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In spite of absolute censorship, political dissatsfacdon
and conflicts among nationalities grew, In April 1917,
Austria’s chief minister summed up the situation in the
gloomiest possible terms. The country and army were ex-
hausted. Another winter of war would bring revolution
and disintegration. “If the monarchs of the Central Pow-
ers cannot make peace in the coming months,” he wrote,
“it will be made for them by their peoples.”™ Both Czech
and Yugoslav leaders demanded autonomous democratic
states for their peoples. The British blockade kepr tight-
ening; people were starving. _

The strain of total war and of the Auxiliary Service Law
was also evident in Germany. In the winter of 1916 o
1917, Germany’s military position appeared increasingly
desperate. Stalemates and losses in the west were
matched by temporary Raussian advances in the east
hence the military’s insistence on an all-or-nothing gam-
ble of unrestricted submarine warfare when the Triple
Entente refused in December 1916 to consider peace on
terms favorable to the Central Powers.

Also, the national politcal unity of the first two years
of war was collapsing as the social conflict of prewar Ger-
many re-emerged. A growing minority of moderate so-
cialists in rhe Reichstag began to vote against war credits.
With little taste for violent upheaval and civil war, they
called for a compromise “peace withour annexations or
reparations.” In July 1917, a coalition of socialists and
Catholics passed a resolution in the Reichstag to thar ef-
fect. Such a peace was unthinkable for conservatives and
military leaders. So also was the surge in revolutionary
agitation and strikes by war-weary workers that occurred
in early 1917. When the bread ration was further re-
duced in-April, more than 200,000 workers struck and
demonstrated for a weelk in Berlin, returning to work
only under the threat of prison and military discipline.
Thus militaristic Germany, like its ally Austria-Hungary
{and its enemy France), was beginning ro crack in 1917.
Yet it was Russia that collapsed first and saved the Central
Powers—tor a time.

he Russian Revolution

The Russian Revolution of 1917 was one of modern his-
tory’s most momentous cvents. Directly related to the
growing tensions of World War I, it had a significance far
beyond the wartime agonies of a single European nation,
The Russian Revolution opened a new era. For some, it
was Marx’s socialist vision come true; for others, it was
the triumph of dictatorship. To all, it presented a radi-
cally new prototyvpe of state and society.

OLUTION

The Fall of Imperial Russia

Like its allies and its enemies, Russia embraced war with
patriotic enthusiasm in 1914, At the Winter Palace, while
throngs of people knelt and sang, “God save the tsar,”
Tsar Nicholas IT (r. 1894-1917) repeated the oath
Alexander I had sworn in 1812 and vowed never to make
peace as long as the enemy stoed on Russian soil. Rus-
sia’s lower house, the Duma, voted war credits. Conser-
vatives anticipated expansion in the Balkans, while
liberals and most socialists believed alliance with Britain
and France would bring democratic reforms. For a mao-
ment, Russia was united.

Unprecedented artillery barrages used up Russia’s sup-
plies of shells and ammunition, and better-equipped Ger-
man armies inflicted rerrible losses. In 1915 substantial
numbers of Russian soldiers were sent to the front with-
out rifles; they were told to find their arms among the
dead. There were 2 million Russian casualties in 1935
alone. Nevertheless, Russia’s battered peasant army did
not collapse but continued; to fight courageously, and
Russia moved toward full mobilization on the home
front. The Duma and organs of local government took
the lead, setting up special committees to ceordinate de-
fense, industry, transportation, and agriculture, These ef-
forts improved the military sitdation. Yet there were
many failures, and Russia mobilized less”effectively for
total war than the other warring nations.

The great problem was leadership. Under the consti-
tution resulting from the revolution of 1905 (see pages
837-838), the tsar had retained complete control over
the bureaucracy and the army. Legislation proposed by
the Duma, which was weighted in favor of the wealthy
and conservative classes, was subject to the tsar’s veto,
Moreover, Nicholas II fervently wished to maintain the
sacred inheritance of supreme royal power, which, with
the Orthodox church, was for him the key to Russia’s
greatness. A kindly, slightly stupid man, of whom a friend
said he “would have been an ideal country gentleman,
devoting his life to wife and children, his farms and his
sport,” Nicholas failed to form a close partership with
his citizens in order to fight the war more effectively. He
came to rely instead on the old bureaucratic apparatus,
distrusting the moderate Duma, rejecting popular in-
volvement, and resisting calls to share power.

As a‘result, the Duma, the educated middle classes,
and the masses became increasingly critical of the tsar’s
leadership. Following Nicholas’s belated dismissal of the
incompetent minister of war, demands for more demo-
cratic and responsive government exploded in the Duma
in the summer of 1915. In September parties ranging
from conservative to moderate socialist formed the Pro-




gressive bloc, which called for a completely new govern-
ment responsible to the Duma instead of the tsar. In an-
swer, Nicholas temporarily adjourned the Duma and
announced that he was traveling ro the front in order to
lead and rally Russia’s armies.

His departure was a fatal turning point. With the tsar in
the field with the troops, conwrol of the government was
taken over by the hysterical empress, Tsarina Alexandra,
and a debauched adventurer and self-proclaimed holy
man, Rasputin. A minor German princess and grand-
daughter of England’s Queen Victoria, Nicholas’s wife
was a devoted mother with a sick child, a strong-willed
woman with a hatred of parliaments. Having constantly
urged her husband to rule absolutely, Alexandra tried to
do so herself in his absence. She seated and unseated the
top ministers. Her most trusted adviser was “our Friend
Grigori,” an uneducated Siberian preacher who was ap-
propriately nicknamed “Rasputin”—the “Degencrate.”

Rasputin began his career with a sect noted for mixing
sexual orgies with religious ecstasies, and his influence
rested on mysterious healing powers. Alexis, Alexandra’s
Gfth child and heir to the throne, suffered from the rarc
blood disease hemophilia. The tiniest cut meant uncon-
trollable bleeding, terrible pain, and possible death. Med-
ical science could do nothing. Only Rasputin could
miraculously stop the bleeding, perhaps through hypno-
sis. The empress’s faith in Rasputin was limitless. “Belicve
more in our Friend,” she wrote her husband in 1916.
“He lives for you and Russia.” In this atmosphere of un-
reality, the government shid steadily toward revolution.

In a desperate attempt to right the sitnation and end
unfounded rumors that Rasputin was the empress’s
lover, three members of the high aristocracy murdered
Rasputin in December 1916. The empress went into
semipermanent shock, her mind haunted by the dead
man’s prophecy: “If I die or you desert me, in six months
you will fose your son and your throne.”” Food shortages
in the cities worsened; morale declined. On March 8,
women calling for bread in Petrograd (formerly St. Pe-
tersburg) started riots, which spontancously spread to
the factories and then elsewhere throughout the city.
From the front, the tsar ordered troops to restore order,
but discipline broke down, and the soldiers joined the
revolutionary crowd. The Duma responded by declaring
a provisional government on March 12, 1917, Three
days later, Nicholas abdicated.

The Provisional Government

The March revolution was the result of an unplanned up-

rising of hungry, angry people in the capital, but it was joy-

fully accepted throughout the country. The patriotic upper
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“The Russian Ruling House”
tures the ominous, spellbinding power of Rasputin over Tsar
Nichotas 11 and his wife, Alexandra. Rasputin’s manipulations
disgusted Russian public opinion and contributed to the
monarchy’s collapse. (Stock Monrage}

This wartime cartoon cap-

and middle classes rejoiced at the prospect of a more de-
termined and cffective war effort, while workers happily
anticipated better wages and more food. Al classes and po-
litical parties called for liberty and democracy. They were
not disappointed. As Lenin said, Russia became the freest
country in the world. After generations of arbitrary au-
thoritarianism, the provisional government quickly cstab-
lished equality before the law; freedom of religion, speech,
and assembly; the right of unions to organize and strike;
and the rest of the classic liberal program.

Yet both the liberal and moderate socialist leaders of
the provisional government rejected social revolution.
The reorganized government formed in May 1917,
which included the fiery agrarian socialist Alexander
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Kerensky, who became prime minister in Juty. He refused
to confiscate large landholdings and give them to peas-
ants, fearing that such drastic action in the countryside
would only complete the disintegration of Russia’s peas-
ant army. For the patriotic Kerensky, as for other moder-
ate socialists, the continuation of war was still the all-
important pational duty. There would be plenty of time
for tand reform later, and thus all the government’s ef-
fores were directed toward a last offensive in July. Human
suffering and war-weariness grew, sapping the limited
strength of the provisional government.

From its first day, the provisional government had to
share power with a formidable rival—the Petrograd So-
viet (or council) of Workers® and Soldiers’ Deputies.
Modeled on the revolutionary soviets of 1905, the Pet-
rograd Soviet was a huge, fluctuating mass meeting of
two thousand to threc thousand workers, soldiers, and
socialist intellectuals. Secing itselfas a true grassroots rev-
olutionary democracy, this counter- or half-government
suspiciously watched the provisional government and is-
sued its own radical orders, further weakening the provi-
sional government. Most famous of these was Army
Order No. 1, issued to all Russian military forces as the
provisional government was forming.

Army Order No. 1 stripped officers of their authority
and placed power in the hands of elected committees of
common soldiers. Designed primarily to protect the rev-
olution from some counter-revolutionary Bonaparte on
horseback, the order instead led to a total collapse of
army discipline. Many an officer was hanged for his sins.
Meanwhile, following the foolhardy summer offensive,
masses of peasant soldiers began “yoting with their feet.”
o use Lenin’s graphic phrase. That is, they began re-
rurning to their villages to help their families ger a share
of the land, which peasants werc simply seizing as they
settled old scores in a great agrarian upheaval. All across
the country, liberty was turning into anarchy in the sum-
mer of 1917. It was an unparallefed opportunity for the
most radical and most talented of Russia’s many socialist
Jeaders, Viadimir Ilyich Lenin (1870-1924).

Lenin and the Bolshevik Revolution

From his.youth, Lenin’s whole life had been dedicared to
the cause of revolution. Born into the middle class, Lenin
became an implacable enemy of imperial Russia when his
older brother was executed for plotting to kill the tsar in
1887. As a law student, Lenin began searching for a rev-
olutionary faith. He found it in Marxian socialism, which
began to win converts among radical intellectuals as in-
dustialization surged forward in Russia in the 1890s.

Exiled ro Siberia for three years because of socialist agita-
tion, Lenin studied Marxian doctrines with religious in-
tensity. After his release, this young priest of socialism
joined fellow believers in western Europe. There he lived
for seventeen years and developed his own revolutionary
interpretations of the body of Marxian thought.

Three interrelated ideas were central for Lenin. First,
like other eastern European radical socialists after 1900,
he tarned to the early fire-breathing Marx of 1848 and
The Communist Manifesto for inspiration. Thus Lenin
stressed that capitalism could be destroyed only by vio-
lent revolution. He tirelessly denounced all revisionist
theories of a peaceful evolution t© socialism as betraying
Marx’s message of unending class conflict. Lenin’s sec-
ond, more original idea was that uhder certain conditions
4 socialist revolution was possible even in a relatively
backward country like Russia. There the industrial work-
ing class was small, but peasants were poor and thus po-
tential revolutionaries.

Lenin believed that at a given moment revolution was
determined more by human leadership than by vast his-
torical laws. Thus was born his third basic idea: the ne-
cessity of a highly disciplined workers’ party, strictly
controlled by a dedicared clite of intellectuals and full-
fime revolutionaries like Lenin himsclf. Unlike ordinary
workers and trade-union omu_n.:pm, this elite would never
be seduced by short-term gains. It would not stop until
revolution brought it to power.

Lenin’s theories and methods did not go anchalienged
by other Russian Marxists. At meetings of the Russian
Social Democratic Labor party in London in 1903, mat-
ters came to a head. Lenin demanded a small, disciplined,
elitist party, while his opponents wanted a more demo-
cratic party with mass membership. The Russian party of
Marxian socialism promptly split into two rival factions.
Lenin’s camp was called Bolsheviks, or “majority group”;
his opponents were Mensheviks, or “minority group.”
Lenin’s majority did not last, but Lenin did not care. He
kept the fine-sounding name Bolshevik and developed the
party he wanted: tough, disciplined, revolutonary.

Unlike most other socialists, Lenin did not rally round
the national flag in 1914, Observing cvents from neutral
Switzerland, he saw the war as a product of imperialistic
Fivalries and as a marvelous opportunity for class war and
socialist upheaval. After the March revolution the Ger-
man government provided the impatient Lenin, his wife,
and about twenty trusted colleagues with safe passage
across Germany and back into Russia in April 1917. The
Germans hoped that Lenin would undermine the sag-
ging war effort of the world’s freest society. They were
not disappointed.
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Mass Demonstrations in Petrograd, June 1917  The protests showed a surge of working-class
support for the Bolsheviks. In this photo a few banners of the Mensheviks and other moderate

socalists are drowned in a sea of Bolshevik slogans. (Sevforo)

Arriving triumphantly at Petrograd’s Finland Station
on April 3, Lenin attacked at once. To the great astonish-
ment of the local Bolsheviks, he rejected all cooperation
with the “bourgeois” provisional government of the lib-
erals and moderate sociafists. His slogans were radical in
the extreme: “All power to the soviers™; “All land to the
peasants”; “Stop the war now.” Never a slave to Marxian
determinism, the brifliant but not unduly intellectual
Lenin was a superb tactician, The momeat was now.

Yet Lenin almost overplayed his hand. An atcempt by
the Bolsheviks to seize power in July collapsed, and
Lenin fled and went into hiding. He was charged with
being a German agent, and indeed he and the Bolsheviks
were getting money from Germany.® But no marter. In-
trigue between Kerensky, who became prime minister in
July, and his commander in chief, General Lavr Kornilov,
a popuiar war hero “with the heart of a lion and the
brains of a sheep,” resulted in Kornilov’s leading a fecble
actack against the provisional government in September.

(34

In the face of this rightist “counter-revolutionary™ threat,

the Bolsheviks were rearmed and redeemed. Kornilov’s
forces disintegrated, but Kerensky lost all credit with the
army, the only force that might have saved him and dem-
ocratic government in Russia.

Trotsky and the Seizure of Power

Throughout the summer, the Bolsheviks had appealed
very effectively to the workers and soldiers of Petrograd,
markedly increasing their popular support. Party mem-
bership had soared from 50,000 to 240,000, and in Oc-
tober the Bolsheviks gained a fragile majority in the
Petrograd Soviet. It was now Lenin’s supporter Leon
Trotsky (1879-1940), a spellbinding revolutionary ora-
tor and independent radical Marxist, who brilliantly exe-
cuted the Bolshevik seizure of power.

Painting a vivid but untruthful picture of German and
counter-revolutionary plots, Trotsky first convinced the
Peirograd Soviet to form a special military-revolutionary
committee in October and make him its leader. Military




power in the capital passed into Bolshevik hands. Trot-
sky’s second master stroke was to insist that the Bolshe-
viks reduce opposition to their coup by taking power in
the name not of the Bolsheviks, but of the more popular
and democratic soviets, which were meeting in Petrograd
from all over Russia in early November. On the night of
November 6, militants from Trotsky’s committee joined
with trusty Bolshevik soldiers to seize government build-
ings and pounce on members of the provisional govern-
ment. Then they went on to the congress of soviets.
There a Bolshevik majority—roughly 390 of 650 turbu-
lent delegates—declared that all power had passed to the
soviets and named Lenin head of the new government.

The Bolsheviks came ro power for three key reasons.
First, by late 1917 democracy had given way to anarchy:
power was there for those who would take it. Second, in
Lenin and Trotsky the Bolsheviks had an utterly deter-
mined and truly superior leadership, which both the
tsarist government and the provisional government
lacked. Third, in 1917 the Bolsheviks succeeded in ap-
pealing to many soldiers and urban workers, people who
were exhausted by war and eager for socialism. With
rime, many workers would become bitterly disappointed,
but for the moment they had good reason to believe that
they had won what they wanted.

Dictatorship and Civil War

History is full of short-lived coups and unsuccessful rev-
olutions. The truly monumental accomplishment of
Lenin, Trotsky, and the rest of the Bolsheviks was not
raking power burt keeping it. In the next four years, the
Bolsheviks went on to conquer the chaos they had helped
create, and they began to build their kind of dictatorial
socialist society. The conspirators became CONQUELFQTS.
How was this done?

Lenin had the genius to profit from developments over
which he and the Bolsheviks had no control. Since sum-
met, a peasant revolution had been sweeping across Russia
as the tillers of the soil invaded and divided among them-
selves the estates of the landlords and the church. Peasant
seizure of the land—a Russian 1789—swas not very Marx-
ian, but it was quite unstoppable in 1917. Thus Lenin’s
first law, which supposedly gave land to the peasants, actu-
ally merely approved what peasants were already doing,
Urban workers’ great demand in November was direct
control of individual factories by local workers commir-
tees. This, too, Lenin ratified with a decree in November.,

Untike many of his colleagues, Lenin acknowledged
that Russia had lost the war with Germany and that the
only realistic goal was peace at any price. That price was
very high. Germany demanded in December 1917 that
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Lenin Rallies Worker and Soldier Delegates At a mid-
night meeting of the Petrograd Soviet, the Bolsheviks rise up
and scize power on Noventber 6, 1917, This painting from
the 1940s idealizes Lenin, but his great talents as a revolution-
ary leader are undeniable. In this re-creation Stalin, who actu-
ally played only a small role in the uprising, is standing behind
Lenin, already his trusty right-hand man. {Sovfvio}

the Sovier government give up all its western territories.
These areas were inhabited by Poles, Finns, Lithuanians,
and other non-Russians—all those people who had been
conquered by the tsars over three centuries and put into
the “prisonhouse of nationalities,” as Lenin had earlier
called the Russian empire.

At first, Lenin’s fellow Bolsheviks would not accept such
great terrirorial losses. But when German armies resumed
their unopposed march into Russiz in February 1918,
Lenin had his way in a very close vote in the Gentral Com-
mittee of the party. “Not even his greatest enemy can deny
that at this moment Lenin towered like a giant over his
Bolshevik colleagues.” A third of old Russia’s population
was sliced away by the German meat ax in the Treary of
Brest-Litovsk in March 1918. With peace, Lenin had es-
caped the certain disaster of continued war and could pur-
sue his goal of absolute political power for the Bolsheviks
—now renamed Communists—within Russia.

i
|
|




910 CHAPTER 27 THE GREAT BREAK: WAR AND REVOLUTION

H:Zo,.mﬁ_un_.G:uano_m:ni_grman_aé%vﬂo-
claimed their regime only a “provisional workers’ and
peasants’ government,” promising that a freely elected
Constituent Assembly would draw up a4 new constitu-
tion. But free elections produced a stunning setback for
the Bolsheviks, who won less than one-fourth of the
elecred delegates. The Socialist Revolutionaries—the peas-
ants’ party—had a clear majority. The Constdtuent Assem-
bly met for only one day, on January 18, 1918. It was then

permanently disbanded by Bolshevik soldiers acring under

Lenin’s orders. Thus even before the peace with Germany,

Lenin was forming a one-party government.

The destruction of the democratically elected Con-
stituent Assembly helped feed the flames of civil war. Peo-
ple who had risen up for self-rule in November saw that
once again they were gerting dictatorship from the capi-
tal. For the next three years, “Long live the {democratic]
soviets; down with the Bolshevilks” was to be a popular
slogan. The officess of the old army fook the lead in or-
ganizing the so-called White opposition to the Bolsheviks
in southern Russia, Ukraine, Siberia, and west of Petro-
grad. The Whites came from many social groups and were
united only by their hatred of the Bolsheviks—the Reds.

By the sunumer of 1918, fully eighteen sclf-proclaimed
regional governments—several of which represented mi-
nority nationalitics—were competing with Lenin’s Bol-
sheviks in Moscow. By the end of the year, White armics
were on the attack. In October 1919, it appeared they
might triumph, as they closed in on Lenin’s government
from three sides. Yet they did not. By the spring of 1920,
the White armies had been almost completely defeated,
and the Bolshevik Red Army had retaken Belorussia and
Ukraine, The following year, the Communists also re-
conquered the independent nationalist governments of
the Caucasus. The civil war was over; Lenin had won.

Lenin and the Bolsheviks won for several reasons.
Strategically, they contreolled the center, while the Whites
were always on the fringes and disunited. Moreover, the
pootly defined political program of the Whites was vaguely
conservative, and it did not unite all the foes of the Bol-
sheviks under a progressive, democrartic banner. Most im-
portant, the Communists quickly developed a better army,
an army for which the divided Whites were no match.

Once again, Trorsky’s leadership was decisive. The
Bolsheviks had preached democracy in the army and
elected officers in 1917. But beginning in March 1918,
Trotsky as war commissar re-established the draft and the
most drastic discipline for the newly formed Red Army.
Soldiers deserting or disobeying an order were summar-
ily shot. Moreover, Trotsky made effective use of former
tsarist army officers, who were actively recruited and
given unprecedented powers of discipline over their

troops. In short, Trotsky formed a disciplined and effec-
tive fighting force.

The Bolsheviks also mobilized the home front. Estab-
lishing war communism—the application of the total
war concept to a civil conflict—they seized grain from
peasants, introduced rationing, nationalized all banks
and industry, and required everyone to work. Although
these measures contributed to a breakdown of normal
economic activity, they also served to maintain labor dis-
cipline and to keep the Red Army supplied.

“Revolutionary terror” also congributed to the Commu-
nist victory. The old tsarist secret police was re-established
as the Cheka, which hunted down and executed thousands
of real or supposed foes, such as the tsar and his family and
other “class enemies.” At one point shortly after the gov-
ernment moved from Petrograd to Moscow in March
1918, a circus clown in Moscow was making fun of the
Bolsheviks to an appreciative audience. Cheldsts in the
crowd quickly pulled out their guns and shot several laugh-
ing people. Moreover, people were shot or threatened with
being shot for minor nonpolitical failures. The terror
caused by the secret police became a tool of the govern-
ntent. The Cheka sowed fear, and fear silenced opposition.

Finally, forcign military intervention in the civil war
ended up helping the Communists, After Lenin made peace
with Germany, the Allies (U.S., w_.,;a:, Japan) sent troops
to Archangel and Viadivostok to prevent war materiel they
had sent the provisional government from being captured
by the Germans. After the Soviet government nationalized
all foreign-owned factories without compensation and re-
fused to pay all of Russia’s foreign debts, Western govern-
ments, particularly France, began to support White armies
in the south and west. Yet these efforts were small and
halfhearted. In 1919 Western peoples were sick of war,
and few Western politicians believed in a military crusade
against the Bolsheviks. Thus Allied intervention in the civil
war did not aid the Whites effectively, though it did permit
the Communists to appeal to the patriotic nationalism of
ethnic Russians, in particular former tsarist army officers.
Allied intervention was both too little and too much.

Together, the Russian Revolution and the Bolshevik
triumph were one of the reasons the First World War was
such a great turning point in modern history. A radically
new government, based on socialism and one-party dicta-
torship, came to power in a great European state, main-
tained power, and eagerly encouraged worldwide rev-
olution. Although halfheartedly constitutional monarchy
in Russia was undoubtedly headed for some kind of polit-
ical crisis before 1914, it is hard to imagine the tiumph
of the most radical proponents of change and reform ex-
cept in a situation of total collapse. Thar was precisely
what happened to Russia in the First World War.




