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The Great Dress Rehearsal

ON 4 JANUARY 1905, workers at the giant Putilov engineering factory in St Petersburg struck in defence of four sacked colleagues. Stifled and oppressed for years by harsh working conditions and the regime’s secret police, the workers at Putilov now tasted freedom. They began to discuss other important matters. Most pressingly, they began to demand a reduction in the hours of work, and improvements in sanitary conditions and health treatment. Visiting other Petersburg factories to win support for their action, they sparked off more discussion: throughout St-Petersburg workers began angrily to, air their grievances.

Soon the talk was not only of bread, work, and survival, but of freedom, of elections, the right to free speech, and an end to censor​ship. On the 9th January, 200,000, workers marched to the Winter Palace to petition the Tsar on these matters. Within one week, a minor trade union dispute had become a mass political movement.

The Tsar himself now took a hand in the political development of his subjects. His troops fired into the peaceful and unarmed crowd, then horsemen charged with sabres, wounding and killing more than 1,000. Gapon, a priest who had marched at the head of the demonstration, expressed the horror which this action aroused: ‘A river of blood, divides the Tsar from his people.’ And Lenin grimly drew the political conclusion: ‘The revolutionary education of the working class made more progress in one day than it could have done in months and years of drab, humdrum, wretched existence.’

Lenin at this time was an obscure exile, and the socialists of his party had so far played a negligible, role in events. ‘Bloody Sunday’, as the massacre came to be known, did not change this overnight. But the workers of St Petersburg, their petitions to the Tsar answered in blood, would now listen much more sympathetically to the ideas of revolutionary socialists.

The events of 1905, however, were less significant for what the workers learned from the revolutionaries than for what the revolu​tionaries, or at least some of them, learned from the workers. Time and again in this year it was the industrial workers, a tiny minority in the vast population of the Tsar’s empire, who led the struggle to change society. Even the best socialists were taken aback by the courage and inventiveness of the working class. The workers’ council or ‘soviet’ was only the highest peak of this achievement; a delegate body of workers, none more privileged than those he represented; thoroughly democratic, yet capable of the most complex tasks. And this assembly was created not by the promptings of great theorists, but by the Petersburg workers themselves, as the best available method of organising their own struggle – the general strike in October 1905.

That year did more than demonstrate the capacities of workers; it threw light on the whole of Russian society. It showed that autocratic government, for all its machinery of repression, was not invincible, but would yield only to organised force. It revealed that the poor peasantry, for all its monarchism and superstition, could be a force for change. It pointed to cowardice as the central feature of the Russian bourgeoisie, the growing capitalist and professional class, whose fear of the workers always outweighed its fear of the autocracy. And most important, it showed that the entire society was no longer the ordered and stable system of old, but a mass of contradictions which might without warning explode into open conflict.

The Old Regime

FOR DECADES the Russian Tsars had ruled their empire unchallenged. There were, it is true, liberal circles and peasant rebellions, but these were always quickly isolated and smashed. The monarchy, with its courtiers, nobility and religious hangers-on, continued to rule in much the same medieval way as had its predecessors. Until the last quarter of the nineteenth century the only serious challenge to the position of the autocracy came from outside the frontiers of its empire.

In Western Europe a system was developing which, ultimately, would undermine the basis of Tsardom. The new economy of England, France and Germany was different from any which had gone before it: capitalism is the only method of organising production in history for which, expansion is a condition of its own survival. As the industrial economies of Europe grew in competition with each other, so they were forced to look outwards – for markets, for raw materials, for new opportunities to make profits. In the process, native industries were destroyed and huge areas of the planet subordinated as colonies of the capitalist powers.

The military strength of these powers grew alongside their capacity to produce more, and more deadly, weapons; and these, in their turn, were used to enforce the dominance of the big industrial economies. To survive in the jungle, the rulers of Russia would have to learn new ways of fighting.

After 1880 Russian industry expanded massively. But the main driving forces behind its growth were not, as in England and France, native private businessmen. Foreign industrialists provided most of he plant and machinery for Russian expansion, and foreign banks most of the capital. Behind both stood the Tsarist state itself, providing additional capital, placing huge orders for years in advance, tightly policing the workforce, and guaranteeing by all means the profits of the German textile magnates and the French stock exchange, the native Russian bourgeoisie was marked from the first by its secondary role in the country’s development, by its dependence on foreign and state capital. Its role of junior partner did not encourage my great thoughts about changing society. It clung to the apron strings of the Tsar and never broke away. The urgent task of clearing away feudal deadwood would be attempted by different forces – with different objectives.

The largest force which stood to gain from change was the mass of the peasantry. The ‘freedom’ granted to them in 1861, when serfdom vas abolished, was still being paid for: in exorbitant rents which they were forced to pay for tiny subsistence plots of land, in the enormous debts which they still owed for the right to labour on these patches of soil, and in the hours of work which millions were obliged to perform for the greater comfort of their local lords. City liberals poured scorn m the ignorant peasants; petty proprietors, conservative to the marrow, who would always act in the service of reaction. Time would tell.

Meanwhile around the major towns, industrial suburbs were growing. In them lived and worked the factory proletariat, the new industrial working class. This new class had been recruited straight from the countryside. It had little training, political knowledge or experience, but these very deficiencies could turn out to be assets. For although the industrial workers had no socialist or trade union tradi​tion, neither were they weighted down with the conservatism and sectionalism of working classes such as the English, with its long history of guild and craft organisation. From their first great strike movement in the 1890s, the Russian workers showed a tremendous capacity both to struggle and to learn. Though industrial workers still formed only a small minority of the population, it quickly became evident that whoever led them held the key to the revolutionising of Russia.

The Socialists

THE TSARIST autocracy had always aroused opposition, and in the early 1860s an organisation with openly socialist aspirations began to be active. But the ‘Land and Freedom’ party, later named the ‘People’s Will’, reflected the backwardness of Russia. It based its hopes for socialism not on the working class, which hardly then existed, but on the peasantry, sending its young middle-class members into the coun​try to preach against the monarchy. But the peasants greeted these well-heeled ambassadors with distrust and even hostility. ‘Going to the People’ failed completely, and sections of People’s Will’ began to turn to more direct methods. In 1881 they succeeded in assassinating Tsar Alexander II. This only enabled the state to isolate them further, reducing the movement to a few isolated groups.

It was in this period that the first Marxist organisation, the League for the Emancipation of Labour, was formed. Its founder, G.V. Plekhanov, contended that the old, communal organisations of the peasants, on which ‘People’s Will’ placed so much stress, were in decay. The development of capitalism in Russia, far from being impossible, was inevitable, and with it would be born an urban working class, the future agent of socialism.

For many years the argument was conducted abstractly, in clan​destine discussion circles. But in the mid-1890s a massive strike wave provided the opportunity for Marxists to engage in more practical activity – agitation. Lenin was one such agitator. For several years he had been attracted by the daring and self-sacrifice of the terrorists, becoming a Marxist only in 1892/3. Now, for the first time, he began to learn how to relate his ideas directly to workers. Krupskaya, Lenin’s wife, gives some insight into the purely technical difficulties which this involved:

‘I remember when Vladimir Illich drew up the first leaflet for the workers of the Semyannikov works. We had no technical facilities at all then. The leaflet was copied out in printed letters and distributed by Babushkin. Out of four copies, two were picked up by the watch​man, while two went round from hand to hand.’

When agitation began there was much grumbling amongst the Marxists, who were used to discussion circles and looked down on the effort to distribute leaflets to ignorant workers. Then, when the strike wave collapsed and another new strategy was required, many of the comrades were again reluctant to change their ways. This time the opposition took the form of a one-sided stressing of purely trade-union issues, known as ‘economism’. The ‘economists’ wanted to concentrate solely on trade union activity and to confine politics to demanding legal concessions from the regime. This reformist outlook was similar to that of the liberals. Against them, Lenin and Plekhanov stressed the importance of maintaining activity on a wide range of political issues.

By 1902 a national organisation of socialists had been built around the newspaper Iskra (The Spark). In that year, at the second party congress, an unexpected split occurred which threatened to wreck the whole achievement. The disagreement hinged on two issues: first, on whether membership of the party should be on the basis of association with or active participation; and second, whether three veteran social​ists, who were contributing little to the production of Iskra, should continue as its editors.

Lenin and his supporters (known as the Bolsheviks, meaning ‘majority’) were for a tightly organised party, in which both the members and the editors should be accountable. Lenin argued that the attitude of Martov and his group (the minority, or Mensheviks) reflected the undisciplined habits of the old discussion circles and the intellectuals who dominated them. This was true, but underneath the argument were developing two very different assessments of the role which the various classes would play in a revolution. The events of 1904-7 raised to the surface these submerged disagreements and proved the split was no trivial or temporary affair.

Bolsheviks, Mensheviks and Liberals in 1905

IN FEBRUARY 1904, Russia declared war on Japan, with the full approval of the bourgeois classes. By late summer, however, it became plain that the war was going badly, and sections of the middle class began to get cold feet. Landlords, industrialists and professional people began to use the toothless provincial assemblies to mutter against the war and to make speeches about the need for a constitu​tion. These later formed themselves into a party called the Constitu​tional Democrats, or Cadets for short.

The Mensheviks set great store by the liberals’ campaign, and urged the workers to support it. They warned repeatedly that in​dependent workers’ action would scare the liberals back into the camp of reaction and should therefore be avoided. At the root of this was the Mensheviks’ conviction that the revolution in backward Russia had first to confine itself to winning advances such as those already won in the west, for example free elections. These ‘bourgeois’ liberties, they said, could be won only with the active support of the bourgeoisie.

The Bolsheviks agreed that the objectives of the revolution must be limited but argued forcefully that the bourgeoisie would never fight for them. Lenin said that the bourgeoisie 

‘… fears to lose in this struggle its property which binds it to the existing order; it fears an all-too-revolutionary action of the workers, who will not stop at the democratic revolution but who will aspire to the socialist revolution; it fears a complete break with officialdom, with the bureaucracy, whose interests are bound up by a thousand ties with the interests of the propertied classes.’

So the Bolsheviks always exposed the liberal campaigns, and refused to tag along behind them, continually stressing the importance of independent working-class politics.

The workers’ real allies, said the Bolsheviks, were the poor peas​ants, and not the landlords of the Cadet party, who showed their class colours by refusing to support the expropriation of the large landed estates. Even the most elementary liberties could be established only by the government of a ‘revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry’. Such a government, while organized democratically, would not shrink from using harsh measures against the propertied minorities.

The Bolsheviks were right. Initially the liberal bourgeoisie supported the October strikes. But the struggle, led by the workers, quickly gave rise to working-class demands – such as for the eight-hour day. The bourgeoisie then moved sharply rightwards. The Mensheviks soon followed. The peasantry, however, showed tremendous potential. Riots, the expulsion of landlords and the seizing of cattle and grain spread widely in 1905. Though frequently monarchist in attitude, the peasants demanded land and an end to their oppression – and were willing to fight for it.

The Bolsheviks, then, had arrived at the correct understanding of the role of the different classes in Russia. They grasped the theory. But in the difficult task of applying that theory to the real struggle they made many mistakes. During the period of the tremendous upsurge of workers’ struggles in 1905, they failed for months to pull workers into the party committees, and often took a sectarian attitude to trade-union disputes. These problems were eventually overcome, but only through much time and effort spent on bitter internal arguments.

In October 1905 the Petersburg Soviet was formed. A Bolshevik organiser, Krasikov, warned against this ‘intrigue by the Mensheviks’ and the Bolshevik central committee even resolved to boycott’ the Soviet unless it agreed to accept the party’s programme (though it did not carry out the threat). The Petersburg Soviet was born out of the general strike in October, and initially concerned itself with the organisation and extension of the strike. It soon found itself having to deal with questions such as the distribution of food and the supply of power; it began a newspaper (Izvestia), and when this was suppressed, commandeered the print shops of bourgeois newspapers; when the Kronstadt mutineers came under threat of death, the Soviet organised a new general strike in their defence; when the Jew-baiters threatened a pogrom, the Soviet organised armed workers’ militias to patrol the streets.

The Soviet was the central organ of the workers’ struggle in Petersburg, organising political strikes, demonstrations and armed defence. Very little moved in the capital without its say-so, and as if in tribute, petitions concerning all manner of grievances came to it addressed to ‘The Workers’ Government, Petersburg’. It was, in fact, the embryo of a workers’ state.

How, then, could the Bolsheviks be so sectarian in their initial reaction to it? And why did they fail to recruit workers to their committees, and take a low view of the trade-union struggles which were breaking out everywhere in this momentous period? The answer is that they were living in the past, in the period of bitter factional struggle against the Mensheviks; when the need for a highly-disciplined party of professional revolutionaries had had to be stressed again and again; when Bolsheviks had to be sharply delineated from what Lenin called ‘the Marsh’. In 1905, conditions changed with bewildering speed, and many comrades could not keep pace.

Lenin now-played a key role. Recognising that the workers, from being apathetic, had suddenly become more revolutionary than most of the party’s members, he joined forces with these newly-radicalised, workers, arguing and cajoling that they take up responsible and leading party positions despite their lack of experience. When this process got under way, the task of fighting sectarianism became easier: the party learned from the workers.

The tendency to be slow in adapting to new conditions was a feature of the Bolshevik Party throughout its existence, and it is a problem for all serious revolutionary organisations. The need for consistent work around stable patterns, while vitally necessary, tends to lead into routinism, an unwillingness to take new political direc​tions. And this gives rise to the need for what Lenin called ‘bending the stick’, the need to push hard for new methods when new circum​stances demand them.

Part of Lenin’s greatness was his ability to see when and how to fight for this. His achievement can be gauged not only from the revolution which succeeded in 1917, but from the one that failed in 1905. The Soviets were defeated; in Petersburg their leaders were arrested at the beginning of December and in Moscow an attempted insurrection was smashed by military force. In 1905 the bulk of the army remained loyal to the Tsar. But the Bolsheviks had played a leading role in the struggle, they had recruited tens of thousands of the best workers, they had consistently argued clear and hard against the reformists and for the revolutionary overthrow of the autocracy, and they had learned an enormous amount in the course of these struggles. The working class was thoroughly defeated by mid-1907, but it was not defeated for ever. The Bolsheviks had built the core of a revolu​tionary party, which, if it could survive in the years of reaction, would be in a strong position to lead the working class to victory when the class rose again.

Retreat … And Advance

IN THE HEAT of the 1905 Revolution, a constitution of sorts had been proclaimed by the Tsar. The establishment also of a ‘Duma’ or parliament meant little in real terms. Its members were elected in such a way that workers and poor peasants could have no hope of electing more than a token number of representatives, and in any case the Duma could not override the authority of the Tsar.

Far more important liberties were won by the direct action of the workers. Free speech and a free press, for example, existed in practice for months, simply because the authorities were not strong enough to enforce the laws which denied them. This lasted only as long as the revolutionary workers’ movement itself. After the spring of 1907, the government was increasingly able to crack down on militants, disperse meetings, enforce censorship, and suppress socialist newspapers.

But the government, now led by Stolypin, was not yet content. It launched a vicious campaign of repression in which at least 3,500 people were executed. In industry, the employers went on the offen​sive, unleashing a campaign of lock-outs and victimisation. With the mass of workers exhausted and intimidated, isolated militants could be picked off. The Bolshevik membership declined dramatically, many comrades were arrested and sent to Siberia, and one by one the leaders were forced into exile abroad.

Reactionary ideas gained ground in every area. Sexual sadism became fashionable, and clubs opened to indulge this taste, whilst rapists prowled the Nevsky Prospect in Petersburg. ‘Black Hundreds’, detachments of racialists, drunkenly roamed the streets, beating up and intimidating Jews and socialists.

These conditions provided Bolshevism with its sternest test. Simply to survive as an organisation, to maintain its principles, to relate in any way at all to the few workers’ struggles, took tremendous courage and firmness of will. It also required a series of bruising fights before the party could be persuaded to adapt from the ringing slogans and mass recruitment of 1905, to the harsh and unrewarding conditions of the reaction. The attitude to be taken by the party to the Duma is an example. This was proclaimed by the Tsar in 1905 to placate the opposition to his rule. It was a sham, and a sham was what it remained, even in the period of reaction. ‘It is a principle’, said many Bolsheviks, ‘that we do not participate in any way in this Tsarist attempt to pull the wool over the eyes of the workers.’ A great many excellent militants felt like this, and it is hardly surprising. But they were wrong.

In 1905, with the mass movement developing towards armed confrontation with the state, the job of revolutionaries was to press for insurrection and to resist attempts to divert the movement into parli​amentary channels. But in the reaction this perspective was simply a dream. The revolutionaries had to grit their teeth and face up to the reality that participation in the elections was one of the few possibili​ties for political work open to them. Lenin noted that the Mensheviks were ‘full of high-flown phrases about the significance of the Duma’, whereas the Bolsheviks despised it in their bones. However:

‘Since the accursed counter-revolution has driven us into this accursed pig-sty, we shall work there too for the benefit of the revolution, without whining, but also without boasting.’

Considered by itself, the Duma was as much a ‘pig-sty’ in 1907 as it had been in 1905, but its relation to the general political situation changed between these years, and the Bolsheviks had to change their tactics accordingly.

The bitter argument which this question aroused within the party extended into a general factional row about legal political activity, which was severely limited, as opposed to working underground. The ‘boycotters’ were for ignoring all the avenues remaining for legal activity, and continued to argue for tactics appropriate to the revolu​tionary period. Their very left-wing rhetoric actually concealed con​servatism: the refusal to adapt, to change in response to developments in the real world. It was essential for the Bolsheviks to take oppor​tunities for legal political activity – but on the right a trend developed which wanted to make legal activity the only area of intervention, and to close down the underground cells. This would have meant aban​doning most of the political work around the factories, and reflected the exhaustion and demoralisation of many members in the face of the enormous difficulties presented by this sort of activity during the reaction.

The fight against both of these trends was made the more difficult because even the ranks of Lenin’s supporters were affected by the mood of demoralisation and by the temptation to indulge in empty sloganising. No mass movement of workers existed to break the mood, to expose and correct the rhetoric.

Still, the argument was won and the work went on: the party organised openly – in elections and as workers’ representatives in the health insurance schemes – and underground too, where in the factories, illegal cells continued to meet, to organise the secret distri​bution of political leaflets and pamphlets, and to play a role in the few struggles which did develop. The task was humdrum, difficult, un​rewarding and often dangerous, but it could not be avoided. The party which abandons its basic principles, or which abandons serious work in the class which it believes can change society, that party abandons in practice revolutionary politics itself. The firmness of the Bolsheviks in these matters, combined with tactical flexibility, ensured their survival through the reaction and made possible spectacular gains when the upswing finally arrived.

And arrive it did. Following an economic revival, the police fired on striking miners in Lena, Siberia, killing or wounding more than 500. Throughout Russia, workers held indignant protest meetings, demonstrations and strikes: 300,000 went on strike in April 1912, and 400,000 came out on May Day. The movement continued for months and the general political demands of 1905, such as the slogan for a democratic republic, were again heard in the factories and on street demonstrations.

Now it became possible to work much more openly. The Bolsheviks began a newspaper, Pravda, and used it as an organiser amongst the workers, by establishing groups in the factories to sell and make collections for the paper. Both Bolsheviks and Mensheviks grew in these more favourable conditions, but the Bolsheviks grew more quickly amongst workers, and much more quickly among the workers of the militant and political St Petersburg area. Figures published in the Bolshevik newspaper Pravda made this plain. By July 1914, the Bolsheviks had 639 workers’ groups organised in the provinces, nearly twice as many as the Mensheviks’ 364. In St Petersburg they had more than five times as many, with 1,276 to the Mensheviks’ 224.

In 1905-7, the two parties had been evenly balanced, but when the First World War broke out in the summer of 1914 the Bolsheviks were dominant among militant workers.

The War

BY JULY 191.4, the Russian working class was moving forward toward revolution. In Petersburg 130,000 workers were on political strike against the persecution of trade unions and workers’ newspapers. In the streets, large crowds battled with the police, and barricades were built in the working-class district of Viborg. The declaration of war on 1 August stopped the movement dead. By drumming up patriotic hysteria, the government was able to split the Petersburg workers, mobilising into the army huge numbers of them and deporting 1,000 Bolsheviks.

The war faced socialists with new problems, and not only in Russia. All over Europe, the workers’ movements were silenced by the clamour of jingoism, and class struggle was forgotten as workers queued up for the trenches. Who would defend the ideals of inter​nationalism? Everywhere the eyes of socialists turned towards the German Social Democratic Party, with its enormously powerful organisations and its reputation as the headquarters of international Marxism. But faced with the blunt choice between carrying on the class struggle underground or supporting its own government, the German party opted to fight for German capitalism against the workers of other nations.

One by one the parties which had formed the Second International now travelled the same road, showing in the process that inter​nationalism was for each of them a fine-sounding word which meant nothing whatever in practice. Lenin, momentarily stunned by the news, soon delivered his judgement: ‘The Second International is dead, overcome by opportunism.’

To oppose the war, however, was not enough. To build an effective opposition, it was essential to understand the origins of the war and its relation to the class struggle.

Lenin began by arguing that the war was imperialist in character; that the strongest capitalist powers, with their giant monopolies and banks, were engaged in bitter competition for domination of the weak. So fierce had this competition become that it would now be fought at the level of all-out war. Any peace concluded on the basis of existing society would therefore only reinforce the exploitation and oppression of nine-tenths of the globe by the imperialist powers. So to oppose the war on a moral, pacifist, basis, to call for a ‘just peace’ was actually to make peace with the system itself. The pacifists were abandoning the class struggle in favour of abstract moralising.

From this understanding, Lenin arrived at a socialist strategy: for socialists the only possible standpoint was to argue that workers had no interest in fighting for ‘their’ country, for a victory would only strengthen the hand of their own employing class over them, but they had every interest in fighting for their class. Only a civil war, with workers throughout Europe turning against their own governments, would stop this imperialist war and the slaughter of millions of workers. On this basis, socialists must welcome the military defeat of their own country’s government.

It followed that the sharpest possible break had to be made with the ‘social patriots’ of the Second International, who in lining up with their own ruling classes and abandoning the class struggle, were pursuing the opposite course. No compromise was possible with these traitors. Lenin urged the formation of a new International.

In Russia, the Mensheviks split over the question of the war, and there was some confusion among the Bolsheviks, particularly in their Duma group, but the overwhelming majority of the rank and file opposed the war from a class standpoint. Lenin’s slogans sharpened and focused their agitation. In Europe, however, the Bolsheviks remained almost totally isolated: only a small number of individuals and groups supported their position. Clearly, a new International could not be simply proclaimed; a great deal of political work was needed to build it.

As a first step, Bolshevik representatives took part in the anti-war conference of socialists at Zimmerwald in Switzerland in September 1915. The delegates voted against the slogan ‘turn the imperialist war into a civil war’, and refused to call for a break with the Second International. The Bolshevik minority, whilst arguing hard for their position, still signed the conference manifesto, because it did represent a call for socialists to struggle against the war.

As time went on and the war became more unpopular, more socialists were encouraged to take a firm position against it. This was happening in Russia within a few months. The workers’ struggle was reviving quickly, and by the time of the Zimmerwald conference strikes were beginning to break out, including political strikes in protest at police violence against workers’ demonstrations. The strength of Bolshevik organisation grew; no longer could their cells be destroyed by arrests. Their membership in Petersburg (now renamed Petrograd on chauvinist grounds) increased from 1,200 in July 1915 to 2,000 in June 1916 and to 3,000 by the end of the year. Police agents’ reports constantly bemoaned the effectiveness of party agitation. Bolshevik cells were active in most of the large factories in Russia.

Industrial unrest was not the government’s only problem. The war placed an enormous strain on the whole economy, exposing its back​wardness through the disastrous defeats of its poorly-equipped troops. Dissatisfaction swept the armed forces; soldiers deserted and sailors mutinied, spurred on by Bolshevik agitators. Tsarism responded in the only way it knew, with the whip.

But nothing could stem the tide of rebellion and defeat. The behaviour of government ministers became increasingly arbitrary and eccentric, and the monarchy listened more often to bizarre characters such as the monk Rasputin. This only reflected its powerlessness, entwined with all the archaic remnants of Russian society, Tsarism was incapable of effective reforms. It had become a parasite on the development of society. The disastrous progress of the war served to bring this into sharp focus, and to unleash the crisis which in a matter of days swept away the centuries-old dynasty of the Tsars.

The February Revolution

IN mid-february 1917, only ten days’ supply of flour remained in Petrograd. The regional military commander ordered rationing. On 16 February, with the bread shops bare, crowds gathered, and for the next week hungry working-class demonstrators protested and smashed windows. On 23 February, which was International Women’s Day, vast crowds of working-class women filled the streets, demanding bread. On the 24th, forty people were killed by troops loyal to the Tsar — but the following day the same regiment refused to fire. Seventy thousand troops joined the 385,000 workers who were by now on strike. On 28 February the last remaining loyal troops sur​rendered. The ministers were arrested and their Tsar abdicated.

Not a single organisation, not the Bolsheviks or even their most militant district in Viborg, had called for the strikes. The February revolution was entirely spontaneous and revealed once more the capacity of the Russian working class to act on its own initiative. Workers’ Soviets were created once again, and this time sections of the soldiers learned from the working class, and moved to organise their own Soviets.

Yet the spontaneity of the revolution was at the same time its weakness. Within a few days the leadership of the Petersburg soviet had called on the liberal bourgeoisie to take on the running of the country, to form a Provisional Government. How is this to be explained?
The revolution was young, immature; it hated the autocracy, and craved for unity against it; it trusted all the forces which claimed to stand for liberty and peace. So in its early days the Soviets were dominated politically by the Mensheviks and the Socialist Revolu​tionaries, the peasants’ party which was overwhelmingly strong among the delegates of ‘peasants in uniform’. These, with the Cadets, stood for reforms, and looked to the liberal bourgeoisie to preside over those reforms. It followed that the bourgeoisie would have to be given power.

But matters were not quite so simple. At the top, the Provisional Government might issue decrees and make decisions in line with the interests of the bourgeoisie; but at the bottom, the swelling movement of soldiers and workers was reaching decisions of its own. Soldiers refused orders, workers went on strike. The Provisional Government lacked the means to enforce its will. There was ‘Dual Power’: the Provisional Government on the one hand, the revolutionary move​ment on the other. And the task which the leaders of the Soviet took upon themselves in this period was to reconcile and subordinate the revolution to the government.

The task of the Bolsheviks, by contrast, was to explain to the revolution, to the mass of workers, soldiers and poor peasants, that their interests and those of the government were irreconcilably opposed.
Until April, the Bolsheviks were incapable of attempting this. They failed to adapt to a new and complex situation. To go forward, they would first have to throw overboard some long-held beliefs, and clarify their ideas by relating them to the new demands of the struggle.

Rearming the Party

CADETS, Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionaries were united in their hearty approval of the Provisional Government. It might be presumed that the Bolsheviks, with their deserved reputation for hard politics, would oppose it with equal force. This did not happen. Between the months of February and April, the general line of the party, though it contained much confusion and important variations, was to support the Provisional Government ‘conditionally’, or ‘in so far as it defends the gains of the revolution’. It followed that no immediate call could be issued for an end to the war; under the editorship of Stalin and Kamenev, Pravda backed the Provisional Government in all the essential questions.

The position taken by the Bolsheviks was not an accident, but derived from the schema of revolution devised by them many years before. In 1905, Lenin had envisaged a revolutionary government of the workers and peasants, which, in place of the cowardly bourgeoisie, would overthrow the autocracy and establish bourgeois liberties. But real history proved much more complicated. The workers and peasants had indeed achieved a part of this task, having overthrown Tsarism. But in its place there now existed a ‘dual power’, of workers and peasants on the one hand, and of the bourgeoisie on the other. Lenin’s schema had not allowed for this; it had stressed the common interest of the two sides in establishing basic liberties, rather than the conflict which might develop between them.

Only Trotsky had foreseen such a problem in 1905. His solution was that the workers and peasants had to drive forward in opposition to the bourgeoisie and establish socialism. Russian economic backward​ness would be a problem – but if the socialist revolution were spread it could be overcome with assistance from a victorious revolution in Europe. This came to be known as the theory of ‘permanent revolution’.

Now, in 1917, with the Russian bourgeoisie enmeshed in war, with the workers and soldiers struggling against it for their own interests, and with revolutionary attitudes developing throughout Europe, Lenin came round to Trotsky’s views. Returning to Russia at the beginning of April, he launched into a struggle to convince the Bolshevik Party that ‘Old Bolshevism’ had to be abandoned.

The central point in Lenin’s new position was that the Provisional Government had to be opposed, and ‘all power to the Soviets’ ought to be the aim and slogan of Bolshevism. At first he got absolutely no support from other Bolshevik leaders; indeed many of them charged him with treachery, lunacy, anarchy and much more. Yet it took him less than a month to win round a majority of the Bolsheviks. Why?

Certainly, Lenin’s own reputation in the party and his persistence and persuasiveness in argument were important. But even more powerful factors were at work. For Lenin was not entirely alone. The Viborg district of Petrograd, for example, had supported the transfer of power to the Soviets since the earliest days of the revolution. Viborg was the most advanced and militant working-class district of Petrograd, where the biggest workplaces were located. As time went on, as disillusionment with the bourgeois government and its war spread, and as more and more sections of workers and soldiers were drawn into conflict with it, the radicalism of Viborg spread. As an early convert to Lenin’s position, Ludmilla Stal, remarked: ‘In accepting the slogans of Lenin, we are now doing what life itself suggests to us.’

Lenin got his way at the all-Russian Bolshevik Party congress in the last week of April, but this could only be achieved because his views coincided with the practical experience of the most advanced and militant sections of workers.

“All Power to the Soviets”

THE ADOPTION by the Bolsheviks of their new line opposing the Provisional Government and the war brought them into line with the feelings of the most militant workers and soldiers. Hundreds of thousands were moving towards rejection of the government and its war. But this militancy needed to be focused on a single positive purpose: ‘All Power to the Soviets’. The Bolsheviks, said Lenin, must ‘patiently explain’ this, must win a majority of the working class to the transfer of power to the Soviets. The slogan found an eager audience.

Sections of the troops were almost at the end of their tether. Of the 15 million men who had been called up, about half were dead, wounded or missing. The discipline of whole regiments was cracking, even before February, and the revolution accelerated this process. Soldiers felt that the end of autocracy ought also to mean the end of arbitrary discipline and barbaric punishments such as flogging. Desertion and disobedience of orders grew to such proportions that even the soviet leadership, which still supported the Provisional Government, was forced to make concessions if Russia was to retain any army at all. They issued Order Number One, empowering soldiers to elect their own committees which, amongst other things, would control all the armaments of each unit. Dual power thus developed in the army. And just as in civilian life, it was unstable, and led to a struggle for control between the old Tsarist officers and the ordinary soldiers.

In the fleet, matters were even more advanced. A large modern warship is more like a factory than a branch of the armed forces. Collective organisation and a well-defined division of labour are essen​tial to run such a vessel. The coastal fortresses of Kronstadt and Helsingfors were strongholds of Bolshevism; their sailors were to play a central role in the October Revolution.

In their agitation amongst the armed forces the Bolsheviks urged on the movement for democratic control, calling for the election of officers. They encouraged the desire for peace, arguing for fraternisa​tion with the German soldiers across the front line. And they explained that what this meant in political terms was the overthrow of the Provisional Government, which would never break with the Anglo-French imperialist alliance, and the transfer of power to the Soviets. Bolshevik membership among the soldiers grew from 6,000 in April to 26,000 in June.

Bolshevik influence among the peasantry, however, was still small. The party recognised the enormous potential of the movement in the country. But it also understood that the poor peasants had an ambigu​ous political outlook. Oppressed and exploited by the landlords, they were propelled into political action against them. Yet they also re​mained petty proprietors, wedded to the individual ownership of property. The peasantry and its political representatives would there​fore vacillate, between the workers and the bourgeoisie, between the socialists and the liberals. It was up to the party of the workers – the Bolsheviks – to lead the peasants, to draw them behind the workers’ movement.

After February 1917 this became increasingly possible and neces​sary. The radicalism of deserting and demobilised soldiers enflamed the grievances of the peasants. Attacks on landowners and the burn​ing of their manor houses increased sharply throughout the spring. The peasant Socialist Revolutionary Party continued to urge its sup​porters to wait until new land reform was passed. But the peasants’ patience was wearing thin. Under pressure from below, the Socialist Revolutionaries split into left and right. The Bolsheviks urged the peasants not to wait, but to set about the redistribution of land through their own local committees. By late summer huge numbers were starting to heed their advice.

In the industrial working class the February Revolution set in motion strikes for wage increases, and more workers set up their own factory committees and began to demand control over hiring and firing and, more generally, over the activities of management. The Bolsheviks gave full support to this movement, linking control over the factory to control, through the Soviets, over society as a whole. The Bolshevik influence in the factory committees grew quickly.

Bolshevik strength was, in fact, growing almost everywhere between April and July on the basis of their general demands for an end to the war, for land to the peasants and for ‘All power to the Soviets’. But this growth was uneven. Bolshevik dominance in the fleet, in some regiments and in the largest factories of Petrograd was not reflected throughout Russia. Meanwhile, those sections which 23 had become radicalised were becoming impatient: having reached the idea of overthrowing the Provisional Government, they wanted to launch the blow immediately. This presented the Bolsheviks with some acute tactical problems. Where the party was expanding at spectacular speed and commanded a majority, its local leadership began to listen to demands for the seizure of power. One such area was Petrograd.

In mid-April, the Foreign Minister, Miliukov, sent a note to the Allies promising war till victory. Indignation and excitement mounted in Petrograd. More than 20,000 soldiers marched with weapons, arousing the working-class districts in the process. Again, in mid-June, news of a military offensive infuriated the troops.

On both these occasions it was vital for the Bolsheviks to hold back the impatient local party members. Armed demonstrations had to be discouraged, even opposed, and even slogans such as ‘Down with the Provisional Government’ abandoned. Such slogans, though correct in the long term, would in the circumstances be interpreted as a call for the immediate seizure of power. And any such attempt would have been fatal. For outside Petrograd and one or two industrial and military centres the Bolsheviks were in a relatively small minority. An insurrection in the capital would have been quickly isolated and crushed. The Bolsheviks still had a lot of ‘patient explaining’ and solid building to do.

This did not prevent them from displaying their strength: in the June days they were forced to call off their demonstration. But such was the pressure of the workers’ and soldiers’ indignation at the new military offensive that the leaders of the Petrograd Soviet were forced to call a demonstration of their own. And on this, Bolshevik slogans and Bolshevik supporters were overwhelmingly dominant.

Reaction on the move

THE MASS MOVEMENT against the new military offensive continued for several weeks and culminated in a huge demonstration of almost half a million workers and soldiers ‘armed to the teeth and with red banners and placards demanding the transfer of power to the Soviets’, in the words of the newspaper Izvestia. But the soviet leaders had no intention of breaking with their friends in the Provisional Government.

Having done their best to restrain the Petrograd workers and soldiers from premature action, the Bolsheviks called for an end to the demonstrations. The government now organised a furious witch-hunt against the Bolsheviks in general and Lenin in particular, whom they charged with being in the pay of the Germans. Large numbers of workers and soldiers believed these allegations, and for some weeks conditions became difficult. The Bolshevik press was closed down and many of its leaders were arrested. Lenin himself went into hiding.

The reactionaries now began to try to take advantage of the apparent isolation and unpopularity of the Bolsheviks and the confusion and despondency which had developed in the wake of the great demon​strations of June/July. The death penalty was restored at the front on 12 July. The generals wanted to go further: to dissolve the soldiers’ committees altogether; but this was never attempted because it was feared that the soldiers would resist to the point of butchering their officers. In industry, the employers made strenuous efforts to drive back the movement for workers’ control and re-establish their ‘right’ to hire and fire at will. Lock-outs became common.

But the reaction made only partial and temporary headway. The workers’ and soldiers’ movement was simply too strong. When the first shock of the spy-slanders had worn off, the Bolshevik organisa​tion emerged without serious loss. Even before the end of July, it was beginning to rebuild its strength.

By August the Russian military offensive had collapsed, the employers’ campaign of lock-outs had failed, and millions of peasants were seizing the land. The army of the northern front was now in a state of advanced disintegration and the rebellious mood of its soldiers was spreading rapidly to the troops of the south-west front.

All this convinced the reactionary generals and sections of the ruling class that action to smash the revolution had to be taken immediately while action was still possible at all. They began to discuss a military coup.

Since the July days, the leadership of the government had been in the hands of Kerensky, whose political role was to attempt a complicated balancing act. He attempted to conciliate the generals on the one hand; but at the same time he had to retain the confidence of the ‘socialist’ leaders of the Soviets, who owed their position to the allegi​ance of millions of workers, soldiers and peasants. This seriously restricted Kerensky’s room for manoeuvre. As the crisis deepened and the generals grew more demanding, so Kerensky was forced to move to the right, but the appetite of reaction grew faster than Kerensky’s ability to satisfy it. When sections of the old ruling class began to demand a ‘strong leader’ Kerensky was anxious to accommo​date them, and appointed General Kornilov as commander-in-chief of 25 the army. But this was not enough for Kornilov and his supporters; they were after supreme power, a blank cheque to suppress the revolutionary movement by force, and to restore the old order.

On 21 August the Baltic port of Riga fell to the German army. The northern front threatened to collapse entirely, endangering Petrograd itself. Kornilov now began negotiations with Kerensky for the intro​duction of military rule in the capital under his personal command. At the last moment Kerensky’s courage failed and he issued a statement denouncing Kornilov and removing him from the position of commander-in-chief. It was too late. Convinced of his support amongst the top generals and big business, Kornilov launched his forces against Petrograd.

The Bolsheviks, driven into illegality and slandered as German spies by Kerensky, now rose to defend him! For the coup was directed not at Kerensky himself, but at the Soviets whose leadership gave him shelter. The Bolsheviks could not remain neutral when the fate of the Soviets was at stake. They had to fight Kornilov. But there could be no question of slipping into support for the government. Actually they had to fight on two fronts at once, with two methods: against Kornilov with bullets and barricades, and against Kerensky with words; with insistent demands for the arming of the workers, for workers’ control to stop the sabotage of the bosses, for the transfer of land to the peasants, and for all measures to raise the level of mass enthusiasm and involvement in the struggle against reaction.

Wherever possible the Bolsheviks carried out these measures themselves or pressed mass organisations to do so. Through the factory committees they were able to organise 40,000 workers into detachments of Red Guards. Everywhere, the Bolsheviks mounted a tireless campaign of agitation and organisation. By these methods, they not only ensured the collapse of Kornilov’s coup: they were able to contrast the weakness of the government and its ‘socialist’ sup​porters with their own revolutionary energy and enthusiasm. During the course of the four-day crisis, much of the credibility of the Menshevik and Right Socialist Revolutionary parties melted away.

Faced with vigorous defence, isolation from the mass of soldiers and the sabotage of his troop movements by the railway workers, General Kornilov made good his escape. His defeat brought Bolshevism to the brink of power.

The Insurrection

ON 31 AUGUST, the Bolsheviks achieved a majority in the Petrograd Soviet. Trotsky was elected chairman, a position he had occupied once before, during the 1905 revolution. On 5 September, Bolshev​ism won control in the Moscow Soviet. By the middle of the month the Soviets of Kiev and Baku, of Finland and of most of the industrial centres had followed suit. Party membership reached a quarter of a million.

Between 12 and 14 September Lenin wrote the first of a series of urgent letters from his place of hiding to the Bolshevik central com​mittee under the title ‘The Bolsheviks must assume power’. That this was rejected out of hand did not deter him. He began a bombardment of the whole party with letters, articles and pamphlets on the question of state power and the crucial importance of seizing it without delay. Bolshevism, he argued, was no longer isolated in Petrograd as it had been in July; it had won the majority of workers, backed by substantial numbers of the peasantry. In the army, the government had completely failed to restore discipline, for the soldiers now hated not only the war and the primitive conditions and punishments; they had also learned that their officers were for Kornilov and all he stood for, and dealt with them in such a way that Kerensky was forced to issue proclama​tions against lynching.

In a last-ditch attempt to bolster its claim to popular support, the government convened an elaborately undemocratic ‘Democratic Con​ference’. Instead of boycotting this charade, and organising a direct struggle for power, the Bolshevik central committee sent along a delegation, which proceeded to waste several days in empty discussion. Such behaviour could only cause confusion, and just one possible explanation existed for it: the central committee was running away from even thinking about insurrection. Lenin, with strong support from Trotsky, fought for weeks against participation in the ‘Demo​cratic Conference’ and its successor the ‘Pre-Parliament’.

Eventually, on 5 October, the central committee agreed to the boycott. Five days later, after a ten-hour meeting, they passed a resolution which recognised ‘that an armed uprising is inevitable and that its time has come’.

Even now, some central committee members were able to treat this as meaning little: Sokolnikov said ‘there is little point in interpreting it as an order to act’. Still more seriously, Kamenev and Zinoviev, having voted against the insurrection, now announced both the plan and their opposition to it in the non-party press. But not even the fury 27 of Lenin could move the central committee to expel them for this blatant act of treachery.

Hesitation and inertia was not confined to the top level of the party. When the details of the insurrection came to be discussed, the Bolshevik leaders in most of the Petrograd districts displayed little enthusiasm for it. Having been over-impatient in the July days, they had now learned the lesson too well and became over-cautious, report​ing pessimistically on the mood of the workers and soldiers in the capital. In general the leadership was reluctant to act.

Insurrection is a colossal gamble, in which the loser loses every​thing, and it is not surprising that many of the top party leaders feared to play for such stakes when the moment arrived. Yet their pessimistic assessment of the popular mood was not simply an evasion of respon​sibility, or even hard-learned caution in taking on the forces of the state: the workers were listless and did not flood into the streets, for in these decisive weeks came the ‘calm before the storm’:

‘… the revolutionary mood of the masses becomes more critical, more profound, more uneasy. The masses are looking – especially if they have made mistakes and suffered defeats – for a reliable leader​ship. They want to be convinced that we will and can lead them and that in the decisive battle they can count on victory … the proletariat says … Nothing more is to be gained from strikes, demonstrations and other protests. Now we must fight.’

The author of these lines was Leon Trotsky. Trotsky did not become a Bolshevik until the summer of 1917, but in the next few months he contributed enormously to the party, defending it publicly in the witch-hunt of July, suffering imprisonment alongside the Bol​shevik leaders, and standing with Lenin in the fight to win the party to the struggle for power. Lenin later remarked that since Trotsky’s joining there had been ‘no finer Bolshevik’. With long years of party leadership behind him, Lenin was rarely wrong about the strategy and tactics the party should adopt. In September and October he was so anxious that the Bolsheviks might miss their chance, might shrug off responsibility for the insurrection, that he resisted the idea that any non-party body might deliver the blow. But here it was Trotsky who understood best that it was vital for the party to take power in the name of the Petrograd Soviet, since the Soviet could count on the loyalty of even broader sections than could the Bolsheviks alone.

On 21 October, the Petrograd Soviet recognised the Military Revolutionary Committee, a body which it had itself elected, as the leadership of the troops in the city, and instructed all units to refuse any order not signed by this committee. On the 24th, amid growing rumours of a plan to transfer revolutionary regiments to the front, Kerensky’s commander in Petrograd ordered soldiers to close down the Bolshevik presses. The following day, soviet forces simply took control of the capital, occupying all strategic points and disarming those few officer cadets prepared to fight for the government.

In Petrograd the revolution took place so smoothly that there were no casualties. The strategy of Trotsky, and his practical leadership as chairman of the Soviet, was thus brilliantly vindicated. Yet too much should not be made of his having been right against Lenin on the practical method of the uprising. The roles of the two men comple​mented each other. For though Trotsky was the supreme organiser of the insurrection, it was Lenin, more than any other individual, who had steeled the Bolsheviks, and won them for the seizure of power.

At the All-Russia Congress of Soviets, which met for the first time on 26 October, the Bolsheviks had almost 400 of the 650 delegates, and the support of dozens of Left Socialist Revolutionaries. After a prolonged ovation, Lenin addressed the congress simply: ‘We shall now proceed to construct the socialist order.’

The Bolshevik Tradition

THE SOCIALIST order could not be built overnight, but from the beginning the Bolsheviks made great strides towards their declared goal. Decrees were passed by the score: to co-ordinate and strengthen workers’ control through elected committees; to abolish secret diplo​macy and to call on workers abroad to demand a just peace; to abolish private ownership in land and confiscate all estates without compensa​tion; to proclaim the right of all the nations of Russia to independence if they desired it; to establish the freedom to practise any, or no, religion; to introduce the freedom of divorce. These and scores of other decrees poured from the new Council of People’s Commissars which the Congress of Soviets had elected.

Yet decrees were not enough: as Lenin argued shortly after the insurrection:

‘Socialism cannot be decreed from above. Its spirit rejects the mechanical, bureaucratic approach; living, creative socialism is the product of the masses themselves … Decrees are instructions which all for practical work on a mass scale.’

Socialism depended, for Lenin, on the mass activity of workers, who would themselves put into practice the policies of their centrally elected bodies. This is what a workers’ state means, and this is what happened in Russia in the first months of the revolution.

But over the next 12 years, this state was transformed into its opposite. The detailed history cannot be related here, but the framework of the process was simple and can be simply explained.

With the failure of revolutionary socialist movements elsewhere, Russia was isolated in the world. That world now imposed on soviet ruled Russia some of the harshest conditions imaginable. The country was invaded by the armies of 14 capitalist powers, which backed the White reactionary armies of the old order. The Russian working lass fought this civil war with the utmost heroism. Hundreds of thousands fought in the Red Army. Hundreds of thousands more, starving and ravaged by epidemics, strove to keep the factories run-ling. It was with its last reserves of strength that the working class repelled the military threat.

Meanwhile on the land, the peasants, confined as much by the lack if machinery as by their own individualism, had opted to divide the large estates into small plots, sufficient for the needs of individual farmers, yet incapable of providing food for the cities. To obtain this vital surplus, the Bolsheviks were forced to conciliate the richer peasants who could provide it.

This task, plus the mammoth problem of organising an economy which had been crippled by the civil war, called into being a growing state bureaucracy. Soon this bureaucracy, together with the traders and managers of industry, began to develop interests of its own. The death of Lenin and the political defeat of Trotsky smoothed the path of this new social layer. In 1929, under the leadership of Stalin, it abandoned all restraint. In pursuit of the goal of economic and military competition with capitalism elsewhere in the world, it began the headlong expansion of industry, based on the super-exploitation of Russian workers. Workers’ organisations were smashed: thousands of workers were executed or died in labour camps.

This system of robbery in the interests of accumulation differs in no essential way from private capitalism, and it should be understood as bureaucratic state capitalism. It was and is diametrically opposed to the ‘living creative socialism’ of Lenin: it is the exact opposite of a workers’ state as he understood it and set out to build it.

At the root of the defeat of the revolution in Russia, therefore, lies the disintegration of the class which creates, which puts life into, the socialism of the Bolshevik tradition. In understanding this defeat, it is trivial to claim that the organisational style of the Bolshevik Party, or the psychology of its leaders, were the crucial factors, as many people do. In the last analysis, what was decisive was the fate of the working class itself, on a national and international level.

This last point is especially important: for without aid from the outside, the Russian working class could not hope to resist for long the combined power of those other classes which outnumbered it by forty or more to one. Help did not come. After the war, the revolution in Europe was beaten back, in spite of the growth, from almost nothing, of the Third International.

Nothing which has happened since can erase the achievements of Bolshevism. It remains the only force in history which has been able to lead the working class to state power. It remains the richest source of inspiration available to socialists. The Socialist Workers Party is proud to stand in its tradition.
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