked towards the city and its modern
values as a route to independence and self-worth. Here was
the basis of the cultural revolution on which Bolshevism
would be based. The Party rank and file was recruited in the
main from peasant boys like these; its modernizing ideology

almos

was based on their rejection of the peasant world. The revo-
lution would sweep that village world all away.

Forced off the land by poverty, over-population and the
growing cost of renting land, millions of peasants came into
the towns, or worked in rural factories and mines. In the last
half-century of the old regime the empire’s urban population
grew from 7 million to 28 million People. The 1890s saw the
sharpest growth as the effects of the famine crisis coincided
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with the accelerated programme of in
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gh by Count Witte, the

There Was a pattern in the peagant in-migration to the
towns: first came the young men, then th

then unmarried girls, then marrieg women
suggests that the peasants tried to keep their failing farms
alive for as long as possible, Young peasant men were send-
ing money earned in mines and factories to their

where they themselves returned at harvest time
the cash economy’

¢ married men,
and children. It

villages,
' (‘raiding
as 1S common in developing societies).
There was a constant to-and-fro between the city and the

countryside. We can talk as much about the ‘Peasantization’
of Russia’s towns as we can about the disappearance of the
farming peasantry.

Factory conditions were terrible. According to Witte, the
worker ‘raised on the frugal habits of rural life’ was ‘much
more easily satisfied’ than his counterpart in Europe or
North America, so that ‘low wages appeared as a fortunate
gift to Russian enterprise”.” There was little factory legisla-
tion to protect labour. The gains made by British workers in
the 1840s, and by the Germans in the 1880s, remained out
of reach of Russian workers at the turn of the century. The
two most important factory laws - one in 1885 prohibiting
the night-time employment of women and children, and the
other in 1897 restricting the working day to eleven and a half
hours - had to be wrenched from the government. Small
workshops were excluded from the legislation, although
they probably employed the majority of the country’s work-
force, and certainly most of its female contingent. By 1914,
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Many factory OWners treated workers like serfs. They haq
them searched for stolen goods when they left the factory
gates, and fined or even flogged for minor breaches of the
rules. This degrading ‘serf regime’ was bitterly resented by
workers as an affront to their dignity, and ‘respectful treat-
ment’ was a prominent demand in strikes and labour pro.-
tests that broke out after 1905.

Russian workers were the most strike-prone in Europe.
Three quarters of the factory workforce went on strike during
1905. Historians have spent a lot of time trying to explain the
origins of this labour militancy. Factory size, levels of skill and
literacy, the number of years spent living in the city, and the
influence of the revolutionary intelligentsia - all these fac-
tors have been scrutinized in microscopic detail in countless
rnon(?gr aphs, each hoping to discover the crucial mix that

;X:;?;Z:g:‘;;z :zize“:fnzrfgzs; flll.evolution’ in .Rus'sia. The
Some have argued that it was thects " Ubenization.
. € most urbanized work-

rs, those with the highest levels of ski]] and literacy, who
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tory furnace’, as Trotsky once put it!® - rengeq to be th

volatile and violent, often adapting the Spontaneoustf € most
rebellion associated with the countryside to the new at;r;r: of
tile industrial environment in which they found th 0s-

There is no doubt that the peasant immj mecnes.

i grants added
a combustible element to the urban working class. Labour
unrest often tc?ok the form of riots, pogroms, looting and
machine-breaking, or the ‘carting out’ of bogses from the fac-
tory and dumping them in a cesspool or canal - a]l actions
one might associate with an uprooted but disorganized peas-
ant mass struggling to adapt to the new world of the city and
the discipline of the factory. Nevertheless, it is going too far
to suggest that such ‘primitive’ actions, or the raw recruits
behind them, were the crucial factor in the rise of labour mil-
itancy. During the 1890s strikes became the main form of
industrial protest and they required the sort of disciplined
organization that only the most skilled and literate workers
could provide.

Here Russia stood in stark contrast to Europe, where
these worker types tended to be the least revolutionary and
labour parties representing them were entering parliaments.
There were few signs of such a ‘labour aristocracy’ emerg-
ing in Russia and certainly no parliament to which it could
aspire. The print workers were the most likely candidates for
such a role. Yet even they stood firmly behind the Marxist
and other revolutionary socialist parties. Had they been able
to develop their own legal trade unions, the workers might
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European labour movements. But the Russian politjcy) it
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large extent, then, the workers’ revolutionary movement ey

created by the tsarist government.
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sis gave new life to the revolutionary par es
supporters, not just from the working clasg,
dening range of liberal professionals, gt,,.
dents, writers and other members of the intelligentsia - a
caste defined by its sense of debt to and commitment to ‘the
people’. The key to that commitment was moral: a stance of
uncompromising opposition to the autocracy and a willing.
ness to take part in the democratic struggle against it,
There was a revival of the Populist movement, cul-
minating in 1901 with the establishment of the Socialist
Revolutionary Party (SR). Populism had its roots in the
intelligentsia’s mission to improve the peasants’ lot and to

The famine cri
bringing them
but from a wi

involve them in a democratic movement against the autoc-
racy following the serf emancipation in 1861. The Populists
idealized the peasant way of life. From the 1870s, they had
gone into the countryside to educate and organize the peas-
antry, some of them (they called themselves the People’s
Will) increasingly resorting to violence and terror as they
became frustrated by the failure of the peasants to respond
t(? their revolutionary call. The Populists believed that the
village commune could become the basis of a socialist soci-
:g;;i‘:;‘ibiig‘l;ussia to take a separate path to socialism

est, where capitalist development was
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Jestroying the peasan.tly and .Marxist hopes of revolution
ested on the industrial working class. In contras't to the
Marxists; the Populists believed that peasant Russia could
advance directly to a socialist society without passing first
through the capitalist stage of history.

The famine crisis undermined that view. Partly caused by
the tax squeeze on the peasants to pay for industrialization,
the crisis suggested that the peasantry was literally dying
out, both as a class and a way of life, under the pressures
of capitalist development. Marxism alone seemed able to
explain the causes of the famine by showing how a capitalist
economy created rural poverty. In the 1890s it fast became
2 national intelligentsia creed. Socialists who had previously
wave1;ed in their Marxism were converted to it by the crisis,
as they realized that there was no more hope in the Populist
faith in the peasantry. Even liberal thinkers such as Petr
Struve found their Marxist passions stirred by the famine: it
‘made much more of a Marxist out of me than the reading of
Marx’s Capital’."*

The SRs were swept along by this intellectual drift. Led
by Viktor Chernov, a law graduate from Moscow University,
the party accepted the Marxist view of capitalist develop- |
ment in sociological terms while still adhering politically to
the Populist belief that workers and peasants alike ~ what it
called the ‘labouring people’ — were united by their poverty
and their opposition to the government. |

Marx’s Capital had been published in Russia as early as
1872. It was the book’s first foreign publication, just five years
after the original German edition and fifteen years before
its appearance in English. The tsarist censors had passed it

Scanned with CamScanner



CHAPTER 1

by mistake, assuming that ‘very few people in lessia’ woulq
read the heavy tome of political econc?my, and e’ven fewer
understand it’.!? Contrary to expectations, M%.lrx S Critigy,

m would lead to revolution earlje, in

of the capitalist syste e carl
Russia than in any of the Western societies to which j

been addressed. | _ »
The intelligentsia were drawn to Marxism by its scien.

tific’ nature - it was seen as a ‘path of’reas,on’, in thc? wordg
of Lydia Dan, offering ‘objective SOhftlonS to. th:hmlsery (}f
poverty and backwardness - and by. TS proTise ‘ at Russig
would become more like the capitalist West. ‘We were
attracted by its European nature,’ recalled a veteran of the
movement in Russia. ‘Marxism came from Europe. It did not
smell and taste of home-grown mould and provincialism, but
was new, fresh, and exciting. Marxism held out a promise that
we would not stay a semi-Asiatic country, but would become
part of the West with its culture, institutions and attributes
of a free political system. The West was our guiding light."®
Here perhaps was the root of Marxism’s attraction to
the Jews, who played such a conspicuous role in the Social
Democratic movement, providing many of its leaders
(Trotsky, Martov, Axelrod, Kamenev and Zinoviev, to name
just a few). Where Populism had proposed to build on peas-
ant Russia - a land of pogroms and discrimination against
the Jews - Marxism offered a modern Western vision of
Russia. It promised to assimilate the Jews into a movement
of universal human liberation - not just the liberation of the
peasantry - based on principles of internationalism.
Even the young Lenin only became fully converted to
the Marxist mainstream in the wake of the famine crisis.
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contrary tO the Soviet myth, in which Lenin appeared as a
ully fledged Marxist theorist in his infancy, the leader of the
Bolshe"ik Revolution came late to politics. In his last school
ear he was commended by his headmaster (by an irony of
fate the father of Kerensky, his arch-rival in 1917) as a model
student, ‘moral and religious in his upbringing’, and never
giving ‘cause for dissatisfaction, by word or deed, to the
school authorities”."”
Lenin’s father was a typical gentleman-liberal of the type
his son would come to despise. His noble background was a
source of embarrassment to Lenin’s Soviet hagiographers. But
it was a key to his domineering personality. It can be seen in
his intolerance of criticism from subordinates, and his ten-
dency to look upon the masses as no more than human mate-
rial needed for his revolutionary plans (during the famine
he argued that the peasants should be denied aid because
it would make a revolution more likely). As Maxim Gorky
wrote in 1917, ‘Lenin is a “leader” and a Russian nobleman,
not without certain psychological traits of this extinct class,
and therefore he considers himself justified in performing
with the Russian people a cruel experiment which is doomed
to failure beforehand.”*®
Lenin came to Marx already armed with the ideas of the
People’s Will, the terrorist wing of the Populist movement
which had carried out the assassination of Alexander II in
1881, Lenin’s elder brother, who had belonged to the People’s
Will, was executed for his participation in the abortive plot
to kill Alexander I11 in 1887. There is a Soviet legend that on
‘hearing of his brother’s death Lenin said to his sister Maria:
‘No we shall not take that road, our road must be different.’
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cution W22 t. his first inclination was, like his brothep
tionary movemenl ;’s will. Lenin’s Marxism, which developez
towards gleerlz‘;(;l;, remained infused with the Jacobin spjy;,
Zlfo ;gtzrrorists and their belief in the overwhelming impor.
rance of the seizure of power. ‘ N
Lenin was particularly influenced by the Jacobinism’ of
, e revolutionary theorist Petr Tkachev (1844-86), who i
the 1870s had argued for a seizure of power and the establigh-
ment of a dictatorship by 2 disciplined and highly centralizeq
vanguard on the grounds that a social revolution was impos-
sible to achieve by democratic means: the laws of capitalist
development meant that the richer peasants would support
the status quo. Tkachev insisted that a coup d’état should be
carried out as soon as possible, because as yet there was no
real social force prepared to side with the government, and
to wait would only let one develop.

- All the main components of Lenin’s ideology - his stress
on the need for a disciplined ‘vanguard’; his belief that action
(the ‘subjective factor’) could alter the objective course of
history (and in particular that the seizure of the state appa-
ratus could bring about a social revolution); his defence of
terror and dictatorship; his contempt for liberals and dem-
ocrats (and indeed for socialists who compromised with
them) - stemmed not just from Marx but from Tkachev and
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he people’s will. He injected a distinctly Russian dose of
Conspiratorial politics into a Marxist dialectic that would
otherwise have remained passive - tied down by a willing-
pess to wait for the revolution to mature through the devel-
opment of objective conditions rather than bringing it about
through political action. It was not Marxism that made Lenin
a revolutionary but Lenin who made Marxism revolutionary.
Lenin was made for a fight. He gave himself entirely to
the revolutionary struggle. “That is my life!” he confessed to
the French socialist (and his lover) Inessa Armand in 1916.
«One fighting campaign after another.”'® There was no ‘pri-
vate Lenin’ behind the professional revolutionary. The odd
affair apart, he lived like a middle-aged provincial clerk, with
precisely fixed hours for meals, sleep and work. There was
a strong puritanical streak in Lenin’s character which later
manifested itself in the political culture of his dictatorship.
He suppressed his emotions to strengthen his resolve and
cultivate the ‘hardness’ he believed was required by the suc-
cessful revolutionary: the capacity to spill blood for the rev-
olution’s ends. There was no place for sentiment in Lenin’s
life. ‘I can’t listen to music too often,” he once admitted
after a performance of Beethoven’s Appassionata Sonata. ‘It
makes me want to say kind, stupid things, and pat the heads
of people. But now you have to beat them on the head, beat

them without mercy.’"’

After his arrival in the capital, St Petersburg, in 1893,
Lenin moved much closer to the standard Marxist view - that
Russia was only at the start of its capitalist stage and that a
democratic movement by the workers in alliance with the
bourgeoisie was needed to defeat autocracy before a socialist
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The influence of the exiled Marxist theorist Georg;

plekhanov was vital here. It was he who first mappeq ot

e revolutionary strategy. With it the Russiap
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Marxists at last had an answer to the problem of how ¢,

bring about a post—capitalist society in one only now entering
the capitalist phase- It gave them gr ounds for their belief that

in forsaking the seizur .
it. could onlylead to 2 ‘despotism in Communist form’ - they
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could still advance towards socialism.
groups set about the education of the workers

e of power — which, as Plekhanov pyt

Marxist
for the coming revolution through propaganda. Some of the

skilled and educated workers were more inclined to improve
their lot within the capitalist system than to overthrow it,
They were supported by a group of Marxists, the Economists,
who sought to channel the workers’ movement away from
revolutionary goals. Lenin led the attack on Economism with
the sort of violence that would become the trademark of his
rhetoric. Its tactics, he argued, would destroy socialism and
the revolution, which could only succeed under the central-
ized political leadership of a disciplined vanguard party in
the mould of the People’s Will. If the police regime was to be
defeated, the Party had to be equally centralized and disci-
plined. It had to match the tsarist state.

In his polemics against the Economists Lenin came out
with a pamphlet that would become the primer for the
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Bolsheviks through the revolution of 1917 and the founding
rext of international Communism. The implications of What
is to be Done? - that the Party’s rank and file should be forced
r0 obey, in military fashion, the leadership’s commands -
were not fully realized when it first appeared in 1902. ‘None
of us could imagine,’ recalled one of the SDs, ‘that there
could be a party that might arrest its own members.’*®
That only began to emerge at the Second Party Congress,

which met in London (at the Communist Club at 107 Char-
lotte Street™ ) from August 1903. The result was a split in the
party and the formation of two distinct SD factions. The
cause of the split was seemingly trivial: the definition of
party membership. Lenin wanted all members to be activ-
ists in the Party’s organization, whereas Martov thought
that anyone who agreed with the Party’s manifesto should
be admitted as a member. Beneath the surface of this dispute
lay two opposing views of what the Party ought to be: a mil-
itary-revolutionary vanguard (tightly controlled by a leader
such as Lenin) or a broad-based party in the Western parlia-
mentary style (with a looser style of leadership). Lenin won a
slender majority in the vote on this issue, enabling his faction
to call themselves the ‘Bolsheviks’ (‘Majoritarians”) and their
opponents the ‘Mensheviks’ (‘Minoritarians’). With hind-
sight it was foolish of the Mensheviks to allow the adoption
of these names. It saddled them with the permanent image of
a minority party, which was to be an important disadvantage |
in their rivalry with the Bolsheviks.

* Today, ironically, the headquarters of the global advertising agency Saatchi and
Saatchi. '
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