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Preface to the American Edition

The translation of an unrevised edition of this study of the council
movement in Russia, written more than ten years ago, may certainly
be considered questionable. When I first dealt with the subject, I found
myself on almost virgin soil. Since then—especially on the occasion
of the fiftieth anniversary of the October Revolution of 1917—numer-
ous publications in the Soviet Union and in the West have treated
development of the Russian soviets, drawing on source material
unknown or unavailable at the time I wrote. In the introduction to my
book, I mentioned a hope that further study of special features of
soviets in the Russian revolution would expand or even modify my
attempt at an overall picture; that hope has proved to be justified.

Nevertheless, incorporating into a new edition details of recent
investigations would not have changed essentially either the book’s
overall conception or its most important conclusions. The framework
first developed here remains valid, especially that dealing with historic
roots of the Russian soviets, their establishment during the Revolution
of 1905, the attitude of Lenin and the Bolsheviks toward the councils,
their effectiveness during the Revolution of 1917, and the demise of
the council movement in the Kronstadt mutiny. To help the critical



reader learn of progress in scholarly research, however, a list of the
most important recent literature on the subject, especially of docu-
mentary sources, has been added to the bibliography.

Oskar Anweiler
Bochum, July 1971



Preface

I first became interested in undertaking this study in a seminar held
by Professor Fritz Fischer (Hamburg) on “Revolution and Reform in
European Socialism.” After finishing my university studies I continued
to be fascinated by the Russian councils—their origins, development,
and effects—and pursued my investigations. Extensive professional
commitments, however, delayed completion of the work.

The editors of Studien zur Geschichte Osteuropas were kind enough
to include the book in their series. My thanks go first of all to Dr. Peter
Scheibert (Cologne) for his initiative and for much expert advice. Dr.
Dietrich Geyer (Tiibingen) readily allowed me access to rare source
materials. Professor Gotthold Rhode (Mainz) has for years shown
friendly interest in my work’s progress. In procuring materials, I have
had the help of the State and University Library in Hamburg, the
library of the Institut fiir Auswartige Politik and the library of Auer-
Verlag (both in Hamburg), as well as the Westdeutsche Bibliothek in
Marburg. A grant from the Research Program on the History of the
CPSU of Columbia University in New York enabled me to spend
several weeks at the university library in Helsinki.

My deepest thanks to all who have been involved in this project,



not least my wife, who watched over the book’s creation with patience
and encouragement and who helped me digest the source material
and type the manuscript.

Oskar Anweiler
Reinbek bei Hamburg
August 1958



Introduction

The constitution of con:emporary Russia, the Uaion of So»:al
Soviet Republics, is formally basad oa a sysiem of councils or soviets
Consequently evervday speech treats the terms “soviets™ and “Bolshe-
vism™ as virtually identical, usage which may correcdy redect the
political situation today, but which is not jus:ified his:or.;a“_\. On the
contrary, a closer look at the origins of the Bolshevik state shows that
the councils developed independen:ly. It was only at a pariicular
stage in their development that thay combinad with a sscond element,
Lenin’s theory of revolution and governmen: and the Bolshavik prac-
tice of party and government, to form a new eniity—the Bolshavik
council sys:2

This \xorks purpose is to trace that historical procsss.
origins of the councils through their various activities o their irans-
formation in the Bolshevik siate—the process I call the counci
movement.

So far no such attemp: has bsen underiaken—rather sur
since the councils are a central theme of the Russiza ravolution and
Bolshevism and, bevond this, a political and sccial phenemenon whose
significance transcends the umque historical event. As t
soviet movemen: cer:aialy shou!d temp: siudy from the most variad
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xvi INTRODUCTION

viewpoints. The revolutionary events in Hungary and Poland during
the autumn of 1956 dramatized unexpectedly the pertinence of the
council issue, just as the Yugoslav system of workers councils had
earlier elicited attention.

These examples show a wider intellectual and social historical
context that has the Russian revolution at its core. Lenin’s slogan of
1917, “All power to the soviets,” sent out shock waves that were felt
beyond Russia’s borders long after the councils had played out their
roles in Bolshevik Russia herself. A council myth developed that
became basic to the history of the European labor movement and of
socialism; tracing its various manifestations would be a fruitful re-
search project. In Germany, for example, from 1918 through 1920
passionate discussion of the councils ranged from idealized glorifi-
cation to rigid rejection and produced a great many theoretical
models.? More recently, in the short-lived revolutionary councils in
Hungary and especially in the workers councils in Polish factories,
the example of democracy that councils embody was the driving
intellectual force behind the workers’ revolution.?

These references to the Russian council movement’s continuing
attraction as an ideal also serve to stake out the boundaries of this
investigation. Its purpose is to describe and analyze the soviets’ origins
in the Russian revolution, their practical work and political role in
1905 and 1917, with the theoretical and tactical positions taken
toward the soviets by the Bolsheviks and the other socialist parties,
and finally the soviets’ transformation from revolutionary organs into
pillars of state power in the new “soviet” state. The work ends with
the year 1921, the turning point for the soviet movement: suppression
of the Kronstadt mutiny means a forced end to the soviet idea in
Russia and at the same time its drastic transformation. While in
Bolshevik Russia the soviets solidified into administrative agencies of
the state, the battle cry of Kronstadt, “Free Soviets,” became the
symbol of the “third revolution™ directed against Communist usurpers
of the council concept. From the sailors’ mutiny in March 1921 in
Kronstadt, through June 17, 1953, in East Germany, and on through
October 1956 in Hungary and Poland, the revolutionary rebirth of
the councils in a struggle against Bolshevik dictatorship runs its course.

As mentioned earlier, the Russian council movement as a whole has
never been researched and accounted for. Either the soviets have been
treated with other events in studies of the Russian revolution, or it
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was thought sufficient to point out the legal peculiarities of the council
system in examining the Soviet Union’s constitution, without reference
to the councils’ historic roots. Only the works of Artur Rosenberg and
Martin Buber,* though they deal with a much larger field, touch
upon development of the Russian councils—naturally without in-
vestigating details.

A word here about sources, which were more readily available
than I had anticipated when I began research. I was able to use
numerous collections of documents covering the Revolutions of 1905
and 1917 and subsequent years, the writings of Lenin, Trotsky, and
other participants in the revolution, as well as various memoirs,
brochures, and pampbhlets, and the most relevant newspapers. The
materials, however, were widely dispersed geographically and not all
accessible to the same degree. Nor could I examine all the documents
and treatises of a local character which had been published in the
Soviet Union—not to mention, of course, the unpublished source
material still existing in central and local archives. A presentation of
all regional developments and peculiarities was neither possible nor
intended. Better relations with Soviet historians, however, would open
a fruitful field for monographic studies on this subject.






Note on Transliteration

The linguistic system of transliteration of Russian, used in the
original German edition, has been observed here with this exception:
in the text, the spelling of names of persons and places follows the
most common American usage, on the basis of standard biographical
dictionaries, encyclopedias, and recent British and American works.
Notes and bibliography have been retained in their original form to
facilitate their accessibility to scholars.
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CHAPTER ONE

Antecedents
of the Russian Councils

1. THE COUNCIL CONCEPT

In standard usage, “council” is understood to be an assembly of
representatives, a congress or committee which exists for the purpose
of “counseling” and which may perform various tasks and functions
—as, for example, a municipal council, a privy council, a factory
committee, or a board of directors. As a specific historical-political
concept, however, the word is applied to representative organs that
most often came into existence in revolutionary situations to represent
the lower levels of society, such as soldiers, artisans, or workers.!

This concept, the only relevant one for our purpose, is often used
rather loosely to include numerous historical manifestations that are
assumed to emanate from one basic type of “council.” Rosenberg
reduces to a common denominator the “urban communes of the
middle ages, the Swiss peasant cantons, the original collective settle-
ments in North America, the Paris Commune of 1871, and the
Russian soviets.”? Another writer goes so far as to detect the first
historical instance of the council idea in the Roman lex Hortensia
of 287 B.c., which recognized plebeian associations as legal institutions
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of the Roman state.? Still other authors restrict the concept to certain
well-defined manifestations in more recent history—such as the
English soldiers councils of the seventeenth century, and the Paris
Communes of the French Revolution and of 1871—but they too
fail to provide a consistent criterion for “council” in a historical
context. This lack of terminological clarity stems chiefly from
efforts to find historical antecedents and models for a unique
historic phenomenon—the Russian soviets. In this search for models,
historians discovered the soviets’ organizational principles and rev-
olutionary tendencies in similar institutions of the past, which
thereupon were classified as “councils.” In this way the council con-
cept was extended beyond its single concrete manifestation in Russia
—and later during the German Revolution of 1918—to stand for
a basic constitutional form that recurs in different historical epochs.

There can be a difference of opinion about the usefulness of such
a sweeping concept of councils. When applying the concept, one must,
however, consider that thereby various individual occurrences are
isolated from the manifold historical conditions that produced them,
and reduced to a few, often purely formal, common characteristics
that make up the prototype. Such a process can be meaningful only
when one deals with a period of continuous development, which in
the present case means leaving aside obvious examples provided by
ancient and medieval history.

Accepting this limitation, the following general characteristics of
the council concept may be noted:

1) its connection with a particular dependent or oppressed social

stratum;

2) radical democracy as its form;

3) a revolutionary origin.

The inherent tendency of such councils, which may be called “the
council idea,” is the striving toward the most direct, far-reaching,
and unrestricted participation of the individual in public life. When
applied to the collective, it becomes the idea of self-government of
the masses, combined with the will to revolutionary transformation.

The council idea became effective “whenever the masses wished
to overcome a feudal or centralized power,”* as, for example, during
the rise of the bourgeoisie in its struggle against feudalism or later
in the proletariat’s struggle for social emancipation.

Among such councils three basic forms can be distinguished:
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1) Council = commune = “the people” organized to exercise
state power. (Example: the Paris Commune of 1871.)

2) Council = revolutionary committee = organ for directing the
revolutionary struggle for a limited time. (Example: the
soldiers councils of the English Revolution.)

3) Council = workers committee = representation of proletarian
interests. (Example: the Luxembourg Commission of 1848.)

But the boundaries are frequently fluid. It will be seen that none
of these forms alone is characteristic of the Russian councils; rather,
they underwent a development that encompassed all three types—
council as workers and revolutionary committee and as state power.

No conscious connection with any historical models can be proved
for the creation of the soviets in the Russian Revolution. Therefore
the various organs commonly named as antecedents are of only
limited interest for the history of the soviets. If some of them are
considered here, it is solely to show that in similar situations,
emerging social groups arrived at similar experiments in communal
organization—that, in other words, the council idea before 1917 is
not informed by any continuous historical tradition, although histori-
cal parallels and analogous organizational forms did exist.?

An understanding of the councils’ characteristic qualities can more
readily be gained by knowing their respective concrete political,
social, and socio-psychological circumstances than through references
to historical models. Even so, the councils as they actually existed
must be clearly distinguished from the ideology that was subsequently
developed. This ideology tries to construct an ideal council system
that tends to leave reality far behind. Karl Marx, in his interpretation
of the Commune, and especially Lenin, in his theory of the soviet
state, drew such an idealized picture, which stands in sharp contrast
to reality. One aim of the present study is to call attention to this
contradiction and to compare the actual histories of the council
movement and its accompanying ideology.

2. HISTORICAL ANTECEDENTS
In all three Western European revolutions of modern times—the

English Revolution of the seventeenth century; the French Revolu-
tion of 1789; and the Revolution of 1848—we encounter revolution-
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ary organs that exhibit the characteristics of the council prototypes
described above.

A kind of soldiers council was formed by the notorious “agitators”
of the English Revolution.® In the spring of 1647 the soldiers of
Cromwell’s army, reacting to parliament’s intention to dissolve,
named spokesmen—agitators—to represent the interests of the com-
mon soldier. A “General Council of the Army” was created, com-
posed of two elected soldiers or noncommissioned officers and two
appointed officers for each regiment; in a manifesto issued on New-
market Heath on June 4, 1647, this council declared itself as repre-
senting the interests of the army “of free men of England.” The
agitators were an expression of democratic tendencies within the
English army, and were close to the radical popular leader John
Lilburne. In their negotiations with the army high command, the
agitators sought to urge it forward on a revolutionary course. Con-
flicts soon arose, however, and after an unsuccessful army mutiny
in November 1647, the General Council was disbanded in January
1648 and the system of representation abolished. Thus, the attempt
at forming “a government of revolutionary dictatorship”’—if it can
be called that at all—was quickly crushed.

The Paris Commune during the French Revolution—*“the purest
manifestation along class lines”® of the bourgeois revolutionary move-
ment against feudalism in the years 1789-1794—was the political
organization of the revolutionary French bourgeoisie and petit bour-
geoisie. During the nineteenth century the Commune not only served
as a model to the radical democratic movements, but some of its
traits justified its consideration as a precursor of the councils.?

The commune movement during the French Revolution began in
the 60 Paris districts (primary districts) that had been established
for elections to the national assembly. These districts constituted
themselves into self-governing bodies of the third estate, and from
their midst elected a revolutionary municipal council, the Commune.
From Paris, communes spread quickly throughout France. Every-
where revolutionary municipal councils sprang up. At the beginning
the propertied bourgeoisie (voting citizens) was in the vanguard, but
under pressure from the nonvoting citizens, the municipal councils
grew increasingly radical. In April 1790 the Paris districts were
replaced by 48 sections, whose spokesmen formed the general
assembly of the Paris Commune.
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Along with the political clubs and the citizens’ committees, the
sections became the actual centers of revolutionary activity. They
introduced universal suffrage on their own, had their own police, and
assumed economic functions (supplying uniforms to the army, es-
tablishing workshops)—in short, they were the actual representatives
of the people’s sovereignty. At the same time they were in continuous
session as permanent agitating revolutionary assemblies. On August
10, 1792, a coup prepared by the Jacobins overthrew the old Paris
Commune and replaced it with the Revolutionary Commune, com-
posed of spokesmen for the radical sections.

With the establishment of Jacobin rule in 1793 the sections,
through the committees set up by the government and directly
answerable to it, were more and more transformed into organs of
the central power and tools of the Terror, “thus obliterating the sec-
tions and the revolutionary municipal administration.”’® After the
assassination of Robespierre, and with a growing reaction setting in,
the sections, and the Commune based on them, increasingly lost
significance.

The Paris sections were expressions of a direct radical democracy;
the delegates chosen by universal suffrage were held permanently
answerable and could be recalled. Though modified by immediate
political and strategic needs, direct democracy as embodied in the
Commune nevertheless remained the central principle of a continuing
revolutionary tradition.

The “Commission du gouvernement pour les travailleurs” (also
called “Commission du Luxembourg” after its headquarters in the
Palais Luxembourg) belongs to the type of council classified as a
“workers committee.” It was founded in Paris during the February
Revolution of 1848, by governmental decree in response to pres-
sure from the workers,!! and consisted of a commission and a parlia-
ment. It included not only delegates elected by the workers clubs,
but also employer delegates and socialist theoreticians (foremost
among them Louis Blanc). Despite its creation by government decree
and its nominal composition of workers and employers, the latter’s
absence and a continuing revolutionary ferment made the Luxem-
bourg Commission the spokesmen for political and social reform
desired by Parisian workers. After the insurrection of June the Com-
mission was dissolved.

Although without practical effect (the government regulation fix-
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ing the working day at ten hours in Paris and eleven hours in the
provinces was rescinded), the Commission was historically significant
for the labor movement. Karl Marx was highly critical of the Luxem-
bourg Commission’s activities, but nevertheless credited it with “hav-
ing revealed from a European platform the secret of nineteenth-
century revolution: the emancipation of the proletariat.”?

3. THEORETICAL FORERUNNERS

What has been said about historic antecedents of the Russian
councils applies in greater measure to their theoretical forerunners.
The political and revolutionary conceptions and social blueprints
advocated by leading nineteenth-century socialist and anarchist
thinkers, Russian as well as non-Russian, reveal many elements of
the council idea, though there is no direct historical connection.
Ideas that seem to foreshadow the Bolshevik system of councils erected
after 1917, or the “pure” theory of councils developed by its oppo-
nents, come quite naturally to people who are committed to social
reform or a “restructuring” of society, as Martin Buber put it. Re-
lease from the state’s tutelage, self-government by cooperative pro-
ducer groups, autonomy of local communes, were basic concerns of
European socialism, from the so-called “utopian socialists” of the
early nineteenth century, to Proudhon, Bakunin, Marx, Engels, and
Kropotkin, to all kinds of syndicalism and the organized socialist
parties in many countries.!® Often there are striking parallels in form
and structure with the later council system, but their significance must
not be overestimated.

The ideas of only two figures from this group will be discussed
here: Proudhon and Bakunin. Proudhon, though Marx’s antithesis,
was next to him the most creative socialist of the nineteenth century.
Proudhon’s views are often directly associated with the Russian
councils, and sometimes even held decisive for their establishment.!4
Bakunin must be mentioned because he, much more than Proudhon,
linked anarchist principles directly to revolutionary action, thus
arriving at remarkable insights into the revolutionary process that
contribute to an understanding of later events in Russia.

The prodigious writings of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809-1865)
contain—as recent scholarship demonstrated’®*—a “kernel of anti-
authoritarianism,” and his anarchist thinking is “the expression of a
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basic human attitude™*® that is not limited to any particular historical
period. Proudhon’s libertarian position determined his political and
economic views. He believed in private property, and in a “just”
social order founded on producer associations. With the dis-
appearance of rent and money, the bases of class exploitation,
state authority, with its attendant bureaucracy and police, will col-
lapse, and natural economic groups can legislate and govern for
themselves.

In 1863 Proudhon declared that the proper form of government
consists of a maximum number of small groups with extensive auton-
omy. “All my economic ideas as developed over twenty-five years
can be summed up in the words: agricultural-industrial federation.
All my political ideas boil down to a similar formula: political feder-
ation or decentralization.”!?

Thus Proudhon consciously opposes Marx, whose communist cen-

tralization of the society of the future he criticized as a variation on
the old absolutism.!® The confrontation between Marxism and Proud-
honism, which led to the division and dissolution of the First Inter-
national, was reenacted fifty years later in Russia. Proudhon’s concept
of a self-governing state founded on producers’ corporations, is cer-
tainly related to the idea of *“a democracy of producers” which
emerged in the factory soviets. To this extent Proudhon can be-¥e-
_garded as an ideological precursor of the councils. But his direct
influence on the establishment of the soviets cannot be proved. Con-
versely, Lenin’s centralization of both state and economy, which
robbed the soviet system of its inherent strength, was Marx’s belated
answer to Proudhon.!®

The thought and action of Mikhail Bakunin (1814-1876) centers

on passionate rejection of any principle of authority and of the state
that embodies it.2° “The revolution as we understand it must, from
the first day, basically and completely destroy the state and all state
institutions. . . . Every payment of duties and every levy of direct and
indirect taxes will cease; the army, the bureaucracy, the police, and
the clergy will dissolve; the judiciary, the established law, and the
exercise of that law will disappear”—so wrote Bakunin in 1868 in
the program of the Alliance of International Brothers.?! Bakunin
dreamed of a huge peasant rising in Russia and of a Western Euro-
pean revolution carried to the countryside by urban workers. Al-
though he believed in spontaneous action by the masses, he never-
theless expected a secret “revolutionary general staff” to mediate
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between the people’s unformulated instincts and the revolutionary
idea. He suggested the formation of revolutionary committees with
representatives from the barricades, the streets, and the city districts,
who would be given binding mandates, held accountable to the
masses, and subject to recall. These revolutionary deputies were to
form the “federation of the barricades,” organized as a revolutionary
commune to immediately unite with other centers of rebellion.?? In
the villages revolutionary peasants’ committees, composed of the most
active men, would replace the legal village administration. The
revolution would produce the “new revolutionary state,” no longer a
state in the accepted sense, but “developed from the bottom upward
by revolutionary delegations encompassing all countries with up-
risings based on the same principles, disregarding previous borders
and differences in nationality”; its purpose would be “administration
of public services, not regimentation of the people.”2?

Bakunin proposed the formation of revolutionary committees
to elect communal councils, and a pyramidal organization of
society “through free federation from the bottom upward, the associa-
tion of workers in industry and agriculture—first in the communities,
then through federation of communities into districts, districts into
nations, and nations into international brotherhood.”** These pro-
posals are indeed strikingly similar to the structure of the subsequent
Russian system of councils, and also anticipate its claim to universal
validity.

The extent of Bakunin’s influence on the theory and practice of
Bolshevism is moot. As loyal followers of Marx, the Bolsheviks con-
tinued his battle against Bakunin and denied any kinship with
anarchism. The question is not so simply decided, however. Lenin’s
Revolution of 1917 and the development of the soviet state bring Ba-
kunin’s role into a double focus. On the one hand Bakunin recognized
very clearly in Marx’s authoritarian and centralist principles the
danger of a future dictatorship of “the leaders of the Communist
Party” who will “begin to free [the people] in their own way,”?5
whereby abolition of the state, though promised by the Marxists,
would be postponed indefinitely. On the other hand, Bakunin’s prac-
tical program for revolution is obviously connected with the tactics
followed by Lenin and the Bolsheviks during the Russian Revolution.
Bakunin called for radicalization of peasants by urban workers and
propaganda divisions—armed if necessary—and despite his funda-
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mental mistrust of authoritarian principles of leadership, he expressly
admitted that spontaneous mass risings must be led by a small mi-
nority of revolutionary conspirators. His frequent assertion that the
revolution must remove—‘‘smash”—all existing institutions became
a constant formula in Lenin’s revolutionary vocabulary of 1917.

Bakunin’s ideas about spontaneous development of the revolution
and the masses’ capacity for elementary organization undoubtedly
were echoed in part by the subsequent soviet movement. But an
immediate intellectual connection cannot be demonstrated. Because
Bakunin—unlike Marx—was always very close to the reality of the
social struggle, he was able to foresee concrete aspects of the revolu-
tion. The council movement during the Russian Revolution, though
not a result of Bakunin’s theories, often corresponded in form and
progress to his revolutionary concepts and predictions. In turn,
Lenin’s anarchist leanings in 1917 resulted from his accommodation
to tendencies embodied in the councils. Thus in the council movement
the fundamental difference between Lenin and Bakunin is temporarily
concealed by their apparent connection and kinship.

4. KARL MARX AND THE PARIS COMMUNE
OF 1871

The Paris Commune of 1871 and its interpretation by Karl Marx
have a special place among antecedents of the Russian councils,
though like those discussed above, the Commune too had no direct
influence on the formation and early activity of the soviets. Neverthe-
less, it formed the point of departure for the Bolshevik theory of
soviets. The Commune marks the beginning of the dual development
mentioned at the outset: the concrete historical phenomenon of the
councils, as opposed to the ideology that appropriated them. And it
was precisely Marx’s picture of the Commune, though it coincided
only partially with reality, that became historically effective. It was
the bridge Lenin crossed when he sought to incorporate the Russian
soviets into the Marxist theory of state and revolution.

The Paris Commune of 1871 originated in the wake of France’s
defeat in the war with Germany and in the context of the republican
and revolutionary tradition of Paris.?6 The central committee of the
National Guard, which headed a system of soldiers councils,
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took the initiative in proclaiming the Commune. The battalion
clubs, as the lowest elements, elected a legion council, each of which
sent three representatives to the sixty-member central committee. In
addition, provisions were made for a general assembly of delegates
from the companies, which was intended to meet once a month. All
delegates could be recalled at any time.?”

A clash between the troops of Thiers’ government, sitting in Ver-
sailles, and the National Guard on March 18, 1871, ended in victory
for the latter. The central committee found itself in power in the
capital and moved to the city hall. Since the committee thought of
itself as a provisional body, it hastily passed on responsibility to
what it considered the legal government—the Commune. For some
time the various political clubs had agitated for a commune formed
by revolutionary means in the tradition of the Great Revolution.
Thus the ground was prepared for the elections to the Commune
announced for March 26, 1871. About 230,000 persons (47 percent
of the enfranchised inhabitants) took part; for the most part they
were workers and members of the petit bourgeoisie, whereas the
bourgeoisie in part abstained. Among the elected communards, 25
workers and 7 clerks faced 30 members of the intelligentsia (doctors,
lawyers, journalists); the remainder were small merchants, artisans,
and the like.28 Of the 25 workers, only 13 were members of the First
International, and most of these were adherents of the teachings of
Proudhon.?

The political grouping within the Commune depended hardly at
all on the social standing of its members. On key questions the
workers were split just as much as their colleagues. In the first days
the Commune split into a “socialist” minority, consisting predomi-
nantly of members of the International and followers of Proudhon,
and a “Blanquist-Jacobin” majority, whose main support came from
the revolutionary clubs and the central committee of the National
Guard.?® While the minority advocated a federation of free communes
in the political sphere and an association of producers in the eco-
nomic area, the majority adhered to the centralist traditions of
Jacobin rule. These ideologic differences found expression in the
Commune’s proclamations, which were often obscure and full of
contradictions; in its practical dealings the pressure of external con-
ditions enforced a certain middle course of action.

It is difficult to reconstruct something like a program of the Com-
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mune from the various currents, legislative measures, propaganda
pronouncements, and practical steps. Most evident was the call for
municipal republican self-government as a basis of the new state
organization. In order to cloak the natural antagonism—particularly
acute in France—between the capital and the provinces, which might
harm the cause of the Commune, and to allay provincial mistrust,
the Commune called for free confederation of all French communes
with Paris in one national organization.3! Another principle voiced
equally frequently was the replacement of the civil service bureauc-
racy with elected people’s delegates, subject to recall. “The mem-
bers of the municipal assembly, who are permanently controlled,
supervised, and criticized by public opinion, can be recalled and are
responsible and accountable.”3? Social questions, however, were only
rarely and rather vaguely considered in the proclamations. The
decrees that introduced a few social reforms (such as abolition of
night work by bakers’ apprentices, or prohibition of money fines in
factories) or that were intended to realize earlier socialist ideas (such
as transfer to workers corporations of workshops and factories
abandoned by their owners did not originate in any clear socialist
program and were far more often dictated by immediate need.

The Commune of Paris lasted a bare two months. The capital
remained isolated, for uprisings in several provincial cities were put
down as early as the beginning of April. On May 21, 1871, the
government troops began their offensive; the bloody street fighting
lasted until May 28. The high losses and numerous prison and death
sentences represented a heavy setback for the French workers’
movement. Nevertheless, the significance of the Paris Commune
rests not primarily in French history, but with the international
socialist workers’ movement. It created a commune myth, which in
the end had very little in common with reality. “The struggle of the
working class against the capitalist class and its state has entered a
new phase with the struggle in Paris. Whatever the immediate
results may be, a new point of departure of world-historic importance
has been gained,” wrote Karl Marx even before the collapse of the
Commune.3® That his prediction came true is due primarily to Marx
himself.

It is difficult to speak of Marx’s theory of state and revolution as a
progressive, coherent development. His remarks, especially about
the future form of a socialist society, were in response to immediate
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political circumstances, and often incidentally fulfilled tactical pur-
poses.* Lenin’s attempt, in State and Revolution, to erect a complete
theoretic structure upon disparate sources ranging from the young
Marx of 1847 to Engels in his old age, is an over-simplification that
was intended mainly to support his own new theory. It is therefore
wrong simply to count Marx and Engels among the legitimate fore-
runners of the soviets and of the Bolshevik council system, as is
constantly done in Soviet theory of the state.

The Communist Manifesto of 1848 states the tasks of the pro-
letariat during the revolution as follows: “The proletariat will use its
political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from the
bourgeoisie, to centralize all instruments of production in the hands
of the state, i.e., of the proletariat organized as the ruling class.”3%
Two years later, after the defeat of the revolution, Marx—filled
with hope for a new revolutionary rising—wrote: “It is our concern
and our task to make the revolution permanent, until all more or less
propertied classes are ousted from supremacy, until supreme power
has been captured, and the association of the proletariat—not only
in one country, but in all the ruling nations of the world—has
progressed to the point that . . . at least the main productive
energies are concentrated in the. hands of the proletariat.”3¢ Marx’s
revolutionary optimism during the years 1848-1850 led him to
discern socialist production methods in the still incipient capitalism
and leadership for the social revolution in the as yet weak working
class. By taking political power and “by means of despotic inroads on
the rights of property, and on the conditions of bourgeois produc-
tion”37 a new society was to be formed.

In the course of the “permanent revolution” proclaimed by Marx38
the relationship of the proletariat and the workers’ party to “bourgeois
democrats” plays a decisive role. In his “Address of the Central
Authority to the Communist League” of March 1850, Marx pro-
jected the basic revolutionary tactics that represent his first contribu-
tion to the council idea. The essay states: “During the struggle and
after the struggle the workers must at every opportunity advance
their own demands alongside the demands of the bourgeois demo-
crats. . . . Alongside the new official governments they must simul-
taneously erect their own revolutionary workers governments,
whether in the form of municipal executives and municipal councils,
or of workers clubs and workers committees—so that the bourgeois



Antecedents of the Russian Councils 15

democratic governments not only lose the backing of the workers, but
also from the very beginning find themselves watched and threatened
by institutions behind which stand the entire mass of workers.” Marx
further called for arming the workers and for the formation of a
proletarian guard “with elected leaders and a general staff of their
own” and “under orders, not of the state, but of the revolutionary
municipal councils established by the workers.”3?

The municipal councils, workers clubs, and similar organizations
called for by Marx are really revolutionary committees intended to
make the revolution “permanent” and to set up a kind of “dyarchy”
alongside the bourgeois government. This is indeed a striking anti-
cipation of the role of the workers and soldiers councils after the
February Revolution of 1917, which confronted the Provisional
Government with their own claim to rule, and pursued an independent
course of revolutionary politics. Marx’s revolutionary program of
1850 is interesting for still another reason. By calling for revolu-
tionary municipal councils in opposition to the central bourgeois
government, he seemingly becomes an advocate of local self-govern-
ment in opposition to the centralized state. This obvious interpreta-
tion, however, was vigorously rejected by Marx himself. In the same
address, he stressed the necessity for a central organization of the
workers clubs in the Communist League. He held that a cardinal point
of the program had to read: against the democratic slogan of
federated republics; for a strong central power. “The workers must
strive . . . for a clear-cut centralization of power in the hands of the
state authority. They must not let themselves be led astray by
democratic talk of communal liberties, self-government, and the
like.”#® Marx considers the revolutionary municipal councils as noth-
ing more than temporary organs in the political struggle to advance
the revolution, not as the germs of a radical transformation of society,
which can only be achieved from above, through the centralized
power of the proletarian state. Nevertheless, the contradiction re-
mains between the localized revolutionary organs recommended for
tactical reasons, and the demand for proletarian centralism, a con-
tradiction Marx did not attempt to resolve; perhaps he was not aware
of it. He faced the same problem concerning the Commune of 1871
as did Lenin in 1917.

Marx had neither foreseen nor prepared for the Commune insur-
rection. After proclamation of the republic in September 1870 he
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warned the French workers against overthrowing the new regime and
“establishing the Commune of Paris,” since to do so would be
“desperate folly.”4! But when the revolution broke out, Marx placed
himself unreservedly on the side of the Commune. After its collapse
he prevailed upon the general council of the International to release
an “Address Concerning the Civil War in France” on May 30, 1871,
which he himself wrote, and in which the International declared the
cause of the Paris Commune to be the concern of the international
proletariat. “In this way Marx annexed for himself the Commune of
1871. An odd historical procedure, since the Commune rebellion
was neither politically nor theoretically Marx’s work,” was Artur
Rosenberg’s justified comment.*2

The main ideas of the 1871 “Address” and of the subsequent state-
ments by Marx and Engels referring to it may be summarized as
follows:

1) In a victorious revolution the proletariat must destroy the old
state machinery, the instrument of the ruling class. “One thing espe-
cially was proved by the Commune, viz., ‘that the working class
cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state machinery, and wield
it for its own purposes,’ ” wrote Marx in the preface to a new edition
of the Communist Manifesto in 1872.43

2) The armed forces, the police, and the civil service must be
replaced by an armed people’s militia and by self-government of the
working masses by means of deputies who may be removed from
office at any time, and who are held accountable.

3) From these premises follows the rejection of parliamentarian-
ism and of division of powers. Their place is taken by a corporate
entity that exercises the legislative, executive, and judicial functions
all in one. “Rather than deciding once every three or six years which
member of the ruling class will represent and repress the people in
parliament, universal suffrage should serve the people organized into
communes, just as individual suffrage serves any other employer to
choose workers, supervisors, and bookkeepers for his business. . . .
The Commune is to be, not a parliamentary, but a working body, ex-
ecutive and legislative at the same time.”**

4) A Commune-type state is based on far-reaching local self-
government of the separate municipalities, which, however, are united
in pyramid-like fashion, into a confederation. “As soon as the Com-
mune regime was introduced in Paris and the secondary centers,
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the old central government should have given way even in the
provinces of the self-government of the producers. . . . The simple
existence of the Commune brought with it as a matter of course local
self-government, but no longer directed against the power of the state,
which had been rendered superfluous. . . . The unity of the nation
was not to be destroyed; on the contrary, it was to be organized by
means of the Commune constitution.”#3

5) The Commune state represents the transition to communism,
the classless society, in that it abolishes private property, socializes
the means of production, and regulates the economy according to a
general plan—in short, it realizes the socialism that has been nascent
in capitalist society. In 1875 Marx wrote: “Between capitalist and
communist society lies the period of revolutionary transformation
of one into the other. There is a corresponding period of political
transition, during which the state can be nothing but the revolution-
ary dictatorship of the proletariat.”*¢ After Marx’s death, Engels
concluded the foreword to a new edition of the “Address,” to com-
memorate the twentieth anniversary of the Commune, with the fol-
lowing statement: “The German philistine has lately again experi-
enced a salutary shock at the phrase ‘dictatorship of the proletariat.’
Very well, gentlemen, do you want to know what this dictatorship
looks like? Look at the Paris Commune. That was the dictatorship
of the proletariat.”*? These words by Engels are virtually the formula
to which Marxism reduced the essence of the Paris Commune. A
state modeled on the Paris Commune was, as Marx wrote in the
“Address” of 1871, “the political structure, finally discovered, under
which the economic liberation of work can take place”;* it was the
concrete historical form of the dictatorship of the proletariat, of the
transitional stage toward the classless society and toward the final
“withering away of the state.”

Even a superficial comparison of the actual history of the Paris
Commune with Marx’s description shows that his picture of the Com-
mune coincides only in part with reality. By stressing certain traits
of the Commune and bypassing or reinterpreting others to support his
thesis, Marx created an idealized “Marxist Commune” that was to fit
his conception of history and revolution. Marx was accused even in
his lifetime of having “usurped” the Commune. Bakunin, most
notably, pointed out that Marx was forced by the powerful impression
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of the revolutionary events to adopt the Commune’s program as his
own, contrary to his previous views, in order to maintain his position
in the Socialist International.*® Indeed, it is not easy to reconcile the
picture of the revolution painted in the “Address” with Marx’s earlier
political theories. That Marx himself was surely aware of the con-
tradiction is shown, for example, by his attempt to combine the
Commune’s basic federalist tendency—which he could hardly deny—
with his own centralist concept of the state.5° He resolved the anti-
thesis, as it were, by declaring that “self-government of the producers”
rendered the old state power superfluous and that the new “unity of
the nation” did not admit of conflict between centralism and self-
government.

To draw attention away as much as possible from the Commune’s
anticentralist nature, Marx and Engels—and later Lenin, even more
pronouncedly—<chiefly stressed the negative aspects of the Commune:
its “destruction” of the existing bourgeois state and its difference
from conventional parliamentarianism. By over-emphasizing formal
characteristics of the Commune (such as abolition of the bureaucracy,
voters’ right to recall delegates), Marx laid the groundwork for
sanctioning of the Commune and later the council as the only form
of proletarian class dictatorship. Only after 1945 was a variant of
this form—in the guise of “people’s democracies”—admitted, and
after the CPSU Twentieth Party Congress in 1956 other “paths to
socialism” were recognized—without, however, relinquishing the
soviets as the model.

Marx’s interpretation of the Commune had no ideological sig-
nifiance for the socialist parties of the Second International. It came
to the fore only with the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, the establish-
ment of the soviet state, and the Bolshevik ideologic struggle against
the socialist parties. On the one hand Marx’s view was the strongest
argument for the Leninist theory and practice of government; on the
other hand it was utilized by the anti-Bolshevik Marxists to prove the
perversion of genuine Marxism by the Bolsheviks. The extensive con-
troversial literature®! centers on the question: What did Marx mean
when he called the Commune the prototype of the dictatorship of
the proletariat? While the Bolsheviks overwhelmingly understood
him to be referring to the unlimited power of the proletarian regime
against class enemies, reformist socialists emphasized the Commune’s
democratic nature, derived from universal and egalitarian elections.



Antecedents of the Russian Councils 19

Trotsky was undoubtedly correct when he wrote in his polemic
against Kautsky that Marx had emphasized, not the Commune’s
general democratic nature, but its class content (that is, as a workers’
government).52 Contrarily, it is equally correct to say that Marx
equated the dictatorship of the proletariat, at least in theory, with the
rule of the great majority of the people over the minority of the “ex-
ploiters.”%® The deciding factor in this ideological conflict in the
Marxist camp was the reality of the Bolshevik soviet state, which
claimed to be the legitimate heir of the Paris Commune of 1871.



CHAPTER TWO

The Soviets and
the Russian Revolution of 1905

The year 1905 marks the birth of the Russian councils. The
concept and form of the soviets, the “councils of workers deputies”
(sovety raboCich deputatov) originated in the first Russian revolu-
tion. Indeed, the 1905 soviets turned out to be of world-historic
significance as the beginning of the Bolshevik council system and
Russia’s present government. The council concept in its Leninist
form or in any form outside Russia falls back on the model of the
1905 soviets. Quite apart from that, the soviets of 1905 are of
interest as an attempt at establishing a political organization within a
revolution, and as a first step toward a radical democracy. As self-
governing bodies of Russian workers and as committees serving the
revolutionary struggle, the soviets of 1905 were new, having traits
which were specifically Russian but also useful outside Russia and
typical of revolutionary and sociopolitical conditions later repeated
elsewhere.

As bases for the Bolshevik council system and as organizational
models for the revolution, the 1905 soviets were only precursors
of the 1917 soviets. During their relatively brief existence, much re-
mained embryonic and tentative, wide open to development in one
direction or another. Soviet historians see a straight line of develop-
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ment from the first soviets of 1905 to Bolshevik governmental
institutions after the October Revolution of 1917. But this work holds
that the more realistic view is that the soviets of 1905 and those of
1917 fora Tong time developed independently of the Bolshevik party
and its ideology, and that their_aim initially was not the seizure of _
‘state power. Only Lenin’s 1917 theory of state and revolution
“established the logical sequence—Paris Commune of 1871, to soviets
of 1905, to soviets of 1917—as the basis of state power. In the first
Russian revolution practical considerations more or less shaped the
soviets; more ambitious aims developed only gradually, and a full-
fledged council ideology was the final step.

1. THE RUSSIAN LABOR MOVEMENT BEFORE
THE 1905 REVOLUTION

a) Early Forms of the Russian Labor Movement

The soviets evolved with the Russian labor movement and were
rooted in Russian life.

Crucial to Russia’s modern history is her inclusion in the capitalist
development of Western Europe in the second half of the nineteenth
century. The introduction of modern industrial forms into a country
that for a long time to come was to remain predominantly agrarian
carried with it many social and political problems. These were
intensified by the absence of constitutional mechanisms which might
have favored an evolutionary compromise among conflicting interests.
Russia remained a semifeudal state under an autocracy, while new
social alignments began to take shape and almost all of the intellectual
leadership opposed czarism. Russia was the first to face a “revolu-
tion of underdeveloped nations”—the major problem of the second
half of the twentieth century.!

Russian industrial workers—numbering a scant three million on
the eve of the first revolution>—had their roots predominantly in
the villages. Even after the Emancipation Act of 1861, the Russian
factory worker was an “economic amphibian”3: at first he worked
in the factory seasonally, returning to the village only to set out again
to find factory work, perhaps in another area. He continued to be a
member of the village community, the mir; he received a parcel of
land which was cultivated by his family; and even in the legal sense
he was considered a peasant.* The shifts from place to place dis-
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couraged the emergence of a skilled, culturally advanced working
class, conscious of its place in society. Nevertheless, by the end of
the nineteenth century a new industrial worker had emerged: a
proletarian who was born in the city, or who retained only weak ties
with the mir, except for formal police registration there. Differences
in area and branch of industry were important m the development of
the new class. Textile wor cow
and miners in the Ural Mountains remained_more closely connected
with the countrysxde than were metalworkers in the giant factories
of St. Petersburg, who had largely freed themselves from their native
s0il.5

Workers who had only just escaped from slave labor and serfdom
were exposed in the new factory environment to a dependence no less
strict. Just as Russian industry, beginning in the 1870s, exhibited all
the traits of an era of ruthless expansion, so Russian workers en-
countered conditions paralleling the early capitalist stages which had
been outgrown by them in Central and Western Europe. The clash
between Western rationalized industrial management and the tradi-
tions of Russian life was particularly violent within the confines of
the factory. Ths workday was nowhere less than eleven hours; wages
were low and sometimes reduced even further by punitive fines;
there was no protection against dismissal, and no insurance covering
accidents, illness, or retirement. At the end of the nineteenth century
certain leading groups of workers, such as the printers and some
metalworkers and dockers, achieved better conditions, and in the
1880s a few protective laws were passed (prohibition of nightwork
for children, adolescents, and women, and introduction of factory
inspections). But for the working masses the harsh social conditions
renained until the eve of the 1905 Revolution.®

In this soil grew the first incidents of labor unrest, as yet un-
organized and only local. Statistics show 176 strikes in the decade
from 1870 to 1879, and 165 from 1880 to 1890, most of them
carried out by textile workers.” Often workers’ hostility turned
directly against the site of their exploitation, the factory; demolition
and other excesses occurred. The strikes of thiSjeriod were typical

of beginning labor movements in other countries.

The 1870s witnessed the first short-lived Wftempts at political
organization of workers, initiated by the Narodniks.® However,
neither the leaders nor their semirural followers had a “proletarian
class consciousness” as yet. A political movement among Russian



The Soviets and the Russian Revolution of 1905 23

workers began only at the end of the 1890s, when small revolutionary
circles of the Marxist intelligentsia extended their activities to the
working class. Until that time, and for long thereafter, the workers’
daily economic struggle and the intelligentsia’s revolutionary activi-
ties ran on separate tracks, though they increasingly converged.

With the second wave of industrialization in Russia, during Witte’s
era in the mid-1890s, the labor movement began to change signi-
ficantly. The spontaneous strike movement increased greatly, and
the workers tried to create organizations to assist and sustain their
economic struggle. In 1896 and 1897 St. Petersburg and other cities
experienced several sfrikes that can be called the first masﬂsw s}n_k_es
of “Russtan—weskers—Fheir erupticn ~Was “spontaneous, but many
workers had mo—deubt been intellectually prepared through the
socialists’ revolutionary agitation.®

In the first attempts at self-organization of this spontaneous move-
ment two principal forms appeared: 1) strike funds or strike com-
_mittees; 2) workers relief funds (mutua] aid societies) ——'

prise, with establishment of a strlke fund as 1mmed1ate goal. Starting
in the early 1890s, the funds first gained ground among Jewish
workers of western Russia, and even formed the basis for the Social
Democratic Jewish Workers Party, the Bund. During the mass
strikes of 1896 and 1897, such committees also emerged within
Russia proper. Beyond their primary goal, these strike fund com-
mittees inevitably became a rallying point for workers of a particular
enterprise. The committees tried to direct and discipline the chaotic
strike movement, and by mobilizing the most capable and alert work-
ers they provided a link with revolutionary political groups. In this
atmosphere, the tendency called “economism” within Russian social
democracy developed around 1900. The strike committees stub-
bornly survived despite police repression and numerous dissolutions.
Until the 1905 Revolution they were the sole trade-union-type
organizations in Russia, and in some cases were direct precursors of
later trade unions.!?

The only workers organizations that were legal before the Revolu-
tion of 1905, the relief funds, cannot be considered genuine union
action groups. They did not conduct strikes or support strikers
financially. They never participated in politics, but were still sub-
ject to stringent surveillance by the authorities and to constant
intervention in their affairs.!!
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Apart from these two important workers organizations—leaving
political parties aside for now—a third, at the lowest level of the
social struggle, is particularly interesting in our context. Reports
even of early strikes in the 1870s and 1880s noted that workers
selected deputies from their group to negotiate with management
and authorities. In February 1885 a strike broke out in Morozov’s
large textile plant in Tver, where the management, and later the police
chief, called on the workers to elect deputies, since negotiation with
all workers was impossible. Seven delegates were immediately chosen,
with this number increased to sixteen two days later by order of the
governor, who had come to the factory. During negotiations the
workers began to demolish buildings. When the strike ended, most
of the elected delegates were fired.!? Similar incidents occurred ten
years later during a textile workers strike in Ivanovo Voznesensk.
Here too the strikers were asked to select spokesmen to present
workers demands to the governor. The twenty-five deputies included
several women. Negotiations proved fruitless, however, and the next
day some of the spokesmen were arrested.!

Workers deputies in various factories were also mentioned in a
ministerial report to the czar about labor unrest in St. Petersburg
in May 1901. Deputies of a large steel foundry included in their
demands a pointed request for a permanent delegation to transmit
workers complaints to management.!

As these examples show, deputations grew primarily because in-
dustrialists and authorities needed a negotiating partner from the
opposite camp. As soon as immediate need for such spokesmen
passed—as when a strike ended—factory owners quickly got rid of
the delegations. Also, frequent firings and arrests of elected deputies
made moderate and experienced workers hesitate to appear as depu-
jes, while younger, more radical workers stepped into the foreground.
The lack of any freedom of association, the prohibition against
collective bargaining, and the penalties for striking made the_best
possible seedbed for revolutionizing the Russian working cla@

b) The Government and the Working Class

For a long time the czarist government assumed that in Russia
there was no “labor question” such as existed in Europe. The
patriarchal conditions of the countryside, frequently idealized, were
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simply applied to the new domain of the factory. Further, the govern-
ment had to consider the interests of employers, who resisted all
reforms protecting workers. The ministry of the interior, opposing the
ministry of finance which favored employers, claimed that domestic
security might be endangered by labor unrest and strikes; and it
tended therefore to make economic concessions in order to eliminate
revolutionaries’ influence on the workers. On the whole, there was no
constructive sociopolitical policy; minor concessions and repression
appeared in alternation.?

The growth of the labor movement around the turn of the century,
and the necessity of dealing with authorized workers representatives,
finally did induce the government to intervene more actively in the
affairs of industry. The ministerial report of May 1901, referred to
above, already recommended permanent delegations so that workers
could negotiate legally with industrial managements and governmental
factory inspectors. After deliberations carried on by a commission
for more than two years, a law was passed on June 10, 1903, creating
factory elders (starosti) in industry. With the employers’ permission,
workers could nominate candidates from their midst; out of this group
management could select one for each department as starost. At the
nominating conventions only questions and complaints falling within
established regulations could be discussed, not demands for changes
of these regulations. Factory elders enjoyed no immunity; they could
be fired like any other worker, and the governor too could remove
them.

Although the law on factory elders represents only modest progress
toward modern shop stewards, it engendered the hostility of em-
ployers, who had the power to permit or refuse election of the starosti.
The ministry of finance found that the majority of employers did
not adhere to the law. Only rarely and briefly did a few factory in-
spectors succeed in making factory elders effective mediators be-
tween workers and employers.18

The workers too, on the whole, reacted with skepticism or rejected
the factory elders. Limitations of the elders’ authority prevented
effective initiative and visible success. The strike fund committees,
which had existed secretly for some time, or the deputies spontane-
ously elected during strikes, enjoyed far greater prestige than did the
starosti. The socialists’ political propaganda sought to discredit elders
altogether. A Social Democratic proclamation of 1905 contains the
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words: “Comrades! We need no starosti and no lackeys of our
masters; what we need are workers organizations and workers

societies. You see how they fooled us with the starosti. . . . We
need freedom of association, of assembly, of speech, and of the
press.”1?

The law on factory elders was issued by the government when
the labor movement had reached its greatest momentum. In 1902-
1903 southern Russia was swept by a strike wave in which an esti-
mated 225,000 workers participated.’® During these strikes socialist
agitation became more effective as the struggle for economic reform
turned to political demands. In several places strikes developed
into mass demonstrations and bloody clashes with police and army.
This prelude to 1905 was interrupted temporarily by the outbreak
of the Russo-Japanese War in February 1904.

Quite separate from this revolutionary trend within the labor
movement stood the remarkable attempt by Sergei Zubatov and his
circle to solve the labor problem within the traditional patriarchal-
bureaucratic system.!® “ZubatoviCina,” or “police socialism,” was
based on separation of the economic struggle from revolutionary
political action. The plan was that the government, by supporting
such workers demands as were considered justified, would keep con-
trol and steer workers away from the influence of the revolutionary
intelligentsia. The experiment’s success, however, depended on a
modicum of genuine political concessions toward workers self-
government and on effective social legislation. Since the czarist
government was not prepared to allow either, Zubatov’s plan was
bound to fail in the end.

Nevertheless, his Society for Mutual Aid for Workers in Mechani-
cal Industries, founded in Moscow in 1901, attracted a great many
members. Similar societies in other cities—such as Odessa, Kharkov,
Kiev, and Minsk—were equally successful, proving Russian workers
had a strong desire to organize as broadly and openly as possible.
Educated workers especially thought the society would enable them
legally to fight for their interests against employers, without being
drawn into revolutionary struggle against the government. Zubatov’s
plan provided for the exercise of personal initiative through the
election of factory-wide workers committees that joined into dis-
trict associations and were able to act as recognized workers repre-
sentatives. The first steps in this direction were taken in Moscow:
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chairmen were chosen by workers assemblies in many sections of the
city, and these met regularly and formed a “council (sovet) of the
workers in mechanical industries.” This council was the highest level
to which workers could turn with problems and grievances; it
monitored compliance with legal regulations in factories and, if neces-
sary, negotiated with factory inspectors.2® After liquidation of
Zubatov’s society at the end of 1903, activity of the soviet stopped
as well; some of its members were active in 1905 in establishing trade
unions.

¢) Marxism and the Workers

The Russian workers movement before 1905 described so far
sprang from the workers’ daily social struggle and their natural need
for alliance. Action was directed against individual factory owners,
and economic goals were sought on a case-by-case basis. The groups
were indigenous, growing directly out of individual factory conditions,
and sustained by the workers themselves. As a consequence, their
horizons were limited; they did not develop extensive political goals
and were not really revolutionary. Only in the mid-1890s when the
labor movement, born spontaneously of economic hardship, en-
countered the Marxist intelligentsia and its theory, did a political and
revolutionary “proletarian” movement develop. {This was the Social
Democratic Party. The meeting of these two currents is the principal
theme of the Russian labor movement until the Revolution of 197,

The flow of Marxism into Russia and its reception by the Russian
intelligentsia has often been described and analyzed.?! Of chief im-
portance here is the almost simultaneous arrival in Russia of in-
dustrial capitalism and Marxism.?* “Marx shows what capitalism
will be like before it arrives on the scene. Marx, who studied the early
stages of capitalism in Western Europe, becomes the gospel for
Eastern Europe before capitalism arrives there, or at the same time,
while Western European capitalism undergoes profound changes.
. . . The Russian intelligentsia can consciously welcome and experi-
ence the first storm signals of Russian capitalism, and at the same time
use Marxism to overthrow a bourgeois social order at the first—the
very first—moment.”?® The nascent Russian labor movement be-
came totally dominated by the Marxist intelligentsia, which assigned
to the proletariat the messianic role of redeemer in its revolutionary
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scheme of salvation. Following the young Marx, the intelligentsia
denied that the Russian working class could independently develop
a “social consciousness’; therefore subordination to the intel-
ligentsia was justified. Trotsky, who knew the situation from the
inside, wrote in 1909 of the intelligentsia’s influence: “By joining
the workers party they [the socialist intelligentsia] introduced into the
party all their social traits: a sectarian spirit, intellectual indi-
vidualism, and ideological fetishism; to suit these peculiarities they
adapted and distorted Marxism. Thus for the Russian intelligentsia,
Marxism became the means to carry every bias to an extreme.”?* As_
a result, the socialist labor movement in Russia was marked from
its inception by innumerable splits into warring groups and factions.
Their ideological hairsplitting and political feuds took place behind
the workers’ backs and above their daily struggles. Recognizing this
difference is essential for understanding the Russian council move-
. ment. The soviets’ fate under Bolshevism after 1917 is proof that
| the revolutionary intellectuals triumphed cver the working masses.

After Plekhanov and the Geneva group, Liberation of Labor
(Osvobozdenie truda), had prepared the ground, the first significant
Marxist circles appeared in Russia itself in the late 1880s. The
upswing of the spontaneous labor movement in the mid-1890s gave
revolutionary students a chance to follow up their fervent perusal
of Marxist literature by direct contact with the workers. In St.
Petersburg in 1895 existing groups first organized a coalition, the
League of the Struggle for Liberation of the Working Class
(Sojuz bor’by za osvoboZdenie rabolego klassa), in which Lenin
and Martov played leading roles.?> Other such leagues sprang up
in the country during the next few years.2¢ On the whole, they were
groups of intellectuals, numbering only a few workers in their ranks.??
The first attempt to unite existing Social Democratic organizations
was at the so-called First Party Congress of the Russian Social
Democratic Workers Party (RSDWP: Rossijskaja social’-demokrati-
Ceskaja rabocaja partija) in Minsk in early March 1898.2% The effort
failed because the participants were arrested soon afterward. Again
typical for the undeveloped character of the Social Democratic
“workers” movement in Russia, the second attempt had to be made
from the outside, by a group of emigré Russian intellectuals. This
was the purpose of the Marxist newspaper Iskra (The Spark),
founded in late 1900 under Lenin’s direction.
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Lenin’s entry into the socialist workers movement.in Russia?® at
once aggravated its basic problem: the relationship between intel-
ligentsia and working class. With one-sided passion Lenin plunged
into the battle of the late 1890s between “economists” and “poli-
ticians” within the Russian Social Democratic Party; the dispute
raised questions that later became the focus of severe factional
struggles between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks. Economism reflected
the workers’ increasing consciousness and organization in mutual-
aid societies as discussed above, and their indifference or hostility
toward the political ideas of the revolutionaries. A number of Russian
Marxists considered economism a revisionist trend directed against
Plekhanov and his adherents, which was related to a similar con-
troversy within Western European socialism. The economists attached
equal importance if not priority to the Social Democratic Party’s
day-by-day efforts to improve working conditions through strikes,
while the orthodox stressed political action and organization. The
economists were closer to labor’s daily grievances and emphasized |
action from below. They felt that for the time being political struggle
against the czarist regime should be left to the liberal opposition and
that the Social Democratic workers movement was still too feeble to
be an independent political force.3°

Around 1900 the economists had achieved predominance in most
of the local party organizations. Against this situation Lenin now
directed his vehement and embittered attacks in Iskra. His pamphlet
written in 1902, What Is to Be Done?, opposed economism and laid
down the theoretical basis of Bolshevism long before the existence
of a separate group or party. In the pamphlet, the practical revolution-
ary experience and ideological tenets of the nineteenth-century pro-
Marxist Russian revolutionary movement were blended with basic
Marxist ideas about revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat.
By its belligerence toward the economists, Lenin’s pamphlet early
and unmistakably shows the basically dictatorial and militant traits
of Bolshevism; though obscured at times, they have never been
abandoned.

For the development of the Russian workers movement, the most
important result of What Is to Be Done? was its radical rejection of
the purely economic trade-unionist struggle carried on by Russian
Social Democrats. Lenin strengthened and extended Plekhanov’s
thesis of the primacy of political action: “The basic economic in-
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terests of the proletariat can be served only by a political revolution
which would replace the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie with the
dictatorship of the proletariat.”3! The principal aim of the Social
Democratic Party, Lenin declared, must be the overthrow of czar-
ism as the precondition for socialism. The economist concept of a
“spontaneous development” of the labor movement, to which the
party must adapt itself, could at best lead to “trade unionism,” Lenin
said. Opposing that concept, he stressed the leading role of “con-
“sciousness,” of revolutionary theory. Both these convictions—that
the “proletariat” must be the protagonist in the revolution, and that
‘the intelligentsia must implant “revolutionary consciousness” in the
iworking masses—demanded an organization of professional revolu-
tionaries, small in number and conspiratorial in nature, to assume
’leadership of the revolution.

Despite existing differences between Lenin and Plekhanov, no
criticism of Lenin’s theses was heard from any of the collaborators
in Iskra until the split in 1903. Vera Zasulich, for example, stated
almost word for word the same views as Lenin in an article in Die
Neue Zeit, the organ of the German Social Democratic Party.32
Nevertheless, what Lenin considered an absolute principle for Social
Democratic organization appeared to others a temporary manifesta-
tion of the party’s adolescence, to be left behind as soon as possible.33
During those years when he gradually developed the practice and
theory of Russian Social Democracy, Lenin’s later opponents—Mar-
tov and his followers—probably did not yet recognize the implica-
tions of Lenin’s ideas, since there was agreement on fundamental
questions of Marxism. The party split during the Second Congress
of the Russian Social Democrats in the summer of 1903, therefore,
came as a complete surprise to most participants. The debate over
paragraph 1 of the party’s organization statute was the first indica-
tion of a deep-seated difference of opinion. Lenin’s draft was con-
sistent with his views on organization as laid down in What Is to Be
Done? For him there was no possible doubt that only professional
revolutionaries (as signified by the phrase “personal collaboration
within a party organization,” as against Martov’s wording, “under
the leadership™) constituted the core of the party and had the right
to deliberate and decide. Martov’s wish: “We should be pleased if
each striker, each demonstrator accountable for his actions, could
declare himself a party member,”3* was countered by Lenin’s: “It
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is better that ten comrades who are workers do not call themselves
party members . . . than that one loudmouth have the right and op-
portunity to be a party member.”33

Lenin and his followers, the later Bolsheviks, envisaged an elitist
organization of revolutionaries that would have a tight grip on lead-
ing the masses but not merge with them, an active revolutionary core
able to prepare and execute a revolutionary master plan. Martov and
the Mensheviks, on the other hand, stood in principle for a broadly
based socialist workers party representing the proletariat’s special
interests within society—in practice they too were obliged to con-
spire with a small circle of professional revolutionaries. While the
Mensheviks aimed their work among the proletariat at the striker
who declared himself for the party, Lenin’s ideal was the popular
leader of the masses in an assault on absolutism.3®

The split at the Second Congress had other causes,?” but its basic
origin lay in these differences of principle that suddenly came to
light. In the next few months additional points of contention arose,
and the split spread to local committees in Russia itself. Lenin left
Iskra and lived in almost total isolation abroad. Literary polemics
of former allies took on ever more abrasive tones. The workers,
whose future welfare was supposedly at issue, felt repelled by the
ideological bickering and the personal calumnies traded among their
“leaders.” A letter by a worker and party member to the Central
Committee states the case: “The battle now being waged by the
majority and the minority is totally incomprehensible to me, and a
great many of us do not think it is right. . . . Is it really normal to
expend all one’s energies and travel from committee to committee
only to talk about the majority and the minority? . . . Is the ques-
tion really so important that we should devote all our strength to it
and confront one another almost as enemies? . . . Already workers
circles are getting dissatisfied with the intelligentsia, which forgets
the workers over its internal quarrels; the more eager are about to
give up because they do not know what they should do.”38

Significantly, the nascent Russian labor movement, despite workers’
disgust at the intelligentsia’s feuding on theory, could not do without
the intelligentsia’s leadership and remained dependent on it intel-
lectually and politically. In spite of loud Bolshevik protests, Axel-
rod. a founder of Russian Marxism, was correct when he stated at the
Fifth Party Congress in 1907: “The mass of the proletarians re-
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ceived into the party exists within it as a sort of plebeian class, while
the intelligentsia plays the role of the aristocracy that controls in-
ternal and external affairs of our party state and shields the > plebeian

inst all corrupting influences from outside.”3®

Before the Revolution of 1905 the intelligentsia succeeded in
familiarizing with Marxist ideas a thin layer of the working class and
gained a foothold within the proletariat. The majority of Russian
workers, however, had not yet been reached by the Social Demo-
cratic Party, and the labor movement was primarily dedicated to
economic struggles, carried out in numerous independent strikes.
Most workers’ political consciousness was still minimal, and only a
very few recognized the necessity of a direct attack on czarism. Their
socially depressed status and lack of political rights, however, made
the working masses a fﬁ)r of considerable revolutionary potential

that was decisive in 1905.

2. THE FORMATION OF THE SOVIETS
a) The Labor Movement in 1905

On the eve of the first revolution the Russian labor movement lay
embedded in a broad stream of revolutionary opposition that em-
braced various social and political groups without, however, being
homogeneous or like-minded. Anarchic localized peasant disturbances,
terrorist assassinations which flared up anew, reform demands by
liberal aristocratic and bourgeois opposition, and efforts toward au-
tonomy and separatism of the non-Russian peoples in the border-
land—all these ran parallel to the labor movement and touched it
only occasionally. The outbreak and luckless course of the Russo-
Japanese War intensified the various revolutionary and oppositional
stirrings after the fall of 1904, and Czar Nicholas IT and his govem-
ment confronted these without a constructive program of their own.*°

The Revolution of 1905 was triggered by an event that symbolizes
the changes in direction from old Russia toward the revolution. The
mass march of workers on the Winter Palace on January 9 (22),
1905, with Father Gapon at its head, with icons and portraits of the
czar—a procession rather than a demonstration—was a last appeal
to the czar of the patriarchally minded Russian worker before he
tumed into a modern proletarian and a revolutionary. The ante-
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cedents of “Bloody Sunday” in St. Petersburg—from Gapon’s Union
of Russian Factory Workers, a Zubatovsi¢ina offshoot, to the strike
in the Putilov Works and the petition drawn up by left liberal intellec-
tuals—clearly show a mix of different levels of political consciousness
and development in the Russian labor movement at the begin-
ning of the century. Even among workers of the capital the almost
mystical faith in the Czar-Protector still prevailed, nourished by the
religious ecstasy emanating from Gapon; socialist revolutionary
groups were in effect excluded from the movement. But contrary to
plans of participants, the criminal carelessness of court and govern-
ment officials turned the peaceful demonstration into a bloodbath, and
made “Bloody Sunday” a signal for revolution. During its course,
naturally, the Russian workers’ “patriarchal illusions” very soon
dissipated and were replaced by radical revolutionary slogans.#

The January events in St. Petersburg released a revolutionary wave
that soon engulfed the entire Russian empire and peaked in October
and December 1905. It offers a confusing juxtaposition of differing
political and social trends and isolated revolutionary actions, ranging
from liberal petitions and deputations, labor strikes and demon-
strations, peasant disturbances, and navy mutinies, to armed up-
risings of entire localities and regions. Just once—during the general
strike in October—was there a united revolutionary front; it resulted
in the issuance of the “October Manifesto” with its constitutional
concessions which did not, however, fundamentally change Russia’s
political and social structure. Radicalization of the revolution, most
acutely evinced during the December insurrection in Moscow, pro-
voked harsh counter-measures by conservatives, thereby killing all
hope for a free parliamentary system in 1906-1907. With this, the
Revolution of 1905 changed from a “chance” for Russia to “as-
similate to Europe” politically and constitutionally—as was the case
in the economic area, through industrialization—into a “dress re-
hearsal” for the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, which would not
have been possible without the “backward” conditions in old Russia.

Immediate consequences of “Bloody Sunday” were by no means
confined to the labor movement; rather, thev brought about a general
heightening of political activity in all social strata. The liberal oppo-
sition, centered around the organs of self-government, the zemstvos
and the municipal dumas, and around the more radical Union of
Liberation (Sojus osvoboZdenija), intensified its criticism of the
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regime. Existing professional associations formed the starting point
for the professional-political organization of the Russian intelligentsia.
In early May, the separate groups joined together in the Union of
Unions (Sojuz sojuzov), which through the spring and summer be-
came increasingly radical.** A similar coalition of politically conscious
peasants was sponsored by the All-Russian Peasant Union (Vse-
rossijskij krest’janskij sojuz), which held its first congress at the begin-
ning of August.#® The socialist parties, emerging from underground
into semilegitimacy, increased their activity, and new political parties
in the liberal and monarchist camps began to be formed. Organiza-
tional activity encompassed all segments of the population. The revo-
lution and the concomitant relaxation of government restrictions for
the first time made possible public participation in Russian politics;
passionately aroused and torn between extremes, Russians were seek-
ing stable outlets for political activity.

The strike movement represented the most dynamic force among
the various currents of the first Russian revolution. There is a kernel
of truth in Rosa Luxemburg’s conscious exaggeration: “The history
of the Russian general strike is the history of the Russian revolu-
tion.”#4 Equally apt is her characterization that “The general strike,
as the Russian revolution has shown us, is so adaptable a phenomenon
that it mirrors all phases of the political and economic struggle, all
stages and moments of the revolution. . . . Political and economic
strikes, general strikes and partial strikes, demonstration strikes and
militant strikes, general strikes of single trades and in individual cities,
quiet struggles over wages and street fights, battles on the barricades
—all these go on together, side by side, cross each other, flow into
each other.”#5 Only the dramatic battles stand out from the vast
total of small, limited, often unreported strikes.*® They are both
highlights of the revolution and cradles of the soviets.

§t the peak of the January movement in St. Petersburg, about
150,000 workers were on strike.#? Reverberations of “Bloody Sun-
day” were felt in almost all large cities and industrial centers, and the
number of workers on strike during January and February 1905
was greater than the total for the ten years preceding.P:?At first
the Russian borderlands with non-Russian populations (POland, the
Baltic, the Caucasus) led; in these regions the movement became po-
liticized much more rapidly because of ethnic differences.® The strike
movement within Russia until October 1905, on the other hand, was
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largely motivated by economic considerations; political objectives de-
veloped only gradually. The impetus of the St. Petersburg events
first of all brought about a general awareness of the “proletarian situ-
ation.” The next goal was immediate improvement of working and
living conditions; political slogans generally found only feeble re-
sponse among workers or were rejected outright.’® This held true
particularly for proletarian groups still closely connected with the
land, such as miners and metalworkers in the Ural region and, to
a lesser extent, textile workers in the central area. Metalworkers of
the large St. Petersburg factories and dockers in Black Sea ports, on
the other hand, more quickly and more consciously adopted the anti-
czarist battlecries.’! The nucleus of metalworkers and textile work-
ers, who could look back on years of strike activity, was joined after
January 1905 by new groups of semiproletarian workers, who were
now striking for the first time. Bakers, longshoremen, sales people,
clerks, and municipal employees (streetcar conductors, sewer work-
ers, lamplighters, and others) all raised their demands and chiefly
succeeded in reducing the workday to ten, nine, or sometimes even
eight hours.52

The rail strikes were.of -special importance.®8_In_southern Russia
_thirteen major rail lines went on strike during the first half of Febru-
ary. The strike was directed by elected strike_committees, and man-
agement was forced to negotiate with them. The railroaders’ principal
demands were: establishment of an elected body to work out the
strikers’ demands, freedom of assembly to discuss all labor questions,
various wage demands, and the eight-hour workday. Considering the
war’s course, the government at first thought it wise to make promises:
on all rail lines the workday was to be reduced to nine hours, and
the workers associations would be granted a voice. But when the
strikes continued, all railroad workers were made subject to the
mobilization laws, and strikes were prohibited under pain of severe
penalties. During the following months the rail workers launched
intensive organizing activities, culminating in April in the establish-
ment of an All-Russian Union of Railroad Workers, which joined the
Union of Unions and played a significant part in the preparations for
the October strike.5¢

In view of the strike wave set in motion by “Bloody Sunday,” the
government felt constrained to take steps to restore the St. Peters-
burg workers’ shattered faith in the czar and to attest official interest
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in helping them. Two commissions were established, one under Sena-
tor Shidlovsky, to determine “ffi¢ causes of dissatisfaction of “St.
Petersburg factory workers and formulate proposals 1or their eradica-
tion,” and the other, under Minister of Finance Kokovcev personally,
to study German labor legislation.?® Elected workers representatives
were to take part in the first commission. They were to be chosen
in indirect elections from among the workers, who were divided into
nine electoral divisions grouped by trades.3¢

Although the whole experiment lasted a scant two weeks and ended
in failure, the Shidlovsky Commission marked an important step in
the labor movement during 1905; to some extent it provided the
groundwork for the St. Petersburg soviet of workers deputies, and
helped revolutionize the working class.

Its practical effect was doubtful from the beginning, but it did have
considerable organizational and agitational value. The socialist parties
themselves saw the commission and the elections as helpful.5” Here
for the first time was a concrete though limited example of the dif-
ferences begween Bolsheviks and Mensheviks concerning revolution-
ary tacticséoth factions emphasized the elections’ usefulness for
propaganda, since they allowed Social Democrats to appear more
openly than before and to be active at election meetings in the fac-
tories. But while the Bolsheviks never expected the commission to
succeed and did not even want it to,5 the Mensheviks wanted to
use the commission as a platform from which to address the entire
Russian proletariat. In Iskra Martov pointed out that the commis-
sion must include elected representatives of all Russian workers,
and that in St. Petersburg close ties could be established between
delegates and factory workers by utilizing the legally authorized
factory elders. In this way the commission couldgecome a public
advisory and propaganda center of Russian workg9

On February 17, 1905, 400 electors met; of these, 20 percent
were organized Social Democrats, 40 percent were radicalized work-
ers, and the remainder consisted of “economist” workers and un-
committed elements.®® Because some of their colleagues had been
arrested, the assembly was in a revolutionary mood. Influenced by the
Bolsheviks, the membership submitted to Senator Shidlovsky the fol-
lowing nonnegotiable demands: freedom of assembly and speech for
the election of delegates to the commission; unhampered exercise of

| delegates’ responsibilities, including free speech and discussion dur-
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]
ing primary elections; and release of the arrested electors.®? On the |
following day, when election of commission members had been sched-
uled, the government refused the demands, and the electors decided
to boycott the commission. Their appeal set forth reasons for the
boycott and called on the workers to unite for the struggle for an
eight-hour day, state insurance benefits, representation of the people
in the government, and an end to the war.%? Dissolution of the com-
mission on February 20 ended the czarist government’s sole_attempt
m 1905 to solve the labor question through legal channels. The real
significance of the Shidlovsky Commission lay in_another area: by

electing deputies in the factories, it prepared the way for the soviets .
0 Tepresent the metropolitan working class.

b) Workers Committees

ST R

The strike movement beginning in 1905 did not rely on trade-
union or political organizations. Unions emerged only during the revo-
lution and indeed because of the strikes, and the revolutionary parties
were too limited in their scope. The strike movement was spontaneous
in the true sense of the word—that is, the strikes flared up out of
some local mc1dent Or ( other lasted for a few days or at most weeks,
and burnéd themselves out after certain concessions had been achieved
or labor’s resources were exhausted. Leadership of these spontane-
ous strikes lay with workers committees of various factories. As was
shown above,®® such committees had appeared at the beginning of
the Russian workers movement; their intent was to bring unity and
leadership to a chaotic movement. Outbreak of the revolution gave
new impetus to the spontaneous organizational efforts. Where the
1903 law concerning factory elders was in effect, the workers no
longer adhered to the provisions for age, length of service, or rights
of the starosti. Elsewhere—the majority of cases—the workers on
their own initiative elected representatives who were increasingly
recognized by management as the workers’ spokesmen in charge of
negotiations. These committees carried various labels: assembly of
delegates or deputies (delegatskoe, deputatskoe sobranie), workers
commission (komissija rabo¢ich), commission of electors (komissija
vybornych), council of factory elders (sovet starost), council of au-
thorized representatives (sovet upolnomodennych), strike committee
(staCeCnyj komitet), and the like—or simply deputies (deputaty)
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and authorized representatives (upolnomodennye). In rare instances
they were already called councils of workers deputies (sovet rabo¢ich
deputatov).

In the strike at_the Putiloy Works, which began on January 3,
1905, and in which Gapon’s association participated, a deputation of
37 was elected to negotiate with the factory management.®* Among
the workers’ demands was a request for a standing commission of such
workers representatives.’> When the strike resumed in late January,
new deputies were elected, who also went to other factories to en-
list support for the Putilov workers. In consequence, the manage-
ment granted election of factory elders according to the law of 1903.
The 56 elected starosti drew up 22 demands, which they presented to
management. The directors rejected the more important demands and
forbade the starosti to assemble. The next few weeks saw increasingly
violent clashes between both sides, until the deputies resigned.®
During a strike in June a number of workers were fired. An assembly
of unemployed elected a commission of 26 deputies who esgablished
relief measures, among which were four soup kitchens.®{ Workers
committees—some temporary, others permanent—were organized in
maqy large enterprises in St. Petersburg during January and Febru-
aﬁ Reports about similar deputies committees are available from
nurfferous Russian cities.®® In the Ukraine alone over 30 deputies
assemblies could be traced, the most significant those in the Brjansk
metals factory in Ekaterinoslav, the locomotive shops in Kharkov,
the South Russian Machine Factory in Kiev, and the shipyard in
Nikolaev. Usually these committees functioned only during strikes
and were disbanded when the strikes ended, at which time the most
active members were often jailed or fired. In a few cases the strikers
won the right to maintain a permanent representation of deputies.™
In the spring of 1905 deputies committees were also established in a
few mining enterprises and foundries in the Ural region, among them
the Nadezdinskij factory, where the name “soviet of workers deputies”
was used.”

_In all these cases we are dealing with elected workers committees
in individual entérprises, “with little contact among them. They re-
semble the later factory committees (fabr1cno-zavodsk1e komxtety),
though only rarely did they have precisely defined functions. A fur-,
ther step toward a trade union was taken when several factory com-
mittees representing a trade amalgamated. Such delegates councils
were formed chiefly in Moscow and Kharkov, among workers in the
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printing, textile, metal, and tobacco trades.”> The most significant
trade-wide council was the Council of Printers in _Moscow
deputatov ot tipolitografij Moskvy), which appeared in late Sep-
tember at the center of a general strike in Moscow. It included 264
delegates from 110 plants, had an executive council of 15 members,
and held 10 sessions in all.?™ It considered its task “to call general and
sectional meetings of printing-trade workers, to prepare questions for
discussion, to submit to the meetings resolutions adopted by the
soviet, to implement the resolutions, to distribute funds received for
support of the strike, to negotiate with printing-plant owners.”? The
delegates council survived even after the strike ended, and resolved
to draw up trade-union statutes. Subsequently one of Russia’s most
significant trade unions grew out of this group.”™

Workers committees in factories and trade-based delegates councils
were in many cases the nuclei of trade unions which sprang up-in
Moscow, St. Petersburg, and other major cities in the spring and
summer of 1905.7¢ Another development, however, also became
possible: during the revolution when strikes included several factories
and often several branches of an industry, a need for unified local
leadership grew acute. Thus representatives of separate factories
joined in a city-wide strlke commlttee Whenever such a strike com-
mittee—for running a single action, for a limited time—turned into
a permanent elected delegation with much broader aims, then we
have before us a council (soviet) of workers deputies.

A clear-cut distinction between strike committee and soviet cannot
be made for the early phase of the council movement in 1905, how-
ever, as the genesis of various soviets will show. Nor can a distinction
between functions of the two organizations be maintained. The his-
torical facts contradict some Soviet historians who see the principal
difference between soviets and other workers organizations—such
as strike committees and trade unions—in that soviets were essen-
tially militant political organs of the proletariat, aimed at revolu-
tionary seizure of power.”” Various factors determined whether a
soviet that had started as a strike committee turned militant or de-
voted itself to workers’ econoniic concerns. In-any-ease-it is the fusion
of economic and political struggle that characterizes the soviets. “Their
Y—-
genesis in the 1905 Revolution unequivocally shows that they repre-
sented workers’ interests on the factory level. The first soviets were
founded because workers desired unity and leadership in their splin-
tered struggle, and not because they wanted to seize political power.
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c) The First Soviets—Summer of 1905

The first soviet of the Russian revolution appeared in mid-May
1905 in Ivanovo Voznesensk in the Moscow textile district.™ Around
this time the central Russian industrial region, which until then had
reacted rather mildly to the events in St. Petersburg, became the
arena of violent strikes, the duration and tenacity of which were
unprecedented. The working and living conditions in this “Russian
Manchester,” as the city was called, were particularly bad. In the
previous year many smaller strikes had already taken place, and the
Social Democrats had propagandized among the workers for some
time. It was they who initiated the strike in May. At a workers
meeting on May 9, 26 demands were made and were circulated among
the workers in the next three days. Almost without exception, the
demands concerned questions of economic and working conditions,
such as abolition of nightwork and overtime, a monthly minimal
wage, and abolition of the “factory police” that existed in some
plants. Only one point demanded “the right to assemble freely and
discuss hardships, and freely to write about the workers’ hardships
in the newspapers—that is, freedom of speech and assembly,””® in
short, was of a political nature.

The strike began May 12; within a few days about 40,000 workers
were participating.8® The following day a huge crowd assembled be-
fore the city hall and handed the hectographed demands to the fac-
tory inspector of the province. He suggested that deputies be elected
from individual factories and that they should deal with owners
through factory inspectors. The workers agreed but asked for guaran-
tees that no deputy would be arrested. When this demand was
granted, elections to the deputies council took place both on the
spot and, on the following day, outside the city.

On May 15 the Ivanovo Voznesensk Council of Representatives
(Ivanovo-Voznesenskii sovet upolnomodennych) was constituted at
a session in the city hall at which the factory inspector of Vladimir
province took part. He recognized the assembled deputies as the
authorized workers representatives and cautioned them to restrict
their demands to economic improvement and not to pursue political
or revolutionary aims. On May 17 a prohibition was issued against
assembling in the streets, town squares, and city hall. The soviet
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thereupon moved to the shores of the Talka River, where for the
next few weeks it held its sessions among the striking workers, who
were camping there.?!
The soviet numbered 110 deputies®? and a presidium of several
people. Although most strikers were textile workers, the presidium
included mechanics and engravers—a fact that reflected the low cul-
tural level of the textile workers. The soviet declared its task to be:
1) to conduct the strike; 2) to prevent separate actions and negotia-
tions; 3) to assure the orderly and organized behavior of the workers;
" 4) to resume work only on order of the soviet.®3
In the first three weeks the strike ran its course quietly and undis-
turbed. The soviet conducted numerous meetings, where the first
political demands were made, including that for a constituent as-
sembly. But in general the strikers’ mood was peaceful and averse
to revolutionary solutions.8* After the factory owners rejected labor’s
demands, the soviet turned to the minister of the interior with a
list of requests that extended from legal regulation of workers pen-
sions to a parliament based on general, universal suffrage elections.?®
On June 3 military intervention brought about bloody clashes
with the strikers, which with increasing famine led to a radicalization
expressed in looting of stores and in arson on June 24 and 25. These
reactions were a significant relapse into the spontaneous, vengeful
chaos of earlier strikes, and not even the soviet could control thzm.
On the contrary, the soviet had to declare in advance that it could
no longer assure maintenance of order. The authority of this self-
elected organ was not yet strong enough to subordinate the striking
workers to its leadership, but it could prevent collapse of the strike
movement, threatened by the workers’ growing exhaustion. The soviet
decided to resume work on July 1. When the employers demanded a
declaration from every worker that he would return to work under
the old conditions, the strike dragged on until July 18. On that day
the deputies—several leading members having by then been arrested
—asked factory inspectors to negotiate resumption of work under the
old conditions. The soviet disbanded. In the following weeks and
months the former soviet deputies continued to act as spokesmen
for workers in various factories during negotiations and conflicts with
management.
Although the workers had gained no material advantages, the
Ivanovo Voznesensk strike left a lasting impression on Russian public
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opinion by its unprecedented solidarity and its long duration. The
chief credit for this undoubtedly goes to the soviet. Formed as a
strike committee, it grew rapidly into the first open city-wide repre-
sentation of the proletariat’s interests. Its authority among the workers
allowed the soviet to become the recognized spokesman for the entire
work force, even in the eyes of the mill owners and the government.
If a revolutionary seizure of power was completely foreign to the
soviet, and if it restricted itself to achievement of practical economic
demands and proclamation of a few general political points, the rea-
son lay in the undeveloped political consciousness of most workers
and in the general situation, which in the summer of 1905 was not
yet dominated by the militant revolutionary fervor of October. As
an elected city-wide organ of the workers, however, the soviet repre-
sented a newer, higher form of workers organization, which in the
coming months shaped the revolutionary labor movement.

Under influence of the Ivanovo Voznesensk strike, a strike of about
10,000 workers also broke out in early July 1905 in the neighboring
city of Kostroma. On July 6 a factory meeting was attended by dele-
gates from other striking plants. On the following day a “deputies
assembly of strikers” (deputatskoe sobranie bastujus¢ich) of 108
members was formed. It elected from its midst a 12-man executive
commission (strike commission) and a finance commission. Together
with the Social Democratic Party committee, the strike commission
issued a Bulletin reporting the most important events during the
strike. The provincial factory inspector treated the soviet as legal
representative of the striking workers but demanded removal from
it of all persons not connected with the factories or under twenty-
five years of age. This would have eliminated socialist agitators who
had been crucially involved in the soviet’s creation. The soviet re-
fused and continued in its original form. The owners tried to cir-
cumvent the soviet by refusing to negotiate with it; they tried instead
to deal separately with representatives of individual concerns. After
three weeks, the deputies council decided to end the strike, since the
manufacturers had agreed to shorten the workday by an hour and
the workers were exhausted. Unlike the Ivanovo Voznesensk strike,
that in Kostroma ended in an organized manner, with a proclamation.
Bolshevik propaganda in favor of an armed rising, however, went
unheeded.?8

Both the Ivanovo Voznesensk and Kostroma soviets and the above-
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mentioned council of Moscow printers, had only local impact, despite
their importance and success. Like the strike movement which since
January 1905 had splintered into numerous local and partial strikes,
these workers organizations could affect solely their immediate area.
{Only the general October strike in St. Petersburg evolved an organiza-
tion capable of directing an all-Russian worker revolution: the St.
Petersburg Soviet of Workers Deputiesa

d) The October Strike
and the Formation of the St. Petersburg Soviet

In the late summer of 1905 the first revolutionary wave, sparked
by January events in St. Petersburg, had subsided.®? Publication on
August 6 of the manifesto creating the Imperial Duma and granting
a limited franchise, as well as the conclusion of peace with Japan on
August 23 (September 5), 1905, seemed to stabilize Russia’s domes-
tic situation, without significant successes for the revolution. The in-
ternal atmosphere, however, was still far from calm, even without such
dramatic events as the mutiny of the battleship Potemkin in May.
It needed only a new impulse to express the population’s widespread
dissatisfaction and latent readiness for revolution.

Events leading to the great October strike began with the printing-
trade workers strike in Moscow,®® followed on September 27
by a general work stoppage. After a few days the Moscow move-
ment seemed to die out, but the spark flashed across to St. Peters-
burg, where on October 3 the printers began a sympathy strike. This
wave too subsided, but on October 6 the workers of several rail-
road shops in Moscow began a walkout. In recent months a general
railroad strike plan had been much discussed by the All-Russian
Union of Railroad Workers. In late September the government called
a conference of delegates of railroad employees and workers, who
met in St. Petersburg to discuss pension statutes.®? The central bureau
of the Union of Railroad Workers had called for a boycott of the
delegates election, but the railroad workers sent their representatives
to the congress, since they hoped for far-reaching resolutions from
it, and pictured its activities in the “most revolutionary colors.”?®
Because of the railroad workers’ excitement, the central bureau set
the strike in Moscow for October 4. On that day, everything remained
calm. Then a rumor spread like wildfire: participants in the St. Peters-
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burg conference had been arrested. Now the strike—rescheduled for
October 6—was fully successful; railway workers of the Moscow-
Kazan line walked out, and within two or three days the strike para-
lyzed all lines leading into Moscow.?! Though the rumor about arrest
of conference members was soon proven false, there was no stopping
the movement, once it started. On October 9 the conference an-
nounced support of the strikers and raised a series of political de-
mands. Starting October 10 the strike spread to other rail lines, and
by October 13 almost all Russian lines were on strike, with the sole
exception of Finland. On October 16 the Finnish trains too came
to a halt. Strike committees_formed at all stations, and acted in
concert to block rail trafﬁc.@ October 10 factory workers struck
and on October 12 the strike became general, joined by postal work-
ers, telephone and telegraph workers, service employees, both public
and private, and professional workers.?? Moscow and St. Petersburg
led the way, all other major cities followed, and eyen a number of the
smaller towns were engulfed by the strike wave%

From the first day, the October strike had a political character. The
fight for inviolability of the Tailway 'WorKers congress became over-
night a struggle for personal and civil liberties, a constitution, political
amnesty, and similar reforms. The dominant rallying cry was: con-
stituent assembly based on a universal, impartial, direct, and. secret
ballot. Widespread participation by nonproletarian groups turned
‘the October strike into a political protest against the czarist system.
At this same time (October 12-18) the Constitutional Democratic
Party was founded at a congress in St. Petersburg, which expressed
solidarity with the strikers and demanded convocation of a national
assembly.?* The Union of Unions helped organize the strike of em-
ployees and professionals. Numerous industrialists allowed workers
to hold meetings in factories, paid full or partial wages on strike
days, and did not dismiss a single worker because of the strike.?
The municipal dumas sympathized with the strike or at least re-
mained neutral: they gave financial support to strikers, took workers
delegates into their ranks, and pleaded for restraint by authorities
and troops.%®

Since October 14 the capital of the Russian Empire had been
without rail connection, without streetcars, electricity, telephones, or
newspapers, and often without open shops.®? In view of this desperate
situation, Czar Nicholas II sought Witte’s aid and named him presi-
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dent of the council of ministers. At Witte'’s suggestion the czar issued
on October 17 (30), 1905, the now famous October "Manifesto,
which guaranteed civil liberties, extended suffrage for elections to the
Duma to prevxously excluded segments of the population, and con-
ceded the Duma’s right to enact laws, in place of its purely advisory
functions.? In the eyes of the majority of the Russian people this
‘meant nothmg less than the end of autocracy and the dawn of a con-
stitutional parliamentary era. The masses responded accordingly; rail
traffic resumed on October 19, industrial strikes ended, the united
front of the revolutionary forces began to crumble.

The St. Petersburg Soviet of Workers Deputies emerged in the
Russian capital at the peak of the October strike. Metropolitan work-
ers had long been familiar with the idea of a workers representation
chosen in the plants. Beginning with the January strike deputies
committees were formed in a number of factories. The elections to
the Shidlovsky Commission for the first time aimed at workers repre-
sentation for the entire city.?® After failure of that commission, the
electors chosen in the factories continued to function as worker rep-
resentatives in dealings with managements.® Alongside these prac-
tical preliminaries some theoretical preparation existed among St.
Petersburg workers, thanks to the concept—spread by the Menshe-
viks in the spring and summer of 1905—of “revolutionary self-gov-
ernment” and of a “workers congress” that was to include factory
delegates.1°! However, a concrete revolutionary impetus was needed
before the St. Petersburg soviet sprang from these beginnings. When
the strike wave spread from Moscow to St. Petersburg on October 11,
the workers spontaneously reached out for concerted -action. Depu-
ties (starosti) were elected in several factories, including the Putilov
and Obukhov Works; a number of deputies had earlier been mem-
bers of strike committees or electors to the Shidlovsky Commis-
sion.1®? On October 10 a session of the Menshevik “Group” (of
St. Petersburg) proposed founding a city-wide “workers committee”
to lead the general strike, and to begin propaganda for its election.
Next day about fifty agitators began circulating among workers an
appeal proposing election of one deputy for each 500 workers, a
procedure used for election to the Shidlovsky Commission.1*® When
Trotsky, who was considering a similar plan, came to St. Petersburg,
he learned that the Mensheviks had already initiated it.2¢ On October
12 at a workers meeting Chrustalev-Nosar, subsequently chairman
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of the soviet, reported on the Moscow council of printing-trade
workers of September and advocated formation of a similar council
as core of the strike movement.1%
rThus the St. Petersburg soviet grew from three separate roots:
. 1) the representatives spontaneously elegted in the plants;
{ 2) propaganda by the Mensheviks, who saw the soviet as a link
in their campaign for “revolutionary self-government”;
3) the example of the Moscow council of printing-trade workers.
On the evening of October 13 the St. Petersburg soviet first met
at the Technological Institute; about 40 people took part. Some had
been delegates to the Shidlovsky Commission, some were deputies
chosen in factories at the beginning of the strike, and 15 had been
especially elected to the soviet.1°¢ Zborovskij, a Menshevik, presided
at the first session. The participants issued this appeal to St. Peters-
burg workers for election of delegates: “The assembly of deputies
from all factories and workshops will form a general workers com-
mittee in St. Petersburg. The committee will strengthen and unify our
movement, represent the St. Petersburg workers to the public, and
decide actions during the strike, as well as its termination.”107
The appeal shows clearly that the new soviet set itself a limited
goal: unified direction of the strike. Mikhail Pokrovski therefore
rightly noted that initially the soviet was a strike committee similar
to the Ivanovo Voznesensk soviet.1%® At first workers and press quite
naturally referred to the soviet as a “strike commission,” “strike
committee,” “workers association,” etc.109
Responding to the appeal, workers elected deputies during the
following days, and the soviet took shape. At the second meeting on
October 14 there were already 80 to 90 delegates from 40 large
plants; at the third, on the following day, 226 representatives from
96 factories and workshops and S trade unions were present. At this
session, too, the 3 socialist parties (Menshevik, Bolshevik, and Social
Revolutionary), with 3 representatives each were officially admitted.
They had only advisory powers in the executive committee. Chrus-
talev-Nosar was elected permanent chairman of the soviet.11® At the
next meeting on October 17, in the building of tl ¢ Free Economic
Society, the soviet constituted itself definitively&{it named itself Sovet
rabotich deputatov (Council of Workers Deputies), elected a pro-
visional executive committee of 22 members (2 each from 7 boroughs
of the city, 2 each from the 4 largest trade unions), and decided to
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issue its own newspaper, Izvestija soveta raboCich deputatov (News
of the Council of Workers Deputies).1!! The workers of St. Peters-
burg gave their pilot organization the name that became the symbol
of the Russian revolution, as the same hour when the czar issued the
October Manifesto.

Organized to lead the October strike, the St. Petersburg soviet a
few days after the strike had started turned into a general political
organ representing all workers, and the revolutionary movement in
the capital. Its functions rapidly grew beyond those of a mere strike
committee; it became a “workers parliament” that had to take a
stand on a great many questions and a mass organization of the St.
Petersburg working class such as had not existed heretofore. When
the St. Petersburg workers council continued after the strike’s end,
it had definitely changed from a simple strike committee into a gen-
eral militant revolutionary body. This transformation was neither in-
tentional nor conscious: the revolutionary movement, which at its
zenith had produced the soviet, had not yet ebbed and continued on
its stormy course, and the organ it created had to go along. During
the “freedom days,” the St. Petersburg soviet took on the character
that made it the model for other councils in 1905 and later in 1917.

e) Formation of Workers Councils in the Provinces

The mere existence of the St. Petersburg soviet and the authority
it enjoyed among workers in the capital popularized the soviet idea
far beyond St. Petersburg, so that workers councils were formed
everywhere in Russia’s larger and smaller industrial cities from Oc-
tober to December 1905.112 All told, about forty to fifty councils of
workers deputies can be traced, to which can be added several sol-
diers and peasants councils.!!3 Some were modeled on older organiza-
fions such as strike committees and deputies assemblies; others were
formed directly, initiated by Social Democratic Party organizations,
which then exercised considerable influence in the soviet. Frequently
boundaries between a simple strike committee and a fully developed
council of workers deputies were fluid, and only in the main revolu-
tionary centers with considerable concentrations of workers—such as
(apart from St. Petersburg) Moscow, Odessa, Novorossiysk, and the
Donets Basin—were the councils thoroughly organized.

It was remarkably late when the Moscow Council of Workers
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Deputies was formed: after the St. Petersburg council the Moscow
soviet was the most important in Russia and it played a leading role
in the December insurrection.!*4 Initiated by the local Bolshevik or-
ganization, which on October 2 appealed for election of deputies to
conduct the strike,’’® and modeled on the council of printing-trade
workers, an assembly of representatives from five trades, meeting in
early October, recommended formation of deputies councils by trades,
to be united into a city-wide soviet.118 It never came to that, how-
ever; rather, on October 10 a municipal strike committee, mainly
composed of members of the professions and including only a few
workers, was formed and became the organizational center of the
October strike in Moscow. The chairman of the railroad workers
strike committee, a Menshevik, became chairman of the municipal
strike committee, which included official representatives of the social-
ist parties The strike committee was not exclusively proletarian but
represented a coalition of all revolutionary forces. Because the Bol-
shevik Party’s Central Committee had a negative attitude toward the
St. Petersburg soviet,!” the Moscow Bolshevik committee hesitated
for a long time before reviving the original idea of a pure workers
council.JAt the beginning of November the joint committee of the
RSDWP, including Mensheviks as well as Bolsheviks, decided to go
to the factories and agitate for the election of workers deputies. It
was emphasized that these deputies should have nothing in common
with the earlier factory elders (starosti) but that they were to lead
the workers’ struggle against the employers and give needed unity
to the labor movement. Finally, on November 21, the first session
of the Moscow soviet was held; some 180 deputies participated,
representing roughly 80,000 workers.”ﬁrom that point on the Mos-
cow soviet developed rapidly into a militant revolutionary organ of
the workers mgvement which became an armed insurrection in early
Degember 1903

As the movement gained momentum in December, several soviets
—especially in the mining communities of the Urals and in the Donets
Basin—prepared to lead the armed struggle. Relatively little is known
about their brief existence.!’® The Bolsheviks gave them the highest
mark: that they had aimed at revolutionary seizure of power through
insurrection. In reality these short-lived, partially developed soviets
were ad hoc committees fighting for the revolution, rather than broad
proletarian representations like the St. Petersburg councD
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Soviets roughly corresponded geographically to workers and strike
movements. By far the greatest number of soviets arose in the Mos-
cow industrial region, in the Donets Basin, in the Urals, and along
the Black Sea coast. With the exception of Poland, the provinces with
the highest number of strikers and the greatest concentration of strikes
were also the areas where soviets were most active.120

f) Soldiers Councils and Peasants Councils

Along with soviets of workers deputies, the Revolution of 1905
already saw isolated instances of soldiers and peasants councils, such
as became widespread in 1917.12! In general, we have even less in-
formation about their establishment and activities than for workers
councils. The soldiers’ unrest in 1905 and 1906 sprang from for-
tuitous causes (inadequate food and clothing, rough treatment by
officers, cancelation of leaves, and the like), and only rarely was
there evidence of a conscious revolutionary attitude. Not until after
the October Manifesto did soldiers garrisoned in large cities come
into closer contact with political life and with revolutionary organiza-
tions seeking entry into the barracks to agitate and to form political
cells. The government faced a critical situation in the Manchurian
army which, when demobilized after the peace treaty with Japan,
encountered striking railroad workers during the soldiers’ difficult
and frequently interrupted homeward journey on the Siberian rail-
way.1?? Soldiers councils were formed during November and De-
cember 1905 in several cities along the Siberian railway line, the most
significant in Krasnoyarsk and Chita.12® In Krasnoyarsk a railway
workers committee founded during the October strike and then ex-
panded into a general “workers commission,” and a soldiers com-
mittee of the railroad battalion established at the beginning of
December, united and proclaimed a workers and soldiers council on
December 9, consisting of 80 workers and 40 soldiers deputies.
In Chita a council of soldiers and cossacks was organized in
November, in addition to the workers council. In both cities the
councils exercised a number of revolutionary powers until they were
suppressed in late December 1905 and early January 1906. A far
smaller role was played by a 20-man soldiers committee formed in
Moscow on December 2 in the regiment of Rostovskij Grenadiers.
The committee issued an appeal to all soldiers in Moscow to elect
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deputies from their midst “for common consideration of all matters
of interest to soldiers.”??* On the following day numerous repre-
sentatives of other regiments and battalions took part in a committee
session, but no general council of the Moscow garrison was organized
when the mutiny was suppressed on December 4. In Sevastopol, where
a sailors council had been formed November 12 during a sailors
mutiny, they could not induce the artillery and infantry units to join
them and send delegates.!?3 In Kiev, finally, during the soldiers demon-
strations in mid-November, matters went no further than an appeal
by the RSDWP’s military organization to elect deputies to a soldiers
council in all units.126

For the soldiers the words strike and soviet were symbols of the
revolution and their organizations were modeled on the workers
soviets; similarly the workers councils occasionally exerted a revolu-
tionary influence on local peasants. In four volosts of Tver province,
as well as in the vicinity of Novorossiysk and Rostov, peasants com-
mittees or peasant councils (the designations vary) appeared in
November and December 1905 in direct collaboration with workers
from those cities. Sometimes these were nothing more than the usual
village assemblies (schody) in revolutionary guise.!?” Some of the
deputies councils formed in the spring of 1905 in Urals mines and
factories were de facto workers and peasants councils, since many
members were peasants who worked in factories, but lived in vil-
lages.1?® Independent forms of the peasants revolution were exhibited
by the peasants committees in Gurev, the site of violent peasant dis-
turbances since early 1905. The elected revolutionary community
representatives refused to pay taxes and rents and deposed the local
authorities. Here the movement was strongly influenced and led by
Menshevik party organizations, which saw peasant committees as
organs of “revolutionary self-government.”12? However, the few
peasant soviets modeled on workers councils were not significant for
the course of the revolution or for organizing the peasapiry. Even in
1917 soviets prevailed only slowly in the countrysideaxxl 1905 the
agrarian revolution lagged behind the urban workers movement and
proceeded with even less unity and organization than the latter. With
minor exceptions, the year 1905 did not bring about “revolutionary
solidarity” in the form of soviets of workers, soldiers, and peasants

deputie?
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3. THE NATURE AND ACTIVITY
OF THE 1905 SOVIETS

a) Councils as Organs of Proletarian Self-Government

Trotsky, at the age of twenty-six one of the leading minds of the
St. Petersburg Soviet of Workers Deputies, in his history of the
Revolution of 1905!3° aptly characterized the factors that determined
the soviets’ rise: “The soviet of workers deputies emerged in fulfill-
ment of an objective need—generated by the course of events—for
an organization that would represent authority without containing
tradition, for an organization ready to encompass the scattered masses
numbering hundreds of thousands without imposing on them many
organizational restraints; for an organization that would unite revo-
lutionary currents within the proletariat, that could take the initiative
and automatically control itself; and, most importantly, for an organ-
ization that could be created within twenty-four hours.”13!

The Russian working class lacked even the limited opportunity
enjoyed by the liberal bourgeoisie in the zemstvo and municipal
dumas, to organize legally. Revolutionary parties could function only
as conspiratorial circles and workers were forbidden to form trade
unions to aid the economic struggle. In other words, at the moment
of revolution the workers possessed no existing organizations that
could have unified and led the movement. Lack of a strong class
organization fostered spontaneous self-help in the form of soviets and
the absence of semiproletarian organizations (unions, parties) enabled
the soviets to become associations of the entire proletariat.!3? To
what extent the tradition of the old Russian village peasant commune
(obs¢ina) had an influence on workers councils is hard to determine.
Certainly many Russian factory workers were still familiar with the
“democratic” customs and common deliberations of village meetings,
just as the “factory elder” is linked to the peasant “starost.” These
experiences may have contributed to the ease with which soviets
caught hold of the working masses, who discussed their concerns and
elected deputies in open meetings. The proverbial cooperative spirit
of Russian peasants and workers—though this concept should not
be stretched too far—as manifested, for example, in the “production
cooperative” of the artel’, probably also favored their joining in
soviets.
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The natural soil in which these organizations grew was the place
of work, the factory. It determined the worker’s economic and social
status; here class antagonism was a daily experience. Here, too, was
the lever by which the worker could improve his position: through
organization and through federation with workers in other enterprises.
Thus it was here that the Russian worker became politicized. Ex-
cluded from all participation in the state—even in elections to existing
self-governing bodies—and ignorant of the rules of the parliamentary
system of representation, the worker performed an act of practical
democracy through the soviets. General election of deputies in
factories, with the possibility of their continuing accountability and
recall at any time, gave the workers the feeling of genuine and ef-
fective participation in an organ elected by them.!33

The St. Petersburg workers council and the provincial soviets were
the first freely elected proletarian mass organizations. No matter how
informally elections were carried out—through open voting by show
of hands at general meetings—and no matter how fortuitous the
outcome might have seemed at times, the councils’ power and
authority rested primarily in the free election of deputies.’®* This
was not true of party organizations; under existing conditions of
illegality there could be no thought of building a democratic organiza-
tion. The parties were, in Trotsky’s words, “organizations within
the proletariat . . ., but the soviet at once rose to be the organization
of,the proletariat.”135

Most workers were revolutionary, but not aligned with any
particular party. The nonpartisan stance of the St. Petersburg soviet,
as well as most others, enabled even workers who were cautious in
politics and distrustful of parties to regard the soviets as “their”
institutions, “where all matters are decided by workers, and not by
intellectuals.”?3¢ When participation by representatives of the socialist
parties was first raised at the second session of the St. Petersburg
soviet, the unaffiliated delegates grew heated and shouted that no
“polemic” was needed, that the assembly was for dealing with
“general labor matters” and not concerned with “polemics.”*37 The
initiators of the St. Petersburg soviet took into account these feelings
of the workers, and avoided every appearance of subordinating the
-soviet to any one of the socialist parties. The choice of chairman, the
independent attorney Chrustalev-Nosar, affirmed the over-all pro-
letarian position of the St. Petersburg soviet, rising above factional
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quarrels. The soviets’ neutrality toward partisan politics was the
condition of their popularity among the masses. Equal representa-
tion of the three socialist parties (Mensheviks, Bolsheviks, and
Social Revolutionaries) in executive committees of the soviets in St.
Petersburg and most other cities seemed to the workers to be a fair
solution.

The declared nonpartisanship of the soviets, on the other hand,
did not prevent the Social Democrats, knowledgeable in theory and
experienced in revolutionary struggle, from gaining intellectual leader-
ship of most soviets, as the resolutions, appeals, and slogans clearly
show.138@or all Russia, Menshevik and Bolshevik influence on the
soviets remained more or less equal; in St. Petersburg, Odessa, Baku,
Kiev, and a number of other cities, especially in the south of Russia,
the Mensheviks prevailed, whereas in Moscow, Kostroma, Tver, and
various cities in the Donets Basin the Bolsheviks predominate@ The
Social Revolutionaries and some ethnic socialist parties (for example,
the Jewish Bund) were in the minority everywhere.

The soviets had no standard voting procedure or representation
ratio; accordingly, their numerical strength fluctuated widely. In St.
Petersburg the proportion of one delegate for each 500 workers was
adopted from the Shidlovsky Commission. In Moscow, plants with
400 workers could send one delegate to the soviet; smaller ones were
told to band together so they could elect one delegate for each 500
workers. In cities with fewer workers, the pro rata representation was
lower; for example, in Odessa it was one to 100, in Tver one to 50,
in Kostroma one to 25. In other places (such as Novorossiysk,
Ekaterinoslav) no fixed proportions were set.!3® The St. Petersburg
soviet was the largest; by the end of November it reached the peak
figure of 562 deputies.’*® The Moscow soviet had 204 delegates,
the Kostroma soviet (in November) 135, the Novorossiysk soviet 72,
the Odessa soviet 153.

In St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Odessa there were borough
councils Iin addition to the city-wide workers soviets.T¥ Tn St."Peters-
burg formation of borough soviets occurred only later, but in Moscow
and Odessa they emerged before the city-wide soviet, which was
based on them.!*? There was no sharp separation of functions.
Usually the basic and important political questions were decided in
the general council, and borough councils executed the decisions. In
Moscow, during the December insurrection after the central soviet’s
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elimination, the borough soviets attained independent significance
as centers of the armed rising.

Just as election methods were far from clear-cut or uniformly
established, the soviets’ organizational structure was provisional and
based on expediency. Nevertheless there were a few common traits, at
least among the larger and more fully developed councils. As a rule
the soviets were headed by an executive committee of several mem-
bers (Ispolnitel’'nyj komitet or Ispolnitel’'naja komissija), which took
care of the day-to-day business. As against the general assembly of
deputies, the “parliament,” the executive embodied the “government,”
as it were. After its expansion during late November, the Executive
Committee of the St. Petersburg soviet consisted of 35 voting and 15
nonvoting members. On their shoulders rested the chief burden of
the daily affairs that came before the soviet. The rush of events re-
quired quick decisions by the Executive Committee, which then
sought approval from the soviet after the fact. The Executive Com-
mittee of the St. Petersburg soviet also composed proclamations and
appeals—usually by Trotsky’s pen—which were then ratified and
proclaimed at soviet plenary sessions. Sessions of the soviet itself
proceeded in a heated revolutionary atmosphere and often under
turbulent conditions; voting was public by show of hands.!43

Some soviets formed special commissions to accomplish particular
tasks, for example, to administer moneys and establish a strike fund,
to assist the unemployed, to procure weapons, to publish proclama-
tions and a newspaper. The last—Izvestija soveta rabocich deputatov
—was published in St. Petersburg, Moscow, Odessa, Baku, Novoros-
siysk, Kostroma, Taganrog, and a few other places of which we have
no detailed information.’#* Much activity of the St. Petersburg soviet
and the provincial soviets concerned workers’ everyday social and
economic problems. In this the soviets were a substitute for non-
existent or beginning trade unions. The Baku soviet, for example,
was predominantly concerned with settlement of conflicts be-
tween employers and workers and with peaceful struggle for higher
wages, which later gained for it the name of a “typically trade-
unionist organization” from the Bolsheviks.*3 In Kiev the soviet
originally was a combination of strike committee and trade union; it
called itself “Sojuz rabolich g. Kieva” and even considered joining
the “sojuz sojuzov,” the professional political association of left-wing
intelligentsia.l#6 Boundaries between trade unions, as professional
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associations within various industries, and the soviets, as representing
the entire proletariat, were still fluid during these weecks. Between
the two there were reciprocal relations; at the end of November 54
official representatives from 16 unions sat in the St. Petersburg
soviet; further, a number of deputies were also leading union mem-
bers. The St. Petersburg printers union supported the soviet in bring-
ing out Izvestija, which the printers produced on their own authority
in various shops.4” Conversely, the soviet called on the workers to
establish trade unions, supported those already established, and
rendered material aid during strikes. The associations of railroad
workers and of postal and telegraph employees, which extended be-
yond St. Petersburg, sent official representatives to the soviet and
recommended that their locals cooperate with the workers councils.148
In mid-November the St. Petersburg soviet appealed for delegates
to an all-Russian workers congress planned for December, in which
the soviets, the trade unions, and the parties would participate. Be-
cause of the defeat in December 1905, however, the plan could not
be realized.!4?

b) Councils as Organs of the Revolution

The St. Petersburg soviet arose, in the words of its founding
manifesto, to represent “the interests of the St. Petersburg workers
vis-a-vis the rest of society,” but this happened at a time when
Russia was experiencing the revolution’s high point and when the St.
Petersburg workers stood at the revolution’s center. The same was
true for other soviets formed during the “freedom days.” Their role
was therefore necessarily dual: on the one hand they were autonomous
organizations representing working class interests; on the other hand
they were militant political organizations aimed at revolutionary
overthrow. These are two aspects of the same thing, the workers’
economic struggle against the employers and the political struggle
against the regime, which were irrevocably connected in the 1905
revolution.

Various factors combined to let one or the other emerge more
strongly. There was the general psychological state of the workers,
their greater or lesser political consciousness and revolutionary readi-
ness for the struggle; there was the degree of influence revolutionary
parties had in a soviet; and not last came the power of the local
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government authorities. If the St. Petersburg soviet was able to
function openly and almost without interference for 50 days, it was
only because of unsettled conditions then, which made the govern-
ment hesitate to arouse the workers by dissolving the soviet—an action
that at the time the workers would hardly have tolerated calmly. “The
revolutionary activity of the working masses not only serves as the
basis for the formation of such organizations as the soviets, but it also
secures the ‘legality’ essential to their functioning.”?5® The strength
of the soviets lay in this revolutionary mood of the masses, in the
capital’s bellicose atmosphere, and in the regime’s insecurity. During
the political euphoria of the “freedom days” the working class readily
responded to the appeal of its elected organ; as soon as the mood
waned and gave way to exhaustion and disillusion, the soviets lost
some of their influence and authority. To direct events, the soviets
depended greatly on the masses’ revolutionary temper and the op-
position’s actions. “The soviet,” Trotsky wrote, “from the moment
of its inception to the instant of its downfall was subject to the
mighty pressure of the revolutionary groundswell, which relentlessly
outpaced the work done by political consciousness. Every step of the
workers movement was determined beforehand, and the ‘tactics’
were a matter of course.”!5!

This situation became particularly evident in the struggle in the
capital for the eight-hour day, at the end of October 1905, laying
bare the economic roots of labor’s revolution. On October 26 and 27
the workers and deputies of @ number of large concerns decided on
their own initiative to introduce the eight-hour day. When the
question was debated at a plenary session of the soviet on October 29,
only isolated voices (including Viktor Chernov, the chairman of the
Social Revolutionary Party) opposed this “syndicalist deviation”152
and declared, for example: “We are not yet done with absolutism,
and you want to take on the bourgeoisie.”*%3 The political parties in
the soviet dared not resist this spontaneous tide. They saw themselves
forced to support the movement in their appeals and speeches.
Trotsky stated specifically that the politically farsighted element in
the soviet had no choice but to endorse the resolution called for by
the majority, to take matters into their own hands and introduce the
eight-hour day in all factories beginning on October 31. “If it [the
soviet] had shouted ‘Halt’ to the masses, from considerations of
‘realpolitik,’” they simply would not have complied and would have
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rebelled against it. The struggle would still have broken out, but with-
out its leadership.”154

The struggle for the eight-hour day was unsuccessful. Private em-
ployers and the state-operated services locked the workers out until
work resumed under the old conditions, and they summarily fired
19,000 ‘workers.®{In a dramatic session on November 12 the St.
P'éte_r'sFEr“g—s—r-):/iet; to the faint response in the provinces, came
to an ambivalent decision: they abandoned their plan to introduce a
universal eight-hour day, but made it optional for workers of in-
dividual factories to return to work under former conditions 156 By this

leadership of the workers The struggle ﬁzzled ‘and almost
everywhere the workers were fina y forced to submit to the old
working conditions. The large number of unemployed thereafter was
one of the soviet’s principal problems; the soviet could solve it only
partially, by forming an unemployment commission and by soliciting
contributions from the public.157

The St. Petersburg soviet did not confine its revolutionary struggle
to the economic sector, as for the eight-hour day. The political Octo-
ber strike, during which it was formed, made the soviet the political
spokesman for Russian workers. On this level, more than in the direct
struggle in the factories, came the ideological leadership by political
parties—above all by the Social Democrats.{In answer to the czar’s
October Manifesto, the St. Petersburg soviet on October 18 adopted
a resolution that basically contained the Social Democratic political
program for the 1905 Revolution. The resolution read in part: “The
struggling revolutionary proletariat cannot lay down its arms until
the political rights of the Russian people are put on a solid footing,
until a democratic republic is established which represents the best
way for the proletariat’s continued struggle for socialism.” Therefore
the soviet asked the government to remove the military and the police
from the city, to grant full amnesty to all political prisoners, to raise
the state of war or siege everywhere in Russia, and finally to convoke
a constituent assembly on the basis of a general, equal, direct, and
secret ballot.’3® “Constituent assembly” and ‘“eight-hour day” were
the two recurring demands in the progress of most provrncral soviets}
~Between the October strike and the December insurrection fhie
revolutionary parties and the workers succeeded almost everywhere
in gaining de facto freedom of assembly; the best example is the open
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existence of the soviet in St. Petersburg and many other cities, almost
unhampered by government or police. Depending on local conditions,
the workers were successful to a greater or lesser degree in their
demands for delegates’ admission to municipal dumas, the use of
public halls, applications for financial support of the unemployed,
and the like. Beyond this, the weakness and occasional disorganiza-
tion of the governmental apparatus even enabled the St. Petersburg
soviet and some provincial councils to usurp certain governmental
functions and—in the words of the chief of the St. Petersburg secret
police—to behave like a “second government.”?3? The St. Petersburg
soviet, for example, on October 19 decreed “freedom of the press”—
that is, it prohibited newspaper editors from submitting their papers
to the censor, and the printers made sure that only newspapers carry-
ing the notice “uncensored” appeared.lcoéuring the October strike,
and later during the political November strike, the soviet gave in-
structions to the post office and the railroads; it negotiated with the
municipal duma, with the captain of the militia, and once even with
Witte; it showered government departments with inquiries, and in
many instances received answers; its own militia gave orders to
policemen. Even nonworkers turned to the soviet for advice and
assistance. A major part of the Executive Committee’s activity was
devoted to such matters of revolutionary everyday life, and this con-
ferred on the soviet its prestige and authority in the eyes of the
masses

Beginning in mid-November, the St. Petersburg soviet also sent
special delegates to Moscow, southern Russia, and the Volga district,
to establish relations with local workers organizations. In return,
delegates from other cities, especially in the St. Petersburg area, and
even several peasants, came to the St. Petersburg sovig?“ When in
early November the St. Petersburg soviet championed the imprisoned
Kronstadt mutineers with a political demonstration strike,!62 it won
adherents also among the soldiers. These turned to the soviet with
various requests and inquiries, and the soviet for its part addressed
a special appeal to the soldiers.'%® The St. Petersburg soviet main-
tained constant contact with the association of railroad workers and
the postal and telegraph association, as well as with the All-Russian
Peasant Union. In this way it increasingly developed into the potential
center of the revolution throughout Russia.

Editorials in [Izvestija, numerous resolutions and appeals, and
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deputies’ speeches more and more strongly emphasnzed the inevita-
bility of armed struggle against the czarist reglme The soviet, how-
eyer, as a public mass oroamzanon was not in a posmon to carry
through practical preparations for that struggle. Nor did the majority
of members believe in the success of an isolated action by the capital’s
proletariat; others, again, saw the general strike as a sufficiently
effective weapon. The soviet’s propaganda was intended first of all to
prepare the workers psychologically for the moment when part of
the troops would go over to the revolution and help the workers
initiate the revolt. Arming the deputies only served self-defense. The
socialist parties organized their own shock troops; they were intended
to be the cadres of the proletarian army in case of revolt.1®* On
November 19 the conservative newspaper Novoe Vremja wrote:
“Possibly we find ourselves on the eve of a monstrous insurrection.
Even the government is already declaring that the proletariat com-
mands a whole division of armed mutineers.!% . . . The party ad-
vocating open revolt is by no means small. This party behaves as if
it were the ultimate power, and each day more people believe it. The
revolutionary regime [the soviet] already acts like another assembly,
sends its commissars to the provinces and speaks openly of armed
struggle. This is no longer an underground activity; rather the re-
verse: it is the work of the established power that seems to be going
underground.”16¢

The czarist regime was not of a mind to give the soviet enough
time to prepare a revolt. At the end of November 1905 the govern-
ment decided to regain the initiative Tost 10 the October strike "and
to take up thé struggle against the ‘revolution. On November 26 the
chairman of the soviet of workers deputles, ‘Chrustalev-Nosar, was
placed under arrest. The following day the full meeting elected a new
three-man presidium, among them Trotsky (using the pseudonym
Yanovsky). In answer to the arrest of the chairman, many deputies
demanded a strike and others called for a mass demonstration,167
but on the whole the workers’ reaction was mild. The soviet therefore
abstained from any protest action and decided to continue prepara-
tions for the uprising.!®® A fatalistic atmosphere hung over the
soviet’s last days, with everyone knowing that the critical clash with
the regime was inevitable but that the soviet’s forces were too weak.
All hopes centered on revolutionizing the peasants and the army,
but this could be done only through intensive propaganda. For this
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reason the St. Petersburg soviet used its last days to issue still another
revolutionary appeal to the public. With the peasant union and the
socialist parties, the soviet on December 2 issued the so-called
Finance Manifesto, which called on the population to refuse to pay
taxes to the state, to withdraw all funds from savings accounts, and
to accept payment only in gold and foreign currency.'®® The
regime’s countermeasure was taken at once: on the very same day
strikes by railroad, postal, and telegraph workers were prohibited
under severe penalties.@en December 3, the Executive Committee
and about 200 deputies Were finally arrested before the soviet session
could begin.!™® Thug a crucial chapter in the Russian Revolution of
1905 came to an end.

Immediately after the arrests, a second soviet was formed from
delegates who had accidentally escaped arrest, previously elected
alternates, and newly elected delegates; the new Executive Commit-
tee was headed by Parvus (Aleksander Helphand).!™ On December
6 this soviet called for a political general strike throughout Russia.l’
But now the deputies had to meet in secret, and a plenary session
was held only once. Nor did the soviet continue to enjoy the
popularity of its predecessor; the workers were exhausted; the strike
movement in St. Petersburg became fragmented and had to be
abandoned on December 19. On January 2, 1906, the Executive
Committee was placed under grgest, as were additional deputies in
the following days and weeks.\The official end to the history of the
St. Petersburg Soviet of Workers Deputies of 1905 came in October
1906 in the trial of 52 members of the soviet, among them Chrugsta-
lev-Nosar and Trotsky; but its revolutionary legacy remained alive. )™

The center of gravity of the revolution had shifted to Moscow
early in December 190S5; there the general strike turned into an armed
insurrection.!™ In Moscow the soviet became, in Lenin’s words, “an
organ of the insurrection,” but it had no over-all plan and was in-
capable of leading the movement. The soviet did not use the favorable
moment of unrest in the Moscow garrison. Only because of the events
in St. Petersburg did the Moscow soviet decide on the evening of
December 6 to call for a general strike, with the express proviso that
an attempt would be made to turn the strike into an insurrection.!™
No one, however, had any clear idea of how this was to be done. The
Social Democratic joint committee (Bolsheviks and Mensheviks), the
actual center of leadership, had been arrested the night of December
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8, and thereafter the soviet’s executive council transferred leadership
of the strike to the various borough soviets. During the following
few days communications between boroughs were severed, so that
battles took place independently. The first armed clashes were more
accidental than planned. The military, contrary to expectation, did
not join the revolution, and the resulting disappointment exploded
in separate “partisan actions.” Bitterness increased gradually, and
barricade skirmishes took place. Since the Moscow garrison was
undependable, troops of guards had to be brought from St. Peters-
burg; by December 18 they had broken the resistance of the fighting
groups.

During the ten-day strike and insurrection, the Moscow soviet and
some borough councils acted as revolutionary organs of power. They
issued a number of directives—for example, for regulating the water
supply, keeping essential stores open, postponing rent payments for
workers—which presupposed general authority. Nevertheless, the
designation “revolutionary government,” which soviet historians love
to apply, is exaggerated. The various measures grew out of immediate
needs, not from any comprehensive political program; and the
soviets’ sphere of action was limited. But the predominance of Bol-
sheviks in the Moscow soviet and its role in the armed rising made
it for Bolshevik historians the “classic revolutionary proletarian or-
ganization”!"® and a model for all other councils.

The strike call of the St. Petersburg soviet and the Moscow events
had a strong resonance in the provinces. The number of strikers
came close to the October totals.!?™ In various localities, especially
the Donets Basin, armed battles erupted,'’$ in which the soviets, some
formed in direct connection with the December strike,1™ were im-
portant. The Novorossiysk soviet captured power in the city on
December 9 and proclaimed the Novorossiysk republic; the governor
and chief of police fled the city, the municipal duma and mayor sub-
mitted to the soviet, and garrison troops refused to fire on workers.
The Novorossiysk soviet proclaimed as goals: 1) continuation of
the political strike; 2) establishment of a people’s self-government
and a people’s court; 3) struggle against the propertied classes; 4)
organization of trade unions and political associations; 5) immediate
relief for the unemployed; 6) preparations for the armed rising.1%®
This program, with its mixture of economics and politics, basic and
secondary questions, generalities and practical measures, genuinely
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‘reflects what the workers expected from their soviet: not a complete
, ready-made program for revolutionary reconstruction of the state,
_‘ but mastery of practical tasks resulting from the revolution.

Similar revolutionary power was exercised for a time by the
workers and soldiers councils in Chita and Krasnoyarsk in Siberia.!8!
Supported by soldiers of the Manchurian army who had been infected
with revolutionary feelings, the soviets dismissed local administra-
tions in December and formed their own administrative departments.
In Chita, furthermore, railroads, postal and telegraph systems, and
state lands were declared communal property. Not until punitive
expeditions were sent to Siberia in late December 1905 and early
January 1906 could the regime’s authority be reestablished.

Defeat of the revolution then also meant the end of the soviets. A
number of the most active deputies were arrested or went into hiding
while others remained in the factories as representatives and
spokesmen of the workers. How close and tenacious the tie between
deputies and workers in St. Petersburg was, even after the soviets’
dissolution, was shown during preparations for the trial of the ac-
cused deputies. The workers supported the prisoners by numerous
protest assemblies and resolutions, in hearings of witnesses, and
through financial contributions.!® Hope revived for a rebirth of the
soviet when the council of unemployed was formed in the spring of
1906.183 This council grew out of the soviet’s earlier commission on
the unemployed and reached almost 20,000 jobless St. Petersburg
workers with soup kitchens. With backing from the municipal duma,
which arranged relief work for the unemployed, the council led a
semilegal existence. Seeking to extend its activities to the factories, it
agitated for revival of the general workers council. Among the 300-
odd deputies, several were factory delegates. While the Social Revolu-
tionaries supported agitation for a new soviet of workers deputies,
Lenin decidedly rejected it.18¢ At the close of 1906 radicals domin-
ated the council of unemployed, demanding a mass demonstration of
the jobless, but resulting conflicts split the council in the summer of
1907.

@ouncils of unemployed were also formed in Moscow, Kharkov,
Kigv, Poltava, Ekaterinoslav, Baku, Batum, Rostov, and Kronstadt;
as in St. Petersburg, they raised pqlitical demands along with furnish-
ing material aid to the unemployeé“‘ During a Moscow strike in July
1906 formation of city-wide soviet and district councils was at-
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tempted. About 150 deputies met and elected an executive commit-
tee to lead the strike. After a few days, the strike had to be ended,
and with it the soviet.1%¢ A document which as late as May 1907 was
signed “Soviet of Workers Deputies” has come down to us from the
Nadezdinskij factory in the Ural region, where a deputies council had
been formed in May 1905.!37 These last flickers of the council
movement in 1906-1907 could not survive the changing political
situation. Soviets were organs of the revolution, which in 1906
turned into parliamentary battles. As limited class representation of
a particular proletarian group, such as the councils of unemployed,
they lacked the mass appeal of the 1905 soviets. Attempts at reviving
the soviets nevertheless proved that the form and idea had taken
firm hold among Russian workers, and that the memory of the great
days of the Revolution of 1905 endured.

c) Significance of the 1905 Soviets

The question arises here whether the soviets of 1905, as organiza-
tions of proletarian self-government and revolutionary struggle,
thought of establishing a government patterned on themselves—that
is, a soviet republic—if the revolution succeeded. Bolshevik historians
favor this view, and pointing to statements by Lenin on the soviets
as “nuclei of the new revolutionary power,”'88 they assert that the
soviets aimed to capture political power.189 However, their con-
tentions lack evidence. The basic political proclamations_always
demand a constityent assembly and a democratic republic. The soviets
did not consider it their job to replace the constituent assembly,
But to_convene it. No one then in Russia would have proclaimed

T ——
a soviet system in place of some kind of parliamentary-democratic
republic, even though, as will be shown, a few revolutionary groups
and personalities had recognized the soviets’ great significance and
had predicted for them an important future role. For the workers
who looked to the soviets for practical organization and leadership,
such an idea was remote.

It is therefore idle to speculate whether, had the revolution
succeeded, the soviets would have played a role similar to 1917,
when they supplanted the existing regime. In their brief existence
during the first Russian revolution, they were never fully developed;
tendencies to supplant governmental machinery with revolutionary
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organs were vague; and the soviets’ evolution toward a workers and
peasants democracy or trade-unionist organizations was still wide
open.

The 1905 soviets are nevertheless very significant for the history
of the Russian revolution. In the soviets the Russian workers created
an instrument of democratic self-government, well-suited to represent
the revolutionary demands of the oppressed masses. The soviets of
1905, and especially the St. Petersburg Soviet of Workers Deputies,
created a revolutionary tradition of lasting impact. The instant revival
of the Petrograd soviet in the February Revolution of 1917 and the
upsurge of workers and soldiers councils all over Russia expressed
a living memory of the revolutionary role of the soviets of 1905 and
proved that these organizations could adapt instantly to widespread
needs in a new revolutionary rising.

In contrast to 1917, the soviets’ effect outside Russia during the
first revolution was minimal. While events of 1905 found a lively
echo in the international labor movement (among the German Social
Democrats, for example, during the debate on the mass strike where
the Russian experience gave greater prominence to the left wing
led by Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht), the uniqueness of the
soviets went all but unnoticed. Only a few socialists, such as the
Dutchman Pannekoek in his critique of the parliamentary system and
bourgeois state, came close to the later council idea as advocated by
the Bolsheviks starting in 1917.190

The significance of the 1905 soviets can be compared to that of
the Paris Commune of 1871. Both gained historical importance
primarily from later events: the Paris Commune from its inclusion in
the theory of the state articulated by Marx and later by Lenin; the
soviets of 1905 as precursors of the 1917 soviets. From the combina-
tion of the two—the interpretation of the Commune by Marx and
Lenin and the soviets—emerged the theory and practice of the Bol-
shevik soviet system.

4. THE SOCIALIST PARTIES AND THE SOVIETS

The 1905 soviets had a tremendous impact on the socialist parties,
which had not decreed or foreseen the coming of these new organiza-
tions but now had to reconcile them with socialist principles. The
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revolutionary programs of the different socialist factions naturally
resulted in different positions on the soviets. Divergent views about
methods and aims of the workers movement surfaced again, even
though the lower party ranks had successfully cooperated in the
soviets. The two Social Democratic factions of Mensheviks and Bol-
sheviks, the lone wolf Trotsky, and the Social Revolutionary groups,
all developed their own ideas, which to some extent determined their
attitudes to the 1917 soviets.

a) The Mensheviks

Outbreak of the revolution in January 1905 caught the Social
Democratic Party poorly prepared, both practically and theoretically.
After the split in 1903 its energy had gone into factional quarrels,
and organizational questions dominated ideological argument. When
attempts to reunite the party failed in early 1905, Bolsheviks and
Mensheviks took separate positions on the urgent questions, and
developed their revolutionary programs in the spring and summer of
1905. Although immediate pressures brought the two factions closer
together in the practical struggle, theoretical controversies about the
revolution’s nature and about party tactics retained fundamental
importance. The differences exposed the full extent of the 1903
split, which could never again be healed, and simultaneously es-
tablished the principles that guided both wings of Russian Marxism

the Revolution of 1917

é(\)lsheviks and Mensheviks started out with Plekhanov’s old pro-
gram: the coming Russian revolution would be “bourgeois” and the
proletariat must fight for and win a democratic republic. Given the
agrarian and semifeudal conditions in Russia, with little industry
and a weak working class, the building of socialism would remain
the task of the second phase. Controversy set in when this model—
ultimately derived from Marx’s schema of 1848 —was applied to
concrete sociopolitical action in the Russia of 1905.

The Mensheviks concluded that the decisive social force in _this
revolution, according-to_the objective. laws_of of social development
taught by Marx—would be the bourgeoisie, which therefore would
assume leadership during and after the revolution. In his attack on
Lenin on the eve of the revolution, Martynov formulated this idea:192
“The proletariat can attain neither complete nor partial control of
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the state so long as it has not made the social revolution. . . . If this
is true, then clearly the forthcoming revolution cannot create any
political forms against the will of the bourgeoisie, for it will rule
tomorrow. . . . The proletariat can influence the bourgeois revolu-
tion’s course and outcome only by exerting revolutionary pressure
on the will of the liberal and radical bourgeoisie. . . . In any case the
proletariat will present the bourgeoisie with the dilemma: either to
go back to oppressive absolutism, which will suffocate it, or to go
forward with the people.”?? In March 1905 Martov reaffirmed that
even after the January 9 events the character of the revolution and the
party’s tasks had not changed, and that the primary goals were
“unification of the proletariat as a class” and “building and consolida-
tion of its class party.”'°* A programmatic article, in the Menshevik
| newspaper Nacalo, finally spelled out the tasks of the working class
iand of the Social Democratic Party: to support the bourgeoisie’s
struggle against czarism, to help it achieve victory, and to “enlarge
the bourgeois revolution by advancing the proletariat’s interests
Iwithin this framework and by creating within the bourgeois consti-
ﬁtution itself the broadest possible base for the revolutionary trans-
!formation of society.”193
V&cording to the Menshevik view, a bourgeois regime, emerging
from the victorious revolution, would have to carry out democratic
and social reforms. The socialists would have no part of such a
government; responsibility for capitalism’s drawbacks would have to
remain with the bourgeoisie. Parliamentary struggle within the demo-
cratic constitution would strengthen Social Democracy and raise the
political consciousness of Russian workers. Also, Russia’s economic
conditions would have changed so much by then that when the
socialist revolution began in the advanced countries of western and
central Europe, it could spark across to Russ?‘6
The Menshevik revolutionary program stefimed from recognition
of Russia’s economic backwardness and reacted to conditions in the
rest of Europe. For the Mensheviks, socialist revolution and the
proletariat taking of power only completed a chain of economic
changes. Their fundamentally democratic attitude, which grew even
stronger in the next few years, saved the Mensheviks from the
temptation of a dictatorship of the minority when a “dictatorship of
the majority” (in the true sense of Marx’s dictatorship of the pro-
letariat) was not yet possible in Russia, and stood in sharp contrast
to the “Jacobin” revolutionary path pursued by Lenin.1?
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Based on this evaluation of the Russian revolution, the Mensheviks
saw the chief practical tasks of the party as: “building a strong Social
Democratic organization by merging the old conspiratorial apparatus
with the new mass organizations and development of trade unions.””1%$
The spontaneous and widespread awakening of the working class
made the Social Democrats’ most urgent task that of winning and
organizing the masses into a political force. In this way, the argument
went, the Social Democratic Party program would apply to the
problems arising during the revolution.??

The Mensheviks smarted under their party committee’s isolation
and negligible influence among the workers; both resulted from the
party’s illegal status, the chasm between intelligentsia and workers,
and the feud with the Bolsheviks.)From January 1905, the Menshe-
viks had their first opportunity to exert broad influence, given the
heightened revolutionary sensitivity of the masses and simultaneous
relaxation of police surveillance. Elections in February 19052 to
the Shidlovsky Commission, which the Mensheviks envisioned as a
potential propaganda center of the Russian workers movement,
brought a similar plan by the St. Petersburg group. The workers
were to elect deputies in the factories (as had been done for the
Commission), form a council of deputies in each particular city, and
their representatives in turn would meet in an all-Russian workers
_congre 55,291 Thys the Mensheviks hoped to draw into the revofutlon-
“ary movement those workers still _outside political life, and to_trans-
“form the Social Democratic_Part Party from an illegal consplratonal band
into a public mass party. During the spring and summer of 1905
Axelrod in particular defended in a number of articles this proposal
for a workers congress.2’> One Menshevik group combined the
project with concurrent efforts for an alliance of existing workers
welfare associations.20® Others, such as Parvus, pointed out that there
were associations of all other social classes in the zemstvos, the
municipal dumas, the Union of Unions, and the like, and that a

wojking-class forum was needed.?%¢

é}r\?'wing out of and paralleling the plan of a workers congress,
th ensheviks developed as their principal tactical line the idea
of “revolutionary self-government,” the cunterpart to the Bolshe-
viks’ “provisional revolutionary government”)(to be discussed below).
These slogans perfectly illustrate the contrast between the two fac-
tions. In practice the concept of revolutionary self-government—
propounded particularly by Martov—attempted to disrupt the czarist
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bureaucratic apparatus through a demggrgt}gﬁhange “from below,”
and thus to force constitutional concessions by the government,
Workers and all other population sécfors excluded from voting for
the “Bulygin Duma” were to initiate “people’s propaganda commit-
tees.” “They should set as their goal election of authorized revolu-
tionary deputies outside the legal framework. They should call on
the peasants to send their freely elected deputies into the cities to
consult with the urban population on what is to be done. As this
tactic succeeds, we will cover the country with a network of revolu-
tionary self-government organs. The all-Russian association of this
self-government will also function as the political all-Russian forum
that we need so urgently.”?"> The goal of this Menshevik campaign
was exertion of revolutionary pressure on the duma that was to
meet in the autumn of 1905, and if necessary, convocation of a
constituent assembly outside the legal framework. “Organizing such
self-government and its open operation everywhere is the way to
liquidate the autocracy which refuses to inaugurate the constitutional
era.””200

The Menshevik concept of revolutionary self-government owes
certain of its traits to historical memories of the French Revolution
of 1789 and especially of the Paris Commune of 1871. The Men-
shevik conference of April 1905 alluded directly to “formation of
revolutionary communes in one city or another, in one district or
another . . . in the interest of spreading insurrection and disorganiz-
ing the government.”2%" Martov tried to tell Lenin—who called the
plea for communes an “empty revolutionary phrase”2°S—that Marx
and Engels had expressly approved voluntary union of communities
as the revolutionary program of the Commune and that “revolution-
ary self-government” in Russia accorded with this idea.?°® Signifi-
cantly, the Paris Commune, later the basis of Lenin’s theory of the
state and of the Bolshevik system of soviets, was introduced into the
Marxist program of revolution in Russia, not by the Bolsheviks, but
by the Mensheviks. Nevertheless it is not clear what relationship was
envisaged between the essentially proletarian-peasant organs of revo-
lutionary self-government (the local “commyges”) and the bourgeois
government postulated by the Mensheviks.@is contradiction in the
Menshevik program of revolution, which Lenin forcefully pointed
out, grew out of the discrepancy between the belief, held by the
Mensheviks, in the “objective” course of social and political develop-
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ments and their practical revolutionary activity, which went beyond
the limits they themselves had s@-[ad the campaign for revolution-
ary self-government succeeded, perhaps its organs were meant to be
a kind of lower authority controlling the bourgeois-democratic
government at the top, as happened in 1917 in the relationship of the
soviets to the Provisional Government. Such considerations were far
from the Mensheviks’ minds in 1905; nevertheless their plan of
revolutionary self-government, with its structure from the bottom up
and uniting workers and peasants in a deputies organization, remains
remarkable. If we can speak at all of a theoretical forerunner of the
1905 soviets, then it is the Menshevik concept of revolutionary self-
government, even though it never existed in the form envisaged by
‘them. Instead of an election campaign to produce the local propa-
ganda committees, a general strike broke out in October 1905 and
fostered the St. Petersburg soviet. The Mensheviks saw it as sub-
stantially realizing their concept of revolutionary self-government.
The earlier projects on paper for a “workers congress,” for “com-
munes,” and the like, now took on living shape. It was easy for the
Mensheviks to include the new soviet organizations in their revolu-
tionary program; in a way they had been ready for the soviets since
‘the onset of the revolution. o

The local Menshevik organization had actively participated in
forming the St. Petersburg Soviet of Workers Deputies in October
1905.21% The St Petersburg Mensheviks had the idea that the
“workers committee”—that is, the soviet—would prove to be the
“very best instrument for education and propaganda, an instrument
preparing a nationwide revolutionary organization” such as had been
described in Iskra.?'* When Martov returned from abroad to St.
Petersburg at the end of October 1905, the soviet struck him as the
“embodiment of our concept of revolutionary self-government.”*12
In practical matters too the Mensheviks’ earlier policies enabled them
to relate to the soviets more quickly than did the Bolsheviks. The
Mensheviks realized that the workers looked to the soviets as their
own organizations that represented their interests, much more than
to the parties; the Mensheviks adapted themselves to the will of the
majority of the unaffiliated deputies by refraining from exerting any
official influence in the soviets.

It would, however, be wrong to assume that the Mensheviks saw
the soviets both as the fruition of their own work among the prole-
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tariat and as their actual goal. Rather, they explained the soviets
by the absence of a strong Social Democratic workers party in Rus-
sia, which forced the masses to create substitute organizations
through spontaneous self-help. Martynov, a leading Menshevik during
these years, put it quite plainly: “The coexistence of two independent
proletarian organizations—a Social Democratic Party organization
and another one that is officially nonpartisan, though influenced by
the Social Democrats—is an abnormal phenomenon that must dis-
appear sooner or later. When we recommended the creation of
organs of the revolutionary self-government of the proletariat, we
considered this form of organization as something provisional and
temporary.”?!3 He went on to suggest that the Social Democrats
direct all their efforts to transforming their illegal party organization
into a broadly based open workers party “that is wide enough to
include or to render superfluous organizations on the pattern of
soviets of workers deputies.”?!* Thus for the Mensheviks the soviets
were primarily organizations that should unite the broad masses of
workers who had heretofore not been reached by the party, lead them
in the revolutionary struggle, and not least, win them over to Social
Democracy. The soviets, in Martov’s words, were to be an “arena
where the cadres of a broadly based mass party can be formed.”2!
The Mensheviks therefore supported the efforts of the soviets to
summon all existing proletarian organizations to an all-Russian
workers congress.?10

The defeat of the revolution in December 1905 effected a revision
of Menshevik revolutionary tactics. Under the influence of the mighty
revolutionary wave during the “freedom days” the Mensheviks had
abandoned their policy of conditional support of the liberal opposi-
tion and drawn appreciably nearer to the Bolshevik conception of
the counterrevolutionary role of the bourgeoisie. But now the right
wing subjected the tactics of radical overthrow to sharp criticism:
the December defeat of the workers was the result of the workers’
isolation from the other democratic forces; the December rising had
been “artificially” brought about, without first having strengthened
the party by sufficiently widespread propaganda and organization;
finally, instead of concentrating on the elections to the duma, the
party’s powers had been dissipated by precipitate actions.2!” The
Social Democrats would now have to suffer the consequences of the
altered situation and take a realistic view of the duma convening at
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the end of April 1906. To transform it into a revolutlonary people’s
parhament and the focal _point of the struggle against ¢zarism should
be the party’s immediate goal 218

In the election campaign to the duma that was supported by the
Mensheviks (the Bolsheviks and Social Revolutionaries refused to
take part in the elections), they fell back on the original concept of
revolutionary self-government as framed by Martov and Dan in the
spring and summer of 1905. The Mensheviks advocated assemblies
of authorized representatives and electors—the elections were in-
direct—which, united on a nationwide basis and joined by representa-
tives of other revolutionary classes, would form a “revolutionary
parliament” and serve as a counterpart to the czarist duma.?™®
Significantly, Dan, who first proposed this idea, considered these
organizations as superior because they were better suited to develop-
ing the workers’ political consciousness and to strengthening the
Social Democrats’ influence than the frequently nonpolitical soviets,
to which the workers had elected their deputies regardless of party
membership.22° In spite of the Mensheviks’ efforts on behalf of such
assemblies of representatives and electors, especially during the
election campaign for the Second Duma in the winter of 1906-1907,
these organizations found acceptance only in the Donets Basin.22!
It was their primary purpose to establish close revolutionary ties
between the working masses and the Social Democratic delegates to
the duma and to raise the duma’s prestige among the workers.

At the Fourth Party Congress of the RSDWP in Stockholm in
April 1906 the Mensheviks, still fresh with impression of the soviets’
activities in the autumn of 1905, introduced a resolution calling on
the party “not only to support spontaneously nonpartisan proletarian
organizations on the pattern of the soviets of workers deputies, but
also to participate in their formation at the moment of a revolutionary
upswing and to aid them in fulfilling their tasks.”222 Here the Men-
sheviks differed from the Bolsheviks, who at this time advocated only
very conditional support of such “nonpartisan” organizations.??*> But
on the whole even the Mensheviks placed the soviets more and more
in the background. The idea of an all-Russian workers congress was
revived in the summer of 1906 to give the Social Democratic Party
the broad base it so urgently needed. The proposal brought tendencies
to light that had also been present in the soviets: the desire to escape
the dominating influence of the intelligentsia, all too prone in its
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factional quarrels to forget about the workers plight, and the readi-
ness if need be to risk a break with the Social Democratic Party.22*
In April 1907 Chrustalev-Nosar, the former chairman of the St.
Petersburg soviet, developed a complete scheme for the workers con-
gress; it was to be structured like a pyramid, with the factory com-
mittees as the bottom cells, municipal committees in the middle, and
finally the general workers congress, made up of representatives from
the unions, cooperatives, relief societies, and elected factory depu-
ties.??% In the Menshevik view, this type of mass organization would
at least have enabled the Social Democratic Party to rid itself of the
shackles of illegality and “sectarianism” and to transform itself into
a “European” workers party. To create such a well-organized pro-
letarian mass party on the pattern of the German™Social Démocratic
Party ‘was the Mensheviks’ immediate goal. On the way to its ac-
complishment valuable services could be rendered by nonpartisan
organizations such as the soviets or the projected workers congress.
The Mensheviks assigned no further and certainly no permanent tasks
to the soviets. They considered them stopgap organizations and
substitutes for the still-lacking broadly based workers political party
and the nascent trade unions; once party and unions were formed,
the soviets would have to relinquish their functions to the new or-
ganizations. As instruments of revolution and as temporary bodies for
proletarian self-government, the soviets of 1905 were supported by
the Mensheviks, but permanent establishmgnt of the soviets as new
organs of government was not considered\Jn 1917 the Mensheviks
found themselves in the same position, which now became fatal for
them: on the one hand they were the leading party in the soviets and
champions of “soviet democracy”; on the other hand, since they were
convinced of the “bourgeois” nature of the revolution, they did not
envisage any future for the soviets, and therefore were outmaneuvered
by the Bolshevi@

b) The Bolsheviks

Lenin’s revolutionary tactics in 1905 followed from his class
analysis of social forces. At this time Lenin, too, believed that Russia
must first finish its “bourgeois” revolution and that achieving a demo-
cratic republic was the most immediate task. But Lenin’s formulas
were different from those of the Mensheviks. Lenin argued that he
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was following Marx, who in 1848 had said the proletariat should
assume leadership in the struggle for a democratic republic and
propel the revolution right up to the gates of socialism with the sup-
port of the petit bourgeoisie (which in Russia would mean primarily
the peasantry).2?¢ The Russian peasants—*“who at present are not so
much interested in the absolute protection of private property as in
the expropriation of the landowners’ holdings”—were, according to
Lenin, capable of “becoming the most committed and radical fol-
lowers of the democratic revolution.”?27

The goal Lenin set for this specifically Russian form of European
“bourgeois” revolution was “revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of
the proletariat and peasantry.”{ In practical terms, Lenin pictured
the revolutiom'sdevelopment in this way: “The workers movement
conquers in the democratic revolution through the liberals’ passive
temporizing and with the active support of the peasantry, the radical
republican intelligentsia, and the corresponding strata of the urban
petit bourgeoisieﬁhe peasant rising succeeds; the power of the land-

owners is broken.”)?8

The political Torm of the revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of
the proletariat and peasantry (a formula reflecting the social power
structure) was to be the “provisional revolutionary government.” It
was to emerge from the victorious popular uprising, from which it
would draw support and which it would lead until the established
powers were totally defeated. Lenin took for granted participation of
the Social Democrats in such a government. “Provisional revolution-
ary government” meant a coalition of Social Democrats, Social
Revolutionaries, and possibly other radical-democratic parties.?2°
ATthough Leénin’s writings are not very réveating in this respect, there |
can be no doubt that even then Lenin’s “last secret thought” was that
he would emerge from the victorious revolution as “sole leader of the
democratic republic.”230

The revolutionary government was to have dictatorial powers and
initiate radical social change, and thus, Lenin thought, encourage
the socialist revolution which the proletariat alone, possibly with the
help of the rural poor, would carry out against the bourgeoisie and
the rich peasants: “Immediately after the democratic revolution, and
with all our power we will . . . start upon the transition to the socialist
revolution. We are for the permanent revolution. We will not stop
halfway,” Lenin wrote in the autumn of 1905.231 Here Lenin was
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employing the same term used by Marx in 1850 and elaborated by
Trotsky during the first Russian revolution into his theory of “per-
manent revolution.{ Here too begins Lenin’s theory of the change-
over from bourgeois to socialist revolution, announced in April 1917
and the basis for his agreement with Trotsky. This theory was closely
connected with expectation of a proletarian revolution in Europe:
even in 1905 Lenin hoped that the victorious revolution in Russia
would “signal . . . the onset of the socialist revolution in Europe. . . .
The European workers will show us ‘how to do it’ and then with
them we will carry out the socialist revolutio@232

On the other hand Lenin was realistic enough, even during the
revolution’s high points, to allow for a “half” victory. He attempted
to clarify for himself the revolution’s probable outcome by careful
analysis of the pros and cons of the question, “Have we been given a
revolution of the 1789 type or of the 1848 type?”’?33 (The year 1789
stood for the total overthrow of czarism and the introduction of a
republic, 1848 for the compromise of a constitutional monarchy.)
In spite of such sober, comprehensive evaluation, his driving revolu-
tionary ambition led him to passionate appeals for an uprising against
czarism and an organization to implement it.

As early as 1902, in What Is to Be Done?, Lenin had proclaimed
the primary goal of the Social Democratic Party to be preparation,
initiation, and execution of a general people’s rising.>3* And after
January 1905, the Bolsheviks had no doubt that an armed uprising
was imperative. The Third Party Congress of the RSDWP of April
1905, to which only the Bolsheviks sent delegates, advised the various
party organizations to propagandize and agitate for uprising, to arm
the workers, to form special cadres, and to plan for rebellion.?3% Here
the close connection between Lenin’s ideal of a party of professional
revolutionaries and the Bolshevik claim to leadership becomes
evident: only a small, determined, and disciplined troop of revolu-
tionary fighters could organize the insurrection and seize power. The
sympathizing masses lent the movement the necessary thrust, but
the conspiratorial minority gave it direction and goal.

In order to revolutionize the masses and prepare the rebellion,
Lenin proposed formation of special revolutionary committees.
Shortly after “Bloody Sunday” he wrote: “The slogans of the struggle
for freedom will spread further and further among the urban poor,
the millions of peasants. In every factory, in every quarter of every
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city, in every sizable village revolutionary committees will form. The
rebelling population will work to overthrow all governmental in-
stitutions of czarist absolutism and to proclaim immediate convoca-
tion of the constituent assembly.”?3¢ After that Lenin primarily
promoted establishment of revolutionary committees in the country-
side because, as he noted, few organizational cells of any kind existed
there, and bscause making peasants rebzllious was the most urgent
task. The peasant committees were to take charge of democratic
reforms in the countryside and to constitute the local organs of
insurrection.?®* But their task could be enlarged: “The peasant com-
mittees are an elastic institution as useful under today’s conditions
as, let us say, under the provisional revolutionary government, where
the committees would become instruments of government.”?3% They
would be composed of Social Democrats as a tight political group
with other revolutionary parties and nonpartisan groups; they would
incorporate in a microcosm “the revolutionary-democratic dictator-
ship of proletariat and peasantry.”

The urban and rural revolutionary committees advocated by Lenin
had nothing in ggmmon with the Menshevik idea of revolutionary
self-government{ In contrast to the Menshevik concept of revolution
as a “spontaneous process” without advance organization Lenin
stated: “An insurrection can be arranged if those who arrange it are
influential with the masses and are able to assess the moment cor-
1'ect13£D39 The Menshevik campaign for revolutionary self-govern-
ment was described by Lenin as a “completely childish idea,” since
it ignored the real power relationships and the government’s military
superiority. “In the revolution it is first of all important to win—even
if only in a single city—and to establish a provisional revolutionary
government, so that this government, acting as an instrument of the
insurrection and as recognized leader of the revolutionary people, can
undertake to organize revolutionary self-government. . . . Organiza-
tion of revolutionary self-government and election of the people's
delegates are not the prologue but the epilogue of the insurrection.”*?
While the Mensheviks believed convocation of a sovereign constituent
national assembly to be a primary goal of the revolution, such an
assembly—though constantly included in the Bolshevik battlecries—
was subordinate among the Bolsheviks as early as 1905. The decisive
measures of the revolutionary government were to be taken before
a possible meeting of a constituent assembly. “We will demand of
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ithe constituent assembly . . . that it sanction changes that will have
been effected by the provisional government with the help of the
_gebelling people,” Stalin wrote in this connection.*#!

The Bolshevik revolutionary program was based on the party’s
leading role. After the revolutionary tidal wave of 1905 the Bol-
sheviks repeatedly confronted the problem of how to combine the
party's absolute demand for leadership with the spontaneous progress
of the labor movement. Their strength in numbers was small; even
among the St. Petersburg workers the party had fewer than 1.000
members during the first half of 1905.742 Most party committees had.
to use Lenin's words. “become frozen in illegality”**3 and were in no

osition to attract the politically awakened levels of the working class.
@t the party congress of April 1905 Lenin demanded that the party
committees heretofore dominated by the intelligentsia be expanded
by including workers from the factories. but he was resisted by pro-
fessional revolutionaries on the committees. who maintained that no
suitable workers were available.”** This is an early instance of the
“bureaucratization” of the party—a problem that occupied Lenin
until his death. but which in the final analysis stemmed from his
conception of an elite party and his suspicion of “spontaneity.;

The Bolsheviks' mistrust of labor organizations that Were in-
dependent of the party was most strongly expressed in their_relations
with the soviets. The view of the Stalinist rewriters of history, widely
accepted even abroad. that the Bolsheviks were instrumental in the
founding of the soviets in 190S. is opposed by the sober truth that
the Bolsheviks did not play godfather to the soviets, and that origin-
ally there was no room in Bolshevism for the soviet idea. Notwith-
standing participation of many Bolshevik workers in the soviets. the
basic position of Bolshevik executive groups wavered batween overt
rejection and half-reluctant recognition of these “foreign bodies™
within the revolution. Their attitude toward the soviets at this time
varied from place to place and underwent certain alterations. Lenin
himself never reached a final verdict on the soviets. though he was the
only Bolshevik who attempted to analyze this new revolutionary
phenomenon and to incorporate it into his theorv and tactics of
revolution.

Workers with a Bolshevik orientation. like all other workers, par-
ticipated in the founding of the St. Petersburg soviet during the
October strike. The party committee—which, unlike the Mensheviks,
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had not originally advocated election of deputies—sent its ofticial
representatives to the Executive Committee; among them was
Knuniants (Radin), who later became the leading Bolshevik in the
soviet. During the first few days of the soviet’s existence, when it
functioned as a strike committee and no one knew exactly what its
future role would be, the Bolsheviks were quite favorably disposed
toward it. This changed, however,(when after the October strike ended
the soviet began developing into an instrument of political leadership
for the metropolitan working class. From then on a majority of St.
Petersburg Bolsheviks were hostile toward the soviet.}5 The
Bolsheviks got the joint committee representing both factions of the
RSDWP to pass a resolution demanding that the soviet officially ac-
cept the Social Democratic program, since nonpartisan organizations
such as the soviet could not steer a specifically proletarian course and
were therefore harmful.2#¢ The party’s Central Committee published
the resolution on October 27, thereby making it the binding directive
for all other Bolshevik organizations. In St. Petersburg itself Bolshevik
agitators began to promote it among workers and soviet deputies. In
a few plants they successfully persuaded workers to accept a declara-
tion concurring with the joint committee’s resolution.24” In the
meantime, however, the Mensheviks had dissociated themselves from
these radical tactics, and the Social Revolutionaries introduced a
counterdeclaration at the soviet plenary session, expressing strong
opposition to the Social Democratic Party’s claim to be the sole
representative of proletarian interests.?*® After Lenin’s arrival in St.
Petersburg, the Bolsheviks stopped their open attacks against the
soviet. .
Discussion in the columns of their newspaper, Novaja Zizn’, turned
primarily on the relationship of the soviet, as a “nonpartisan organiza-
tion,” to the Social Democratic Party. Bolshevik criticism was mainly

directed against the soviet’s effort to act as the proletariat’s political
organization, standing ahove. parties. (The ST Petersburg Botsheviks
were convinced that “only a strong parly along class lines can guide
the proletarian political movement and preserve the integrity of its
program, rather than a political mixture of this kind, an indeterminate
and vacillating political organization such as the workers council
represents and cannot help but represent.”24® The consensus was that
parallel existence of the soviet and the party was in the long run

impossib@For a group of Bolshevik agitators and propagandists, P.
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Mendeleev demanded unequivocally: “The soviet of workers deputies
has no right to exist as a political organization, and the Social Demo-
crats must resign from it, since its existence damages development of
the Social Democratic movement. The soviet may either exist as a
trade-union organization or it should not exist at all. As a trade-
union organization it can be of great significance, inasmuch as it
unites all workers into a single organization, agitates in the factories
for the formation of trade-union war chests, and functions as a strike
committee during the strike.” Accordingly, the writer proposed that
the party adopt a three-pronged procedure toward the soviet: 1) the
Bolsheviks should attempt to induce the soviet to limit itself to trade-
union functions; 2) should this fail, the soviet was to issue a declara-
tion on principle accepting its subordination to the leadership of the
RSDWP; 3) the soviet was then to be dissolved forthwith, since its
continued existence as a Social Democratic organization alongside the
party would be superfluous.23°

The question, “Soviet or Party?” was also posed by Radin in an
article bearing that title, which was later used by Lenin to develop his
own concept of the soviets. Radin admitted the need for an
organization that could call and lead a strike of the working masses,
since the political parties alone were not in a position to do so. The
soviet could in no way replace the party, however. ¥It can only direct
specific actions of the proletariat, stand at the head of particular
mass actions. It is able to set concrete tasks that unite the entire
proletariat, but its task is not to guide class politics.” Radin, too,
concluded that the soviet should “reveal its political profile” and
state “which political party it recognizes as leader and which politi-
cal program it follows. The proletariat should know exactly what
banner its chosen organization marches under and which party’s
program and directives it will act on.”?5!

The negative attitude of the St. Petersburg Bolsheviks toward the
soviet arose from fear that the elected workers organization might
push aside the party committee and thus lead to “subordination of
consciousness to spontaneity.”?>> The St. Petersburg Bolsheviks still
remembered vividly the great success of Father Gapon’s workmen’s
society and the powerful spontaneous movement of January, during
which the party circles kept aloof. They saw in the soviet of workers
deputies the danger of a new “Gaponovséina”—all the more so as
the deputies included several one-time adherents of Gapon.*3 In the
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efforts of many Mensheviks to use the workers soviet as the starting
point for an internal reorganization of the Social Democratic Party,
the Bolsheviks saw symptoms of the dissolution of the “avant-garde
of the proletariat” and its tight organization. Finally, they feared
that under the colors of nonpartisanship “the rotten goods of
bourgeois ideology” might be introduced among the workers.2%4

The attitude of the metropolitan Bolsheviks influenced that of the
provincial party committees toward the soviets. This was particularly
evident in Moscow. In connection with the printing-trades employees
strike and the printers council,?® the Bolshevik party committee on
October 2, 1905, exhorted the Moscow workers to elect deputies in
the factories to lead the general strike. “Let the deputies of all
factories and workshops come together in a general soviet of deputies
from all Moscow,” the appeal read. “Such a general soviet of deputies
will unite the proletariat of all Moscow. It will give the workers the
unity and organization needed for the struggle against their enemies—
both the autocracy and the bourgeoisie.”?%¢ This proclamation is an
isolated instance of Bolshevik initiative in formation of the soviets in
190S. The appeal had no practical consequences. Influenced by the
negative attitude of the party’s St. Petersburg and central committees,
the Moscow Bolsheviks waited a long time, even after the October
strike, before establishing a workers council in late November.25?
The opening day of the Moscow soviet, a congress of the northern
committees of the RSDWP passed the following resolution: “A
council of workers deputies should be established only in places where
the party organization has no other means of directing the proletariat’s
revolutionary action or where it is necessary to free the masses from
‘the influence of the bourgeois. parties. The soviet of workers deputles
‘must be a technical instrument of the party for the purpose of giving
political leadership to the masses through the RSDWP. It is therefore
imperative to gain control of the soviet and prevail upon it to recog-
nize the program and political leadership of the RSDWP.”238

These “sectarian tendencies”?*® in numerous Bolshevik party com-
mittees, which saw undesirable rivals in the soviets, partly explain
the belated formation of many provincial soviets. In Saratov, for
example, the Bolsheviks opposed the founding of a deputies council as
late as November 20. When a soviet was nevertheless elected, the
Bolsheviks demanded acceptance of the Social Democratic Party
program at the first session. The majority—Mensheviks and un-
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affiliated—objected, however, and the soviet decided not to tie itself
to any particular party program but to be “a nonpartisan instrument
of leadership of the working masses, the majority of whom are un-
affiliated.”26® On the other hand, the Bolsheviks in Tver persuaded the
sgadet deputies to accept the party program almost unanimously.26
ﬁ'l?he views concerning the soviets which Lenin developed during
1905-1907 had little influence on the practical relationship of the
party to the soviets, but they are of considerable theoretical signif-
icance, especially for the Revolution of 1917. Lenin hit on the soviet
concept that was to be fruitful in the future; next to Trotsky’s
analysis of the soviets, drawn from direct experience, Lenin’s view is
among the most important theoretical results of the 1905 revolution.
His experiences with the soviets 0f 1905 had a significant impact on
his revolutionary program in 19lb

Lenin’s earliest statement about the soviets in 1905 already con-
tains in embryo all the ideas he later varied or expanded. It appears in
a letter to the editors of Novaja Zizn’, written in Stockholm during
the first days of November (o.s.), which bore the title “Qur Tasks
and the Soviet of Workers Deputies”; it was not printed at the time
and was not published until 1940762 In the letter Lenin rejected the
alternative stated by Radin in the fifth issue of Novaja Zizn’—"Soviet
or Party?”—which he considered to6 narrow. It was an error, he
claimed, to demand that the soviet dectare itsetf fora particular party
program; it inherently represented a militant alliance between Social
Democrats and revolutionary bourgeois democrats. What was needed
was an expansion not a contraction of its membership: deputies of
sailors and soldiers, peasants, and the revolutionary intelligentsia
ought to be admitted. “The soviet should elect a core-group to con-
stitute the provisional revolutionary government and augment it with
representatives of all revolutionary parties and all revolutionary
democrats. We are not afraid of such breadth and variety of mem-
bership; rather, we desire it, since complete success of the great
Russian revolution is not possible without an alliance of proletariat
and peasantry, or without the Qllaboration of Social Democrats and

revolutionary democrats.”263 (Possibly I am mistaken,” Lenin states
further, “but it seems to me that politically the soviet of workers
deputies must be viewed as the nucleus of the provisional revolu-
tionary government, and that the soviet should as soon as possible
declare itself to be the provisional revolutionary government of all
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Russia or (the same thing in another form) bring about the pro- "'’

visional revolutionary government.”28¢ Such a government, founded
by the soviet, would be an instrument of the impending armed insur-
rection, give it a clear political program, and call on the people to
overthrow czarism

During the first revolution, Lenin only rarely stated, in such
unequivocal and incisive terms, his faith in the soviet. After his return
to Russia his remarks on the St. Petersburg soviet became much
more guarded. Although he rejected the “boycott tactics” of the St.
Petersburg Bolsheviks, he sided in principle with those who saw in
the soviet the danger of an amorphous nonpartisan organization.

e can, and under certain circumstances we must, . . . go along
with the unpoliticized proletarians [!], but on no account and at no
time should we jeopardize the tight unity of our party, on no account
and at no time should we forget that animosity among the proletariat
toward the Social Democrats is a remnant of bourgeois attitudes. . . .
Participation in unaffiliated organizations can be permitted to social-
ists only as an exception, . . . only if the independence of the workers
party is guaranteed and if within unaffiliated organizations or soviets
individual delegates or party groups are subject to unconditional con-
trol and guidance by the party executivé.)265 Although Lenin took
part in several sessions of the Executive Committee and once ad-
dressed the plenum, he played no major role in the St. Petersburg
soviet.2%¢ Lunacharski later reported that Lenin “stood with a certain
helplessness before the imperfections of this apparatus, which was
neutral and was not at our disposal.”2¢” Lenin’s element was the
party, not the forum of a mass organization; his job was at head-
quarters, not on the battlefield of the revolution.
?ﬂ pposing the Menshevik interpretation of the soviets as organs of
revo utlonary self-government, Lenin repeated his earlier thesis that
only a victorious insurrection could prepare the ground for self-
government. “The soviet of workers deputies is not a workers parlia-
ment nor an instrument_of proletarian self—government nor indeed
an instrument of any self-government, but a m111tént organization for
the attainment. of specific goals.J26® In January 1906, after forcible
dissolution of the soviets, Lenin wrote that events had shown “how
untenable ‘revolutionary self-government’ is without the victory of
the revolutionary forces, how inadequate a temporary nonpartisan
organization is, which at best may supplement a stable and durable
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militant organization of a party, but can never replace it. The
metropolitan soviets of workers deputies collapsed because they lacked
firm backing by a militant proletarian organization.”?%® From now
on he saw the soviets primarily in connection with armed revolt.
Lenin welcomed development of the soviets into instruments of
revolt, as had most clearly happened in Moscow, and at the same
time he objected to senseless and harmful attempts to revive the
soviets during a declining phase of the revolution. A resolution on
the councils of workers deputies that he submitted to the Fourth
Party Congress of the RSDWP in April 1906 reads in part: “that
insofar as the soviets represent cells of revolutionary power, their
strength and significance depend entirely on the vigor and success of
the insurrection.” And again: “Such institutions are inevitably doomed
to failure if they do not base themselves on the revolutionary army
and overthrow the government powers (that is, transform them into
a ,provisional revolutionary government).27°

Thus Lenin saw the soviets as organs of revolution which, as he had
written in the spring of 1905, “even if only in one city, . . . must
inevitably (if only provisionally, partially, intermittently) carry out
all government business.’:271 The soviets would act on behalf of the
revolutionary people’s~government and institute a series of revolu-
tionary reforms. Carried away by the vision of the revolution’s
triumph, ignoring its momentary setback, Lenin celebrated the
“revolutionary genius of the people” and its power which “recognized
no other force or law, from whatever source. Power that is unlimited,
that is beyond legal constraints, that is based on force in the true
sense of the word—this is dictatorship. . . . By its sociopolitical
nature, this is the source of popular revolutionary dictatorship. . . .
This force is based on the masses of the people. This was the funda-
mental difference between the new power and all previous power.
The latter was minority power above the people, above the masses of
workers and peasants. The former is popular power of workers and
peasants above a minority, above a handful of oppressors, above a
bunch of privileged nobles and officials. . . . The new power exercised
by the dictatorship of the vast majority could and did maintain itself
exclusively with the help and the confidence of the vast masses,
exclusively through letting the entire mass share in the power in the
freest, broadest, and strongest manner. . . . Are you a worker? Do
you want to fight for the liberation of Russia from a handful of police
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oppressors? You are our comrade. Elect your deputy, we will gladly
and happily welcome him as a fully qualified member of our soviet of
workers deputies, the peasant committee, the soviet of soldiers depu-
ties, and the like. . . . That was the face of the new power—or rather
its germinal form, since the victory of the old power destroyed the
young shoots very early on.”?72

ere Lenin approaches most closely the ideas subsequently de-
veloped in the spring of 1917 of the soviets as instruments of revolu-
tionary workers and peasants power and (beginning in the summer
of 1917) the dictatorship of the proletariat.)Notwithstanding his
evaluation—outstripping the realities of 1905—of the soviets as
pillars of revolutionary state power, a status they achieved only in a
few places and incompletely, Lenin here laid the groundwork for his
theory of the soviets of 1917. At the same time there are already
elements of an idealization of the soviets as an expression of the
“people’s creative genius” and of mass democracy; these ideas were
carried over into the official myth of the soviets and are used to this
day to prove the superiority of Soviet democracy over “bourgeois”
democracy. Plekhanov—that sober, intellectual, and materialist
Marxist—could feel only scorn and rejection for such irrational no-
tions; he characterized Lenin’s phrase of “the people’s creative
genius” (narodnoe tvorestvo) as an obsolete and romantic heritage
from the Narodniks. Lenin countered this reproach with the com-
ment that the Revolution of 1905 had demonstrated the strength of
spontaneous revolutionary forces and the growth of new instruments
of power in the soviets and other revolutionary organizations.??® But
fundamentally Plekhanov was not in error: it was no accident that
Lenin’s paean of praise for the revolutionary genius of the Russian
people as evidenced in the soviets coincided with the vocabulary of
the Narodniks, Social Revolutionaries, and anarchists.@_uring the
revolutionary struggle Lenin was always closer to Russia’s revolu-
tionary tradition with its belief in the “people,” its idealistic élan,
and its anarchic undertone, than to the determinist doctrine of
Western Marxism embraced by the Mensheviks. J.enin thought that
in the soviets he could detect the people’s long-suppressed powers
which could be creative as well as destructive and which were now
bursting forth in the revolution, powers which Bakunin and others
had long hoped would be victorious in the revolution. Lenin was
still hesitant in 1905, and saw these powers only as ideas without
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practical implications, but he was also determined to master them
and to guide them toward the goal he desired. Thus the relationship
between party and soviets became the central problem of Lenin’s
council theory and of the Bolshevik council system.

While between November 1905 and the summer of 1906 Lenin
incorporated the soviets into his program as “instruments of insur-
rection” and “cells of the new revolutionary power,” he continued
to remain very cautious about the soviets as agencies of proletarian
self-government. When Menshevik agitation for an all-Russian work-
ers congress was revived in the second half of 1906,%™ his aversion to
interpretation of the soviets as “above parties” and “nonpartisan”
proletarian organizations deepened. Lenin went so far as to con-
siderably modify his earlier view of the soviets as organs of the com-
ing revolutionary power. In the spring of 1907 he wrote: (*During a
new upsurge of the struggle, during the transition into this Phase (of
the insurrection), such organizations (the soviets) are certainly
necessary and desirable. But their historical development should not
consist of a schematic expansion of the local soviets into an all-
Russian workers congress, but a metamorphosis of the embryonic
instruments of revolutionary power (these were above all the soviets)
into central instruments of the victorious revolutionary power, into
the revolutionary provisional government. The soviets of workers
deputies and their union are essential to the victory of the insurrec-
tion. The victorious insurrection will of necessity create other instru-
ment@75 The last sentence shows that the future form of the
revolulionary regime still took a subordinate place in Lenin’s think-
ing and that he had not yet adopted the soviet system of state power.
At the same time the difference between the Menshevik and
Bolshevik approaches to the soviets becomes once again apparent.
For the Mensheviks, the soviets were important because they could
spawn a broad proletarlan class party, for the Bolsheviks, the soviets
were tactically useful in the power struggle

Lenin strictly maintained the Marxist party’s claim to power
within the workers movement as against all nonpartisan workers
organizations of the soviet type. In March 1907 he wrote a draft
resolution for the Fifth Party Congress of the RSDWP, giving it the
characteristic title, “On the Unaffiliated Workers Organizations in
Relation to the Anarcho-Syndicalist Tendencies Among the Pro-
letariat.” In this work he condemned all efforts within and outside the
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party toward a workers congress and declared “that the participation
by organizations of the Social Democratic Party in all-party councils
of workers spokesmen and deputies and in congresses of their repre-
sentatives, as well as the creation of such bodies, is permissible if
need be, on the condition that party interests are strictly preserved
and the Social Democratic Workers Party is strengthened and con-
solidated.” Elsewhere in the resolution he states that “such bodies
(the soviets of workers deputies) can actually prove superfluous if
the Social Democratic Party understands how to organize its work
among the proletarian masses properly, efficiently, and sweep-
ingly.”2%¢

The “revolutionary genius” of the people, which Lenin had men-
tioned and which was present in the soviets, constantly harbored the
danger of “anarcho-syndicalist tendencies” that Lenin fought against
all his life. He detected this danger early in the development of the
soviets and hoped to subdue it by subordinating the soviets to the
party. The drawback of the new “soviet democracy” hailed by
Lenin in 1906 is that he could envisage the soviets only as controlled
organizations; for him they were instruments by which the party
controlled the working masses, rather than true forms of a workers
democracy. The basic contradiction of the Bolshevik soviet system—
which purports to be a democracy of all working people but in
reality recognizes only the rule of one party—is already contained in
Lenin’s interpretation of the soviets during the first Russian revolu-
tion.

In the period 1907-1916 Lenin did not further elaborate his
concept of soviets. In an occasional comment he emphasizes their
revolutionary and militant character. In the fourth of his important
theses of October 1915, for example, he says: “Soviets of workers
deputies and similar institutions must be considered instruments of the
insurrection and of revolutionary power. These institutions can be
of definite usefulness only in spreading the MSS‘M‘F and
an insurrection, depending on the degree of preparation, development,
and progress.”?™ Tn a covering letter to the theses Lenin explicitly
warned against formation of soviets unless these conditions were
present. A soviet without an insurrection, he claimed, was nothing
but a marvelous opportunity to arrest a few dozen workers’ leaders.?™®

“Lenin’s followers remained oblivious to these beginnings of a
council theory. In 1922, when the Bolshevik role in the founding of
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the soviets was beginning to be eulogized, Karl Radek wrote: “That
the soviets were not only organizations fighting the bourgeois govern-
ment but cells of the future organization of proletarian power was not
recognized by the Russian Marxists, let alone those in Europe.”?™
The decisive turning came only with Lenin’s theses of April 1917.
Stalin’s writings of 1905, for example, contain not a word about the
soviets, which later led Trotsky to the biting remark that therefore
“essentially, he stood with his back to the Revolution itself. . . .”280
Lenin’s 1905 conception of the soviets was treated much the same
way as his theory of the transition of the bourgeois revolution into
the socialist revolution.?8! In both cases it was a matter of perspec-
tives running ahead of events, perspectives that Lenin ventured from
his analysis of the revolutionary situation and the social balance of
power in Russia. For the practical politics of his party and the im-
mediate concerns of his followers, these theoretical excursions into
a realm that was still far distant were at most of literary interest. But
they gained extreme practicality during the 1917 revolution when
Lenin pursued these perspectives and steered his resisting party
toward the new goal—the socialist soviet republic.

c) Trotsky

Trotsky was the only well-known Marxist and revolutionary to play
an important part in the 1905 soviets. His membership in the Execu-
tive Committee and, after Chrustalev-Nosar’s arrest, in the presidium
of the St. Petersburg soviet placed him in the front ranks of the
socialist leadership and accounted for his popularity among the
masses, which in turn benefited him in October 1917. His 1905-1906
ideas on the course of the Russian revolution, which he synthesized
in the theory of “permanent revolution,” and his practical experiences
in the soviet, developed into what was probably the most significant
and farsighted concept of the soviets during the first Russian revolu-
tion.

When the RSDWP split in 1903, Trotsky first allied himself with
the Mensheviks and attacked Lenin with unusual vehemence, accusing
him—in words that had a prophetic ring—of ultracentralism and
“dictatorship over the proletariat.”?82 He could not, however, agree
with the Menshevik program of revolution, which granted the work-
ing class only second place, after the bourgeoisie. From the end of
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1904, therefore, he became disaffected with the Menshevik leaders in
the emigration, and until summer 1917 he stood somewhere between
the two warring factions. Trotsky’s personal vitality and revolutionary
drive, and his international perspective on the revolution, were built
into his theory of “permanent revolution,” which enlarged on similar
ideas of his literary ally, Parvus.28% Trotsky’s formulation was as
follows:

‘The Russian revolution, whose immediate goals are bourgeois,
can under no circumstances stop there. These immediate bourgeois
tasks can be solved only through seizure of power by the proletariat,
which can not thereafter limit itself to the bourgeois framework. On
the contrary, the proletarian avant-garde must secure victory by the
deepest inroads not only into feudal but also into bourgeois property.
Therefore the proletariat will clash with all bourgeois groups and with
the peasantry who helped to establish proletarian power. Contradic-
tions in the position of the workers government, in a backward country
with an overwhelming peasant majority, can be solved only on an
international scale, in the arena of proletarian revolution.’)*8

Trotsky shared Lenin’s disbelief in the revolutionary power of the
bourgeoisie, on which the Mensheviks counted. But while Lenin
included the peasantry as a significant factor in his alliance of
democratic forces, Trotsky saw only the narrow stratum of urban
proletariat as the agent of the revolution. Lenin’s theory of the transi-
tion into socialist revolution depended on an interim “revolutionary-
democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry” of indefinite
duration. For Trotsky, the “dictatorship of the proletariat” would
follow the czarist regime; the boundaries between the “minimum”
and “maximum” program would disappear.

From 1905 until spring 1917 Lenin rejected both Trotsky’s theory
of permanent revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat for
Russia, because the peasantry’s importance seemed to be ignored.?83
In preparing for the October Revolution, however, Lenin adopted
Trotsky’s view and steered the same course toward socialist revolu-
tion.

With the outbreak of the revolutlon Trotsky s tactxcal views were

January 9, 1905, he had seen the polmcal general stnke as a next step
in the revolutionary struggle, and after “Bloody Sunday” he, like
Lenin, advocated preparations for the armed insurrection and a
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“simultaneous action of the proletariat of all Russia.”*% In March he
called for a provisional government, in which the Social Democrats
would inevitably play the leading part. As if he had a premonition of
the Bolshevik seizure of power in October 1917, Trotsky writes
that “in a decisive victory of the revolution, those who led the
proletariat will be awarded the power.”*%" In the same “Political
Letter” to Iskra Trotsky gives an example of how a provisional
government might emerge from the revolution: “The recent elections
to the Shidlovsky Commission voted in roughly 400 representatives
of the St. Petersburg proletariat. Among these 400 are 10 or more
of the most influential and most popular workers of St. Petersburg.
The elections led to a strike that could develop into a general strike.
The strike can lead to a victorious uprising and to the formation of a
provisional government. The Social Democratic workers who are
members of the Commission might find themselves in the provisional
government. What demands will the party make upon them? That
they refuse to join the government or, if they join, that they take
orders from the bourgeois radicals? No, the party must demand,
first, that they secure a majority and, second, that they submit to its
authority.”2%8

Although Trotsky had largely cut his ties to the emigré leaders,
he Was considered the chief spokesman for the Mensheviks in the St.
Petersburg soviet, to which he belonged from the beginning. During
the power struggles after Lenin’s death, this fact was held against
Trotsky as proof of his “treacherous” past. In reality, of course, the
metropolitan Mensheviks were much more radical than their emigré
fellows, because of Trotsky's influence and their immediate revolu-
tionary experiences. In the soviet Trotsky often spoke for Bolsheviks
and Mensheviks; factional differences dissolved in the common
struggle. To Trotsky such transcendence of factionalism was both a
function and an accomplishment of the soviet

Trotsky’s detailed evaluation of the 1905 soviets, in his history
of the revolution,>*? combines Menshevik and Bolshevik views.
Trotsky calls the soviets’ most prominent feature the spontaneity
with which they arose from an elemental revolutionary need in the
masses, rather than from conspiracy among professional revolution-
aries. This is a distinct slap at the Bolsheviks’ conspiratorial tactics,
against which Trotsky and the Mensheviks had polemicized since
1903. “Proletarian representation” and “revolutionary groups of
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self-governing workers”2% were, in Trotsky’s eyes, not “assemblies of
political hot air and mutual instruction” but “means of struggle.”2%!
The revolution’s course prompted the soviets to become the instru-
ments of insurrection of which Lenin had spoken. Addressing the
tribunal that had indicted the St. Petersburg soviet for preparing an
armed uprising, Trotsky attempted in sophisticated words to clear
the soviet of direct, technical preparation of a rebellion, without
abandoning his basic conviction that there would be an inevitable
violent upheaval. However much expediency dictated his choice of
words, they nevertheless reflect soviet tactics aimed at conquering the
enemy psychologically, especially by winning army support. “To
prepare ourselves for the inevitable rising . . . for us that means
chiefly to raise the consciousness of the people, to explain that open
conflict is inevitable . . . that only might can defend right, that a
powerful organization of the revolutionary masses is necessary.”2%2
The latter was the chief task of the soviet: to “unify the revolutionary
struggle of the proletariat”2?® and to fuse the various proletarian
strata and political groups.

Trotsky emphasized, more strongly than Lenin, the St. Petersburg
soviet’s form of direct, genuine democracy. “In the guise of the soviet,
for the first time there appears to us on the soil of modern Russian
history a democratic power, the power of the masses themselves over
their component parts. This is truly genuine unadulterated democracy,
without a two-chamber system, without a professional bureaucracy,
with the right of the voters to recall their deputies whenever they
choose.”?* This formulation suggests that Trotsky was thinking
of Marx’s description of the Paris Commune of 1871 and applying
Marx’s interpretation to the Russian soviets, although he did not
specifically refer to The Civil War in France. Like Lenin, in 1905
Trotsky did not yet view the soviets as sequels and heirs of the Paris
Commune.

@ccording to Trotsky’s theory of revolution, the principal con-
frontation occurs between the urban proletariat and czarism. In
the soviet, the proletariat had created an organization “capable of
establishing revolutionary power.”2% Soviets were already ‘“the
nucleus of revolutionary power,” and it would have been “utopian to
try to make the soviets coexist with the old regime.”2?® Here Trotsky
once again agrees with Lenin, who also recognized in the soviets
the embryonic revolutionary government. Trotsky, again like Lenin,
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does not yet draw the ultimate conclusion and does not advocate a
republic patterned on the soviets but he definitely approaches this
ideQHis theory of “permanent revolution” does, after all, contain
the sentence: “The revolution can solve its most immediate, bourgeois
tasks in no other way than through the seizure of power by the
proletariat. But once the proletariat has seized power, it cannot limit
itself to the bourgeois framework of the revolution.”27
ian seizure of power would, in the light of Trotsky’s experiences in
1905, most probably happen through the soviets. Thus the soviets
would become instruments of the dictatorship of the proletariat and
spontaneously transform themselves into pillars of the new socialist
state. In 1906 Parvus wrote: “The St. Petersburg Soviet of Workers
Deputies had a genuinely creative potential. One could feel a power
that might expand and completely transform the state.”2%
ments of revolution, the soviets become instruments of government—
that is the essence of Lenin’s slogan, “All power to the soviets.”

Dictatorship of the proletariat in the form of the soviets, the idea
on which Lenin based the Bolshevik theory of the state in 1917, was
thus already expressed by Trotsky and Parvus in 1905, though they
did not develop the concept further. In an extraordinary forecast
written in 1907, Trotsky largely anticipated even the soviets’ actual
development during the revolution of 1917: “Without doubt the
revolution’s next new assault will bring in its wake everywhere the
establishment of workers councils. The general all-Russian workers
council, organized by a nationwide workers assembly, will then
assume direction of locally elected organizations.” Trotsky outlined
the program for the councils during the new revolution: “Revolu-
tionary cooperation with the army, the peasantry, and the plebeian
segments of the urban bourgeoisie. Abolition of absolutism. Destruc-
tion of its material structure: partly reform, partly immediate dis-
solution of the army, annihilation of the police and bureaucracy.
The eight-hour day. Arming the populace and especially the prole-
tariat. Transformation of public authorities into agencies of municipal
self-government. Establishment of peasants councils as local carriers
of the agrarian revolution. Organization of elections to the constituent
assembly and of election campaigns based on a definite program of
the workers.”2%

Basically this list covers the call for soviet power as promulgated
by the Bolsheviks in 1917. If the soviets were to carry out all these
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measures in a coming revolution, they would be the sole revolutionary
power in the country. In that case the last point in the program—
organization of elections to the constituent assembly—would not
matter much. A national assembly, meeting after the revolution and
wholly dependent on the soviets, can only sanction what has already
taken place, or stand by helplessly. Trotsky’s retention of the con-
stituent assembly in his 1907 program, as in the Bolshevik slogans of
1917, is only a leftover from traditional revolutionary demands. As
far as he was concerned the future belonged to the new organizations
of the revolution, the soviets.

d) Social Revolutionaries and Anarchists

Within the Russian revolutionary movement the Social Revolu-
tionaries could rightly claim to be the heirs of Russia’s revolutionary
tradition as it existed before Western European Marxism penetrated
the country, and to be the successor of the earliest revolutionary party,
the Narodniks.3%® Scattered groups of the Narodnaja volja (the
People’s Will) which had survived the smashing of their movement
in the 1880s, or had emigrated, and a few more recent organizations
in various parts of Russia founded the new party of Social Revolu-
tionaries (SR) in late 1901.3°1 At this time Marxism and Social
Democracy already exerted a strong intellectual and organizational
influence. The program of the Social Revolutionaries3°? contains
Marxist ideas about the development of capitalism and the leading
role of the urban proletariat alongside older views on the agrarian
question and the role of terror. (While the Social Revolutionaries
recognized the significance and strength of the nascent Russian labor
movement, they continued to look to the village for the broadly-
based revolution. To them the Russian peasant would bring to life
a fundamental socialism, best manifested in rural cooperatives.
Opposing the Marxists’ sharp class distinctions, the Social Revolu-
tionaries adopted the concept of “the working people.” They ad-
dressed themselves equally to peasantry, working class, and
intelligentsia, and had, especially among students, far more followers
than did the Social Democrats. Yheir part in the revolutionary move-
ment before 1905, as in the Trevolution itself, equaled that of the
Bolsheviks and Mensheviks; among the peasants and in various as-
sociations of the intelligentsia they were dominant.
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The Social Revolutionaries’ program on the eve of the first Russian
revolution contained a number of points that were important for their
position within the revolutionary front and their relationship with
the Bolsheviks. Although like the Marxists they distinguished between
two phases of the revolution—the first leading to the overthrow of
czarism, the second resulting in the socialist transformation of
society—they hoped to achieve the transition from the first to the
second stage as smoothly and directly as possible. Already in 1903
the party paper, Revoljucionnaja Rossija, anticipated almost word
for word Trotsky’s subsequent theory of “permanent revolution”
and Lenin’s allusions to the concept.3?3 After “Bloody Sunday” the
Social Revolutionaries developed these ideas further. The urban
proletariat, they suggested, would have to direct the agrarian move-
ment; workers and peasants would seize power and establish a
democratic republic; the land would belong to the village community
and its usufruct would be proportionately allotted to individual
peasants. This “socialization” of the soil was to create the precedents
for fully developed socialism, which in Russia could largely bypass the
negative aspects of the capitalist period.

In their emphasis on the peasantry’s revolutionary role and in
their distrust of the bourgeoisie’s progressive role, the Social Revolu-
tionaries were rather close to Lenin, who counted on the Social
Revolutionary Party as a partner in the “revolutionary-democratic
dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry.” The Bolsheviks and
Social Revolutionaries also saw eye to eye on tactics, the Social
Revolutionaries generally recommending more radical methods.
Though Lenin rejected the assassination of various government figures
by party militants since the turn of the century, there was basic
agreement on strikes and especially on armed rebellion. As early as
1904 Revoljucionnaja Rossija stated that armed uprising, combining
proletarian strikes, peasant revolts, and individual acts of terrorism,
would bring about the downfall of czarism.3°¢ In 1905 and 1906 the
Social Revolutionaries expanded their militant groups; students, work-
ers, and even isolated officers joined their ranks to take part in
revolutionary actions.

On the whole, thongh, the Social Revolutionaries were considerably
weaker than the two Social Democratic factions within the labor
movement, as evidenced by the workers councils. Though they had
followers in all the soviets, they nowhere gained decisive influence.
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In most of the executive committees the official party delegates had
the same rights as the Mensheviks and Bolsheviks—the workers con-
sidered this the fairest solution.

In the St. Petersburg soviet the Social Revolutionaries succeeded
in forestalling the Bolshevik attempt to make the soviet subscribe to
the Social Democratic program.®3 Avksentiev in 1917 was head of
the All-Russian Soviet of Peasants Deputies and was chief repre-
sentative of the Social Revolutionaries in the Executive Committee.
Chernov, the party’s chief theoretician, gave only one address to the
plenum in which he warned the workers against acting independently
to introduce the eight-hour day in factories.?°® In contrast to most
other party members, Chernov took a very sober view of the revolu-
tion and feared that aggressive tactics would result in government
repression before the revolution could conquer the countryside.

After the defeat of December 1905, the First Party Congress of the
Social Revolutionary Party was held at the turn of the year. It is
worth noting that discussion at this congress never touched on the
soviets.3%7 One might conclude that the Social Revolutionaries—
unlike Lenin, for example—were unaware of the soviets’ importance
during the first revolution. This is not so, however, as may be seen
from an appeal of the party’s Central Committee after dissolution of
the First Duma in June 1906, in which local party organizations were
urged to form “unaffiliated armed soviets of workers deputies to
lead the struggles of the urban working population. . . . The soviets
must conduct the general strike and, whenever possible, steer it
toward armed revolt. The soviets should give special attention to
insuring that the urban working population does not act separately
from the peasantry and the army, thus fragmenting the revolutionary
forces.”3%8 In this appeal the soviets appear—as they do with Lenin—
as agencies both of revolt and of unification of the revolutionary
forces. This view was also expressed by a delegate to the Second
Party Congress in February 1907, where the soviets were mentioned
in connection with party tactics and elections to the Second Duma. A
left-wing duma would “form an organizational center for the masses
and enormously facilitate the parties’ organizational work, which
must be energetically pursued during the duma’s session. Workers,
peasants, and soldiers councils must be established everywhere, with
close ties between them and left-wing duma members. This organiza-
tion of the masses in connection with the duma will insure that the
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future inevitable dissolution of the duma will become a genuine call
to armed revolt.”3% Aside from tactical coupling of the soviets to
the duma’s activity, this is the first time that the trinity of workers,
peasants, and soldiers soviets was used in a slogan, which became
a standard formula after 1917.

This Social Revolutionary origin of the name by which the soviets
were to be known in Bolshevik Russia is symptomatic. Although the
Social Revolutionary Party did not officially adopt the slogan before
the Revolution of 1917 or see the soviets as more than militant or-
ganizations, numerous threads connect the Social Revolutionary ideas
with the subsequent Bolshevik slogan of soviet power. Within the
Social Revolutionary Party a radical left wing took shape almost
from the beginning, and in 1906 it split from the party.{These
Social Revolutionary Maximalists, together with the anarchists,
espoused views that corresponded almost word for word with Lenin’s
April 1917 program of “All power to the soviets.” The Maximalists
rejected the “minimal programs” of the socialist parties and aimed
to establish a “republic of working people” based on universal eco-
nomic equality) In the words of the newspaper Kommuna, first pub-
lished in December 1905, “Social revolution will lead us toward
economic equality through the forced expropriation of land, factories,
and workshops. We hold that there exists in contemporary Russian
life a basic tendency pressing forward in this direction.”31° If the
revolution succeeded, the peasants would reapportion the land and
cultivate it for common use; workers in the cities would themselves
manage the factories. Russian workers, they claimed, were still
so closely connected with the villages that the idea of solidarity, of
joint deliberation and decision, even in economic matters, was alive
enough to be applied to factory management. Russia would not need
to repeat the West’s murderous capitalism. On the contrary, the
“proclamation of the working people’s republic [trudovaja respublika]
in one country will carr in its wake the world-wide uprising of labor
against capital. The workers of the West expect to hear from us his-
tory’s battlecry, which is: a republic of working people!”3!1

Alone among revolutionary parties in 1905 the “Revolutionary
Socialists,” forerunners of the Maximalists, called for a commune.
They claimed that the revolution’s goal was not the democratic re-
public, a fagade for supremacy of the bourgeoisie, as sought by the
Social Democrats and most Social Revolutionaries, but rather a com-
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mune modeled on the Paris Commune of 1871, as proclaimed by
Marx, Engels, and the Russian social theoretician Lavrov. In an
article entitled “How Should the Revolutionary Commune Be Or-
ganized?” Kommuna projected a detailed plan for “kommunal’nyj
sovet,” a communal council that bore a striking resemblance to the
soviets organized during the 1917 revolution. Composed of various
divisions—for example, public safety, supply, arming the workers—
this municipal council was intended to exercise “the highest super-
vision over the life of the community [obs¢ina]” and in doing so
“proclaim the dictatorship of the proletariat,” and “organize the
provisional revolutionary government.” This group’s battlecry was:
“Comrades, workers, prepare yourselves for the proclamation of the
commune in the cities!” The rejection of parliamentarianism followed,
since the example of the Western European socialist parties had
shown that it would lead to alienation of the leaders from the masses
and would nourish the petit bourgeois tendencies within the working
class. Russia, therefore, required not a constltuent _assembly but_the
federafion of revolutionary communes.

Similar ideas were espoused by the anarchlsts, who were close to
the Maximalists. They formed small groups in various Russian cities
and published several newspapers.312 A conference held in October
1906 and directed by the leading anarchist Kropotkin, stated that
the Russian revolution would lead, not to parliamentarianism on the
Western model, but to a far-reaching economic and political reorgan-
ization of the country in the form of local “independent communities,
production ‘groups, and other associations and confederations.”313
Kropotkin was convinced that “bureaucratic centralization is so foreign
to Russian life and the Russian mentality,” while “the anarchist con-
cept of political relations is so suited to them, that in this respect a
mighty task lies before us.”31¢ Exactly like the Maximalists, the
anarchists demanded the transfer of factories, coal mines, and rail-
roads, “not to a ministry of labor, but to the workers who work in
them and who organize themselves in free associations.”3!5 Both
groups clearly show the influence of European syndicalism,31¢ which
was manifested, for example, in the Maximalist program for the
general strike, which “may at any moment change into an armed up-
rising to seize the factories.”®1? The anarchists differ from the social-
ists, with whom they agreed as to the ultimate goal, precisely in that
they hoped to bring about the revolution not by taking over state
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power, but by “removing the state’s military, judicial, and police
pillars,”318 through mass action from below.

Very little information is available concerning the attitude of the
Left Social Revolutionaries and the anarchists toward the soviets
during the 1905 revolution. The St. Petersburg soviet refused to
admit the anarchists’ official representatives to its Executive Com-
mittee—an action that Lenin explicitly approved.3!® Nor were an-
archists represented in the Executive Committees of most provincial
soviets. An exception was Bialystok, where the anarchists were
supported by a majority of the workers council. The anarchists and
Maximalists, remaining in separate groups, could not prevail against
Social Democratic preponderance. In times of crisis, however, their
influence increased in some places among the unaffiliated workers, as
happened in 1906, when workers were exposed to renewed economic
pressure from entrepreneurs. Lenin’s previously mentioned resolution
condemning the ‘“anarcho-syndicalist tendencies among the prole-
tariat”3?° was directed against the disturbing influence of the anarchists
in Moscow and Odessa.

Without a doubt the anarchists had to see that the workers councils
resembled the free proletarian work-based societies which they had
advocated. They were likely to recognize in the soviets both the
democratic principle of the free “obs¢ina” and a suitable form for
workers’ management of the factories. In any case, Left Social Revo-
lutionary and anarchist demands were well suited to furnishing the
existing soviets with an ideology of their own. Lenin accomplished
this at the outbreak of the 1917 Revolution with ingenious uncon-
cern for the partial recantation of his previous principles. The aims
of the revolutionary far left in 1905—a state on the model of the
commune; transfer of the factories to the workers; destruction of the
bureaucracy, army, and police; proclamation of world revolution
from the East—all these Lenin combined in his call for soviet
power, when he apparently assimilated the anarchist program to
secure the support of the masses for the Bolsheviks.



CHAPTER THREE

The Soviets and
the Russian Revolution of 1917

1. THE OUTBREAK OF REVOLUTION

a) The Russian Labor Movement during the War

After the 1905 revolution, the Russian labor movement under-
went a phase of decline and decay beginning in 1907. The modest
political rights (limited franchise and partial legalization of trade
unions) gained during the revolution were impeded or curtailed by
the authorities. Most of the workers’ economic gains (shortening of
the workday, pay raises, wage agreements) were rescinded. Because
of the workers’ exhaustion, the strike movement subsided and
reached its nadir in 1910.1

With the dissolution of the Second Duma in June 1907, the revolu-
tionary parties were forced once again to go underground or to con-
ceal their activities behind innocuous societies, cooperatives and
trade unions. Partial legalization of the working-class economic
struggle led to new rifts within Russian Social Democracy. The so-
called liquidators favored adaptation by avoiding all revolutionary
action and concentrating on the practical immediate tasks. In con-
trast, the Bolsheviks and some Mensheviks and Social Revolution-
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aries sought to salvage from the crumbling party organizations the
illegal cells and revolutionary core, to combat the apathy of the
masses and create a new revolutionary surge at the earliest possible
moment.

During this period Bolshevism achieved its definitive character.
Collapse of the party under reactionary persecutions produced a small
but tested nucleus of militants. Hardened by sacrifice, welded to-
gether by conviction and discipline, entirely free of moral obligations
to the rest of society, these men almost completely embodied Lenin’s
ideal of the professional revolutionary. The formal division in 1912
into Bolsheviks and Mensheviks came when the Bolshevik Party
found its own organizational form, in line with principles laid down by
Lenin in 1902. When the labor movement took an upward turn in
1912,2 the Bolsheviks’ influence grew concurrently. In most unions in
St. Petersburg and Moscow the Bolsheviks commanded a majority
just before the First World War.? During the first half of 1914 the
number of striking workers in Russia corresponded roughly with that
of 1905. Russia seemed once again on the verge of a revolutionary
crisis.

Outbreak of the First World War dealt this development a blow.
The working class had to bow to the exigencies of war and was par-
tially gripped by patriotic fervor. There were also structural changes:
many experienced industrial workers were inducted into the army,
while new workers, among them many women, streamed from vil-
lages to factories. Stagnation in the labor movement lasted only a
short time. In the summer of 1915, with Russian reverses at the
front and domestic opposition, strikes flared up anew. Workers’ de-
mands were caused primarily by acute economic privation, but as
early as 1916 political issues were surfacing in demands for cessation
of the war.* The number of strikers again reached a dangerous level:
113,866 in September 1915, 128,450 in January 1916, and 187,134
in October 1916.°

For the Russian socialist parties the outbreak of war meant a de-
cisive turning point in their history. They faced the same dilemma
as their European counterparts: continuation of the class struggle
under the banner of international solidarity, or a “truce” with the
bourgeois parties, that is, recognition that national interests took
precedence over internationalism.® The socialist camp in Russia split
into three main groups: the “national defenders” (oboroncy), the
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“internationalists,” and furthest to the left, the Bolsheviks, who ad-
vocated “transformation of the imperialist war into a civil war.”?
Plekhanov and many Social Revolutionaries endorsed defensive war;
the majority of the Mensheviks, whether emigrants, exiles, or duma
members, wished for peace without annexations or indemnities but
opposed any revolutionary action while the war lasted. Debates over
the war intensified old differences and prepared the ground for new
alliances that were to mature during the revolution.

Socialists who had remained in Russia thought they saw a new
opportunity to organize the workers movement through participation
in the war-industries committees during the summer of 1915. As
“social self-help organizations™ these committees were intended to
increase and free production from the fetters of czarist bureaucracy.
Leadership was assumed by the Constitutional Democrats and the
Octobrists, who constituted the “progressive bloc” in the duma. The
workers got a special section in the central war-industries committee
in [Petrograd] and in the local commissions. As with the Shid-
lovsky Commission of 1905, factory workers were to vote for elec-
tors, who in turn would elect delegates to the “workers groups” of the
war-industries committees.?

The question of workers’ participation in the committees forced
difficult decisions on the socialists. The right-wing Mensheviks fa-
vored participation. The majority of the Internationalists agreed with
them but emphasized a tactical consideration: they thought workers
groups in the committees offered an excellent opportunity to bring
back centers of the workers movement that had been lost by the war.
They hoped to use the committees to call an all-Russian workers
congress of the chief industrial cities, trade unions, medical-insurance
societies, and the like.? This is basically the 1905 Menshevik pro-
posal for a general workers congress via the Shidlovsky Commission
or the St. Petersburg soviet. As in 1905, the Bolsheviks opposed
working-class participation in these “bourgeois” organizations. In
October 1915 Lenin declared: “We oppose participation in war-
industries commissions which further the imperialist, reactionary war.
We favor participation in the first stage of elections, but only for the
purposes of agitation and organization.”°

At the beginning the Bolshevik boycott tactics were successful in
Petrograd, for at the first meeting of electors there were 90 votes
against joining the committee and 81 in favor. Since irregularities
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occurred during the polling, another meeting was held. This time the
majority declared for joining and elected delegates to the workers
group!! For the first time since the beginning of the war the elec-
tion campaign offered a possibility for holding open meetings of
workers, and political questions were often debated. The workers
group members cultivated close contacts with unaffiliated workers.
Though the groups were overwhelmingly composed of right-wing
Mensheviks—the central group under Gvozdev exclusively so—they
were the left wing of the bourgeois commissions. The workers groups
dealt with a multitude of questions such as wage demands, complaints
about rising prices and the housing shortage, and finding employment.
Their written reports and public discussions made the rest of society
aware of the workers' plight and promoted worker solidarity.!?

The central group also tried to reactivate the factory elder (starost).
Following a suggestion by the minister of commerce, the group pro-
duced a draft on the installation of factory elders, enlarging on the
legal specifications of 1903, that was forwarded to local workers
groups. In Kiev, this question was debated at several meetings. The
local workers group stated that traditional “factory absolutism” must
give way to “factory constitutionalism” and that elected workers
councils must be given a voice in wage and personnel matters.®
Before 1917 factory elders were introduced in several industrial cities,
even though many workers were utterly opposed.

Factory-based election of electors was basically a continuation of
the delegate system underlving the 1905 St. Petersburg soviet. It is
not surprising. therefore, that the idea of a city-wide workers council
was revived. In fact, this time the Bolsheviks seized on the idea.
Earlier thev had advocated formation of strike committees. Now
they declared that the delegates should constitute themselves as a
soviet of workers deputies in the event of a revolutionary upsurge.
A report on party activity in Petrograd states that the workers’ strong
desire for an organization led the party committee to agitate for
a workers parliament as counterpart of the various bourgeois organi-
zations. “Representatives of factories and workshops, elected by pro-
portional representation in all cities. should form an all-Russian soviet
of workers deputies. in which we [i.e.. the Bolsheviks] believe we
would command a majority.”!* Lenin, in his theses of October 1915
and in a letter to Shliapnikov. stated his opposition to the establish-
ment of soviets at this time.!> Reactivation of the soviets never took
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place. However, the idea survived among workers and helped revive
the Petrograd soviet during the February Revolution.!®

At the end of 1916 the central workers group in Petrograd grew
more revolutionary with the growing political unrest (the assassina-
tion of Rasputin, prorogation of the duma by the czar, workers demon-
strations on the anniversary of “Bloody Sunday”). In an appeal
which caused its members’ arrest, the group advocated a mass demon-
stration by the Petrograd proletariat on the day the duma was to
reconvene. The workers were to elect factory committees to consult
and pool forces. “Radical elimination of autocracy and total demo-
cratization of the nation must now be realized without delay. . . .
Only a provisional government organized from popular struggle can
lead the country out of the current dead end and disastrous decay,
and secure political freedom and a peace acceptable to the Russian
proletariat and to the proletariat of other nations.”'” The night of
January 26, 1917, the members of the central workers group were
arrested, which led to events that provoked the revolution.

b) The February Revolution

Like the Revolution of 1905, the February Revolution began on
February 18 with a strike by the workers of the Putilov Works in
Petrograd and on February 22 spread to other factories. On Febru-
ary 24, 200,000 workers were out on strike, and by February 25 the
strike was virtually general. The same day saw the first bloody clashes
between demonstrators and army. The turning point came on Febru-
ary 27, when some troops went over to the revolutionary masses,
sweeping along other units and thus robbing the government of its
means of coercion.!8

The revolutionary rising within a few days passed through all the
stages of a revolution, from strike through street demonstrations to
insurrection, and was “a movement without organizational leadership
from above, bursting forth from the masses themselves.”!® There
was no central leadership from any party or well-known figure.
It is true that between February 23 and February 25 various secret
meetings of socialist parties’ representatives and left-wing duma dele-
gates took place, but they were unable to influence the movement.2°
Even the Petrograd Bolsheviks played only a subordinate role. Of
course Bolshevik workers and students participated in the demon-
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strations and street fights, as did supporters of other parties and the
unaffiliated; but the Bolshevik Party as such did not direct this up-
rising, in contrast to the October Revolution and official Soviet
legend.?! Trotsky quotes Kaiurov, a leader of the solidly proletarian
Vyborg district of the capital: “There was no sign of directives from
party headquarters. . . . The representative of the Central Commit-
tee, Comrade Shliapnikov, was powerless to give instructions for the
following day.”** And Shliapnikov himself admitted, “None of us
thought (on February 24) that the movement then under way would
be the last and decisive battle with the czarist regime. We held no
such belief.”23

Only when the revolution’s triumph was assured in the capital did
two centers form almost simultaneously to impose organization on
the spontaneous movement: the duma committee and the soviet. The
former arose February 27, after the czar’s dissolution decree, as a
provisional committee of duma members (including Rodzianko, Mil-
iukov, and Kerensky). Kerensky later characterized as “the greatest
and worst blunder” the duma’s failure to defy the dissolution decree
and declare itself official center of the revolution and thereby its uni-
versally acknowledged leader.2* Now, however, the “private” duma
committee had no more legitimacy than the simultaneously established
soviet, whose revolutionary origin immediately secured its greater
popularity and authority among the masses.

However, for reasons discussed below, the soviet waived exclusive
assumption of power and refused all participation in the new revolu-
tionary government. But the duma committee’s bourgeois majority
needed moral support and recognition from the workers and soldiers
council. Thus on March 1 (14), 1917, the duma committee and the
Petrograd soviet agreed to form a Provisional Government. The
soviet leaders did not join it (except Kerensky, who procured authori-
zation for this step directly from the soviet membership) but gave it
support under certain conditions.?

The Provisional Government’s majority consisted of Constitutional
Democrats and Octobrists, and its outstanding personalities were
Foreign Minister Miliukov and Minister of War Aleksander Guchkov.
Kerensky, as minister of justice, was the government’s only repre-
sentative of the left. On the evening of March 2 Czar Nicholas II,
seeing the futility of resistance, abdicated in favor of his brother,
Grand Duke Michael. On March 3 the grand duke also renounced
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the throne pending a final decision of the constituent assembly. Thus
the czarist monarchy was overthrown. The first stage of the revolution
had succceded almost without a fight throughout Russia in the early
days of March 1917.

“The Russian revolution broke out on the soil of war. To the
revolutionary masses it represented a means of freeing themselves
from war’s privations, burdens, and suffering,” wrote the Menshevik
Dan, and spokesmen for all political ideologies agreed with this
viewpoint.?¢ Like the German Revolution of November 1918, the
February Revolution resulted from Russia’s military defeat and the
ensuing internal disorganization. Hunger among urban workers and
war weariness among the troops were at the root of the revolutionary
disturbances in the capital. But the February Revolution had still
another source in the outrage felt in patriotic circles over the defeats,
which they blamed on the czarist court, and in their desire to rally
all national forces to win the war. The revolution in the streets headed
off a palace revolt that had been brewing for some time; now it was
to be channeled into the wider national revolution, which was to com-
bine domestic reforms along democratic lines with a vigorous pursuit
of the war. The Provisional Government faced the difficult task of
pursuing both these goals simultaneously. But after the first few weeks
of a national orgy of unity and supreme confidence in a revolutionary
victory, the longing for peace became so strong that the antagonism
between various social and political forces that had lain dormant
since the February Revolution came again into play until the
October Revolution.

2. THE PETROGRAD WORKERS
AND SOLDIERS COUNCIL

a) Formation of the Petrograd Council

Though existing only briefly, the soviets of 1905, especially the St.
Petersburg Soviet of Workers Deputies, left behind a revolutionary
tradition which became strongly ingrained in the working masses.
Although, as already shown, the socialist parties had not incorporated
into their programs the new concept of soviets, it emerged anew with
a resurgence of the labor movement, as during the war in elections to
the workers group of the war-industries committees.?” Despite dif-
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fering political tendencies among Russian workers, it was “as if the
form of the organization itself [the soviet] stood above discussion.”*$

When revolutionary disturbances in Petrograd began in February
1917, therefore, the idea took hold of reestablishing the soviet, both
in the striking factories and among the revolutionary intelligentsia.
Eye-witnesses report that as early as February 24 spokesmen were
elected in some factories to a projected soviet.>® Between February
23 and 25, secret discussions took place among representatives of
various socialist groups (leaders of illegal trade unions and labor
associations, a few left-wing duma members, and party members).
At one such meeting Cherevanin, a right-wing Menshevik, proposed
elections to a workers soviet. The proposal was approved, with
designation of meeting places for the deputies all over the city. The
building housing the Petrograd Society of Workers Cooperatives was
to be the city-wide center. However, that same night of February 25
most participants were arrested before their decisions on elections to
the soviet could be communicated to the workers.?® The deputies
elected independently in various factories lacked central leadership
and a meeting place. In the turbulent days of the revolution, whose
outcome was uncertain until February 27, planned action was not
to be thought of.

The decisive step in forming the Petrograd soviet was taken by
members of the central workers group who were released from prison
on February 27. Led by Gvozdev and accompanied by soldiers and
the masses, they moved into the Tauride Palace, the seat of the duma.
There they formed with several socialit duma members, among
them the Menshevik Nikolai Chkheidze, and participants in the
earlier secret conferences,?! a “Provisional Executive Committee of
the Soviet of Workers Deputies” on the afternoon of February 27
(March 12), 1917. The committee immediately appealed for the
election of deputies, one for each 1,000 workers and one for each
army company, and called the first session for 7:00 p.M.32 When
the meeting was called to order at 9:00 p.M., only 40 to 50 people
were present; probably this number did not even include the delegates
earlier elected in the factories, since they were still ignorant of the
soviet’s establishment.

The Provisional Executive Committee launched into feverish
activity. The danger of revolutionary defeat still existed since troops
loyal to the government might be sent to Petrograd. Therefore the
Executive Committee organized a military staff of revolutionary
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soldiers and officers, which in swift raids occupied the capital’s most
important strategic points. At this first session it was resolved to send
to the city’s various areas commissars who were to establish revolu-
tionary district committees and an armed workers militia. The
Executive Committee was augmented with members of the socialist
parties. Tasks were apportioned to various commissions, among
them a commission for food supplies, one for literature, and a finance
commission.33

The first issue of Izvestija Petrogradskogo soveta rabolich i
soldatskich deputatov on the morning of February 28 carried the
soviet’s programmatic appeal to the population of Petrograd and all
Russia: “In order to successfully conclude the struggle for democ-
racy, the people must organize their power. Yesterday, on
February 27, the Soviet of Workers Deputies was founded in the
capital, consisting of elected representatives from factories, rebelling
troop units, and democratic and socialist parties and groups. The
Soviet of Workers Deputies . . . considers its basic function to be:
organization of the people’s forces in the struggle for political freedom
and people’s rule in Russia. . . . Let us, all together, fight . . . for the
annihilation of the old regime and the convocation of a constituent
national assembly, to be elected by universal, impartial, direct, and
secret ballot.”3*

On February 28 most enterprises held elections for deputies. The
plenary session at 1:00 p.M. was already attended by about 120
industrial delegates,?® but there was still no check on credentials, and
the meeting came to order without any agenda.3¢ As before, decisions
were made within the confines of the Executive Committee. On March
1 and 2 the committee rejected participation in the Provisional
Government by a vote of 13 to 8.37 Instead, the soviet representatives
presented the duma committee with programmatic demands, as condi-
tions for their support of the bourgeois government.?®# On March 2
the plenary of the Petrograd soviet overwhelmingly approved (with
only 19 nays) the agreement between the soviet executive and the
duma committee.?® Thus the Petrograd soviet turned into a ‘“con-
trolling organ of revolutionary democracy” vis-a-vis the government,
and this relationship became decisive in the revolution’s further
development.

The Petrograd soviet considered itself the heir of its 1905 predeces-
sor,*® but it differed markedly in the manner and circumstances of
its formation. While the 1905 soviet grew directly out of a mass
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strike and continued to lead it, the new soviet was founded when the
revolution had already gained ascendancy in the capital through the
revolt of the regiments. The initiative for its establishment came, in
contrast to 1905, chiefly from a few political leaders (among the
workers groups and the duma delegates) who attempted to form a
sort of “reserve and subgovernment” when the old regime collapsed.*!
Thus from the beginning the socialist intelligentsia decisively in-
fluenced the workers and soldiers deputies; of 42 members on the Ex-
ecutive Committee at the end of March only 7 were workers.** But the
most important difference from 1905 is that the soviet of 1917 was a
joint workers and soldiers council. The prominent role of rebelling
troops in the revolution’s victory was acknowledged by taking soldiers
into the newly formed soviet. Some Mensheviks in the Provisional Ex-
ecutive Committee at first opposed the soldiers’ admission since they
wanted to preserve the council’s proletarian purity and exclude the
army from the political struggle, but the majority wanted to win
over the military to the revolution by establishing a close connection
between the soldiers and the soviet.*® This was done by extending to
the military the form of representation on which the workers coun-
cil was based, and deputies were simply elected in regiments instead
of factories. In this way, by using the adaptable soviet, 100,000
soldiers were quickly enlisted in the common revolutionary front. The
soviet’s authority among soldiers was officially secured on March 1
by Order No. 1, issued at the request of the military representatives
in the soviet.** In it the soviet decreed the formation of elected
soldiers committees in all military units from companies on up, the
subordination of all units to the soviet in political questions, and
finally civil liberties for all soldiers. The orders of the military com-
mission established by the duma committee, which claimed supreme
command over the garrison, were to be followed only if they did
not contradict the decrees and resolutions of the soviet.*3 Thus the
Petrograd Workers and Soldiers Council gained de facto power over
the garrison.

b) Structure of the Petrograd Council

In the early weeks of its existence the Petrograd soviet resembled
a huge permanent assembly of workers and soldiers. The number of
delegates grew from day to day; in the first week of March it reached
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1,200; by the second half of March it rose to almost 3,000.4¢ Of this
number, about 2,000 were soldiers and only 800 were workers, al-
though at this time the total number of workers in Petrograd was two
or three times that of the soldiers stationed in the garrison.?” The
reason for this disproportion was that each military unit, even the
smallest company, sent its own delegate to the soviet. There was as
yet no rigorous check of delegates’ credentials, so that a number of
outsiders found their way to the Tauride Palace.®® Under such
circumstances, even though all delegates were never present at any
one time, the soviet’s plenary sessions were poorly organized; they
resembled demonstrations and rallies more than they did a working
parliamentary institution. Aside from the plenaries, the worker and
soldier deputies conferred in separate sections on particular problems.
But even these specialized bodies were still numerically too large to
carry out regular work. On March 18 and 19, therefore, both sec-
tions discussed various detailed proposals for a reorganization to
reduce the number of deputies and increase efficiency. Several speak-
ers pointed out that the soviet’s composition was fortuitous and that
new elections would have to be held to create a truly democratic basis.
Others mentioned the revolutionary merit of the present body and
thought it should not be dissolved. Without a formal resolution, ap-
proval was given in principle to the Executive Committee’s suggestion
for selecting a “little soviet” of 250 to 300 workers and soldiers
each.*® In mid-April a resolution of the Mensheviks and Social
Revolutionaries was passed which proposed continuation of the
existing workers and soldiers soviet. The credentials committee was
asked to exclude random delegates and those from small groups. To
deal with daily business, a small soviet of about 600 members was
formed from the extant soviet. Workers and soldiers were to be
equally represented in it.?® Both sections had their own executives,
which were called “executive commissions” to distinguish them from
the joint Executive Committee.

Thanks to these oragnizational measures, the Petrograd soviet grad-
ually gained some shape. Most practical activity, however, remained
in the hands of the Executive Committee (Ispolnitel’nyj komitet),
which maintained its preeminence dating from the first days of the
revolution. The committee made the basic political decisions that were
subsequently submitted to the plenary for approval. The countless
daily tasks faced by the soviet5! necessitated ever more detailed divi-
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sion of labor among members of the Executive Committee. In the
very first days several commissions were formed, and their number
increased steadily, finally to 12 to 15.52 When a number of prominent
revolutionaries returned from Siberian exile (among them the Men-
shevik Tseretelli, who soon became a leader in the Executive
Committee, and the Bolsheviks Kamenev and Stalin), the Executive
Committee was enlarged. By the end of March it consisted of 42 mem-
bers, including the council chairman (Chkheidze) and the 2 vice-
chairmen (Skobelev and Kerensky).5? In addition, representatives of
the trade unions, members of the Social Democratic factions of the
dumas, representatives of the district councils, the editorial board of
Izvestija, and the commissars named by the soviet participated in the
sessions as nonvoting members. A special “Bureau of the Executive
Committee” with 7 members was formed in mid-March to deal with
current business. On April 12 the Bureau was authorized to take
independent political decisions in emergencies, with only retroactive
confirmation by the Executive Committee required.’* After the All-
Russian Conference of Soviets in late March and early April 1917, 16
provincial representatives were taken into the Executive Committee.
The Bureau was enlarged to 24 members; from then on it met daily,
while the Executive Committee sat three times a week.56

In the course of about two months the Petrograd soviet thus
changed from a provisional revolutionary organ into a well-organized
administrative machine. The execution of its business required several
hundred employees, most of them clerks in the various departments.
The soviet’s administrative expenditures from March to June ran to
800,000 rubles; during the same period it commanded an income of
3,512,000 rubles.*® However, as the soviet worked more efficiently, it
lost proportionately its direct contact with the masses. The plenary
sessions, almost daily during the early weeks, were less frequent and
only sparsely attended by the deputies.5” The soviet Executive be-
came increasingly independent, even though it remained subject to
certain controls by the deputies, who had the right to discharge it.
* The thrust of this development and certain party traditions may have
led to the concentration of power in small committees during the
later Bolshevik soviet system. By that time, however—and here lies
the definitive difference from the original soviet constitution—they
were independent of genuine democratic control from below.

The official ratio of representation for the workers section in the
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soviet was one deputy for 1,000 workers; however, concerns employ-
ing fewer than 1,000 workers were also allowed to send one delegate.
Thus large plants (with over 400 employees ), accounting for 87 per-
cent of all Petrograd workers, furnished 424 delegates, while con-
cerns with fewer than 400 employees, accounting for 13 percent of
all workers, had 422 delegates.>® One could not, therefore, speak of
equal suffrage; this failing was occasionally discussed in the soviet.??

Similar circumstances prevailed among the soldicrs deputies. Each
company, or any unit corresponding to a company, had the right to
elect one deputy. No numerical norms were set, so that units of very
different strengths could send equal numbers of deputies. The soldiers
section repeatedly rejected proposals to adopt the one to 1,000 ratio.®
This practice insured a close relationship between the soviet and the
smallest military unit, but it also perpetuated the preponderance of
soldiers over workers deputies. The soldiers deputies included rela-
tively numerous “intellectuals”: clerks, young ensigns with socialist
or liberal leanings, medics, and the like. The masses of politically
inexperienced and still partially illiterate “peasants in uniform” voted
for those who were most overtly revolutionary.8!

Borough soviets sprang up almost concurrently with the city-wide
workers and soldiers soviet. In the working-class Vyborg quarter a
workers and soldiers council was formed as early as February 28;
by March 3, 4 other boroughs had soviets.®* In the following weeks
every quarter of the city organized its own council consisting of the
district’s deputies to the general soviet, and special deputies from
plants too small to be represented in the Petrograd soviet. These
borough soviets were intended to deal with borough problems specifi-
cally and to execute resolutions of the general soviet, but several
borough soviets acted independently without even consulting higher
soviet authorities.®® Bolshevik influence rose much more rapidly in
the borough councils than in the general soviet. The Bolsheviks con-
stituted in June a conference of borough soviets (MeZdurajonnoe
soveStanie rajonnykh sovetov Petrograda) to counterbalance the
Menshevik—Social Revolutionary control in the workers and soldiers
council. The borough organization provided a base for the Bolsheviks
after the July uprising.%*

Unlike the 1905 soviet, the Petrograd soviet of 1917 from the be-
ginning was heavily influenced by the socialist parties. The major
posts on the Executive Committee and the editorial board of Izvestija
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were held by party intellectuals. The soldiers’ numerical superiority
was expressed in the Social Revolutionary Party’s majority in the
soviet. The SR revolutionary and democratic slogans and its tradition
as the oldest liberation movement against czarism harking back to
the Narodnaja volja, had won it popular support following the
February Revolution. Because it lacked clear class lines (in contrast
to the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks), the Social Revolutionary Party
was the natural rallying point for the broad masses roused by the
revolution.®® Among the deputies, the Mensheviks were leading during
the early months of the revolution. They had occupied strong posi-
tions in the wartime duma faction, in the workers group, and in the
trade unions, which gave them an advantage now in the soviet. Their
outstanding personalities were the soviet chairman, Chkheidze, and
Tseretelli. Martov, returning from emigration with a group of Men-
shevik Internationalists, turned away from the party’s official line.
The Petrograd soviet also included representatives of several smaller
groups which had no influence worth mentioning: the People’s
Socialists (narodnye socialisty) who were furthest to the right, the
“Edinstvo” group around Plekhanov, the Social Democratic “Mez-
durajoncy” which joined the Bolsheviks after Trotsky’s arrival, as
well as the ethnic socialist parties which had delegates in the Execu-
tive Committee—the Jewish Bund and the Polish and Latvian Social
Democrats.

The Bolsheviks’ position in the Petrograd soviet during its first
months was weak. The Bolshevik organization in Petrograd had been
decimated by arrests and exile and demoralized by police informers;
it took time to give the party a tight structure.® On March 9 an
independent Bolshevik faction in the soviet was established. Of its
40 members, only 2 or 3 were soldiers,®” a ridiculously tiny figure in
view of the 2,000 to 3,000 deputies, most of whom, though not mem-
bers of any party, supported the Mensheviks and Social Revolution-
aries in political questions. After Lenin’s return the Bolsheviks
stepped up their efforts in the soviet. They agitated for new elections;
when these occurred in May and June, they often got their candidates
elected in the factories.%® According to their own statements, by the
July revolt they had captured about half the seats in the workers sec-
tion and roughly one-fourth of the soldiers section.®® In September,
finally, came the breakthrough, and the Petrograd soviet became
Bolshevik.?®
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3. GROWTH OF THE SOVIET MOVEMENT
a) General Characteristics of the 1917 Councils

After the February Revolution of 1917, the soviets became a mass
phenomenon.”™ Spontaneously they mushroomed everywhere, with-
out theoretical preparation, stimulated only by the immediate needs of
the revolution. The council idea—that is, the idea of a revolutionary
representative body that could be established simply, quickly, any-
where, and at any time—seemed to Russian workers and soldiers
automatically the most suitable form of uniting along class lines at a
time of political and social upheaval. Workers in the industrial cities
and soldiers in the garrisons and at the front instinctively recognized
the need for an independent organization corresponding to their
numerical strength and capable of expressing their revolutionary
energies. Workers were antagonistic toward bureaucrats, entrepren-
eurs, and the bourgeoisie, and the army’s rank and file distrusted the
old officers, thus creating sociopsychological conditions for the
soviets’ unique expansion. It was as important for the 1917 soviets
as for the 1905 soviets that the Russian working class had no other
strong organizations. Neither political parties, which had long since
lost the temporary influence on the masses gained during the first
revolution, nor trade unions, which also until 1917 led only a shadowy
existence, were then in a position to organize and lead large masses
of people. The soviets, therefore, were in many.respects substitutes
for absent or feeble unions and parties. A similar situation prevailed
for the soldiers councils; to the soldiers the revolution brought sudden
liberation from lack of political and frequently even human rights.
For them the soviets were the first opportunity to enter a world of
free political activity and to exercise their new rights as citizens.
This circumstance explains the profound effect of Order No. 1 of the
Petrograd Workers and Soldiers Soviet, which proclaimed the sol-
diers’ freedoms.

Unlike the soviets of 1905, which developed into militant organiza-
tions struggling against the czarist system, the soviets of 1917 faced
the task of political and social reconstruction of the country.

The debates in the soviets, therefore, concerned possible goals and
the methods of achieving them. The 1905 soviets had been non-
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partisan and revolutionary in a general way. The soviets of 1917 soon
became the battleground for various political tendencies. In this way
they became a substitute for barely developed local parliamentary
institutions and a missing national parliament—while encompassing
only part of the population. For the soviets, though internally demo-
cratic institutions and spokesmen of ‘revolutionary democracy,”
represented on a national scale only certain classes and not the whole
nation.

The relationship between this proletarian-military (to a lesser
extent peasant) class organization and general state institutions there-
fore became a central problem. The Bolsheviks recognized this ques-
tion’s significance and made it the starting point of their revolutionary
tactics. Using the slogan “All power to the soviets,” they hoped to
make these the pillars of state power, which would naturally become
a class dictatorship.

By their structure, however, the soviets were not intended or
suited for administration. They were “purely militant organs, fitting
in spirit and organization the extraordinary conditions of a revolu-
tionary period,”" “instruments of revolutionary propaganda,”’™® “a
permanent riot,”"* without clear functions and without a firm con-
stitution. But in many cases the collapse of the central government
and local bureaucracies turned these instruments of revolution into
governmental bodies that intervened in and arrogated to themselves
administrative functions. Thus the soviets’ actual development fre-
quently came close to meeting Bolshevik demands for a soviet repub-
lic.

The soviets’ strength was their close tie to the proletarian and mili-
tary masses, for whom they spoke. Because of their flexible voting
procedures (election of deputies in factories and military units,
permanent recall and frequent elections), they were a sensitive barom-
eter of the masses’ changing moods. For the same reason, however,
they were much more prone to political shifts than an organization
with a fixed mandate and without controls from below. Their ad-
vantages were also a weakness. Radicalization of the masses during
the revolution inevitably meant a radicalization of the soviets. If,
however, soviet leadership was won by a group whose ultimate goals
were at odds with the soviets’ democratic purposes, then the only
possible outcome was the demise of the soviet. This transpired with
the Bolshevik victory during the October Revolution. The Russian
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soviet movement, which had begun as a democratic movement, be-
came the trailblazer for Bolshevik dictatorship.

b) Workers and Soldiers Councils in the Provinces

The revolution’s triumphal march through Russia, leading in only a
few days to collapse of the czarist government and its administrative
machinery, was accompanied by a wave of revolutionary organization
among all levels of society, most strongly expressed in formation of
soviets in all the cities of the nation, from Finland to the Pacific. The
example set by the capital was decisive in this development. As the
revolution’s victory in Petrograd had carried the rest of the country,
so formation of the Petrograd Workers and Soldiers Soviet spurred
establishment of provincial soviets.

The soviet movement emanating from Petrograd first captured the
large cities, the industrial towns with many workers, and cities hous-
ing large garrisons.”® During March, soviets were formed in almost all
these places. They emerged only later in cities having few workers
and soldiers, in small district and country towns, and in remote local-
ities. The spread attained by the soviet movement in the early weeks
is clear from the following examples. At the Moscow District Con-
ference of Soviets, held from March 25 to 27, 70 workers councils
and 38 soldiers councils were represented.’”® A conference held in
the Donets Basin in mid-March numbered 48 soviets. In April
representatives of 80 soviets met at a district congress in Kiev.”” The
total number of workers, soldiers, and peasants councils in 1917 has
never been exactly determined; it has been estimated that in May
there may have been 400, in August 600, and in October 900.78

The first city to react to the revolutionary events in Petrograd was
Moscow. The local bureau of the Bolshevik Central Committee called
on workers to elect deputies to a workers soviet the night of February
27.7 At the same time a provisional revolutionary committee was
formed by left-wing members of the municipal duma, representatives
of the zemstvo and the municipal union, the workers group in the war
industry committees, and representatives of other public organizations.
On February 28 this committee called on workers, soldiers, and
employees to elect representatives to the soviet.8° On March 1 elections
were held in the factories, and the soviet met for its first session, at
which a three-man Executive Committee was elected. On the follow-
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ing day the workers soviet received its final form; ratios for representa-
tives were set, deputies to the Petrograd soviet were elected, and
formation of a new Provisional Government was approved.! Unlike
Petrograd, Moscow did not arrive at a joint workers and soldiers
council; rather, on March 4 the soldiers formed a separate soviet
that collaborated with the workers soviet but remained a fully inde-
pendent organization.$?

The Moscow Soviet of Workers Deputies was the second-largest
in Russia, after Petrograd. On June 1, 700 deputies belonged to it,
of whom 536 were factory workers, the rest employees and profes-
sionals. The Executive Committee had 75 members. By then the
Bolsheviks were able to increase the number of their deputies to 205,
from 51 when their faction was established on March 19. They
nevertheless were in a minority against 172 Mensheviks, 34 United
Social Democrats, 110 Social Revolutionaries, 54 unaffiliated mem-
bers, and several small groups.®® The Moscow soviet also had num-
erous commissions for specific functions, and as in Petrograd, its
administrative apparatus soon swelled.®* The various quarters of the
city also set up borough soviets with executives and commissions of
their own.> Here, too, the Bolsheviks won a majority in most borough
soviets, even before capturing the general soviet.5¢ Numerous irregular
elections to the workers soviet—in May, for example, 167 delegates
were elected anew—caused the council majority to pass a regulation
assuring more orderly and controlled election methods.87

Local soviets were created directly by individual workers in fac-
tories, socialist party organizations, members of “workers groups.”
or garrison soldiers.®s They were organized either on the Petrograd
or on the Moscow model: as workers and soldiers councils
(as in Krasnoyarsk, Saratov, and Kronstadt), or former workers
soviets and soldiers soviets merged (as in Ekaterinoslav), or they
remained separate (as in Kharkov, Odessa, and Kiev). Opinions often
differed. Many deputies wanted to preserve their soviets’ integrity
along class lines and feared that the proletarian councils would be
swamped by the rural soldiers, while the soldiers, mostly under the
influence of their officers, often insisted on an independent soldiers
council.*?

Election procedures favored preponderance of soldiers in the united
soviets in many places besides Petrograd. In Saratov, for example, 2
delegates were elected for each 350 workers and also 2 soldiers for
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each company (250 men); in Tula one delegate for each 500 workers
and one for each company; in Ivanovo Voznesensk one delegate for
each 500 to 1,000 workers and one for each additional 1,000, but
among the soldiers again one delegate for each company.?°

In elections of workers delegates small plants were usually favored
over large ones, since even factories with few workers were eager
to have a delegate in the soviet. In Moscow one deputy was elected
for each 500 workers, but never more than 3 from a single factory.
Thus a plant with 1,500 workers sent 3 delegates to the soviet, but
so did one with 7,000 workers. In Samara factories and workshops of
20-100 workers elected one deputy, those of 200-300 had 2, those of
300-1,000 3, and those of 1,000-2,000 S deputies.®? At first the
elections had been arbitrary and haphazard, but after a while the
provincial soviets, too, made firm rules and issued specific regula-
tions.?? The soviets were nevertheless far from realizing the principle
of equal representation among the masses of workers and soldiers.

The variable ratios of representation in election of deputies created
equally wide differences among different soviets. Cities in the Moscow
district, for example, showed the following variations: the number
of deputies was 350 in Tula, 162 in Orel, 140 (for 20,000 workers)
in Voronezh, 8 (for 35,000 workers) in Tver.? In April the workers
and soldiers council of Krasnoyarsk numbered 320 deputies® and the
workers council of Kiev, 444;% in May the workers, soldiers, and
sailors council of the marine fortress Kronstadt had over 300 dele-
gates.%

Even more than in Petrograd and Moscow, provincial soviets were
politically undifferentiated during the early weeks and months of the
revolution; party lines were blurred, and most deputies were un-
affiliated or altogether apolitical. The workers elected first of all
people thcy knew, without examining their specific political orienta-
tion. Usually it was enough if a candidate could identify himself as a
“revolutionary,” without needing a party card to prove it. Council
members often belonged to a wide spectrum. Members came from
socialist parties, trade unions, cooperatives, former “workers groups,”
medical insurance groups, and now and again even from higher ad-
ministration.®” At the beginning the soldiers councils often included
officers. In Ekaterinburg, for example, 17 soldiers and 10 officers
were elected to the executive committee; in Odessa the presidium of
the soldiers and sailors soviet consisted of 4 officers, 2 ensigns, and
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8 soldiers, the chairman being a sea captain.?® During the first days
of the revolution in Kursk a soviet of officers deputies was formed
that was subsequently joined by soldiers representatives, after which
it bore the name Soviet of Military Delegates.?® In general, officers
had the greatest influence in soldiers councils wherever these were
independent and the working class weak. During the revolution, how-
ever, officers’ influence in the soviets was gradually eliminated.

Most delegates were revolutionaries in general but not members of a
particular party. Only gradually did the parties win sizable follow-
ings, and the number of registered party members in the soviets
rose. Among the three leading socialist groups, Social Revolutionaries
and Mensheviks normally enjoyed a majority over the Bolsheviks in
the big cities. Thanks to their cooperation on basic political ques-
tions, they carried along the independent members, so that during
the early months of the revolution the Bolshevik opposition found
itself a hopeless minority. The Yuzovka council in the Donets Basin,
established on March 5, had 20 Mensheviks and 4 Bolsheviks among
300 deputies; in Ekaterinoslav 14 Bolsheviks appeared at the first
session; in Saratov there were 15 Bolsheviks in March; in Kiev
before the new elections in September there were 62 Bolsheviks
against 131 Mensheviks; in Baku 20-25 out of 300 deputies were
Bolsheviks. Since Mensheviks and Bolsheviks belonged to the same
organization in a number of cities until spring 1917, it was not until
later that the Bolsheviks appeared as a separate faction in the
soviets.1® Only in a few naval bases on the Baltic, especially in Kron-
stadt, did the Bolsheviks relatively early exercise a stronger influence
in the workers, sailors, and soldiers councils, thanks to their prop-
aganda among the already radicalized sailors. In May the Kronstadt
soviet consisted of 112 Social Revolutionaries, 107 Bolsheviks, 97
unaffiliated members, and 30 Mensheviks.10!

The local workers and soldiers soviets throughout Russia were the
backbone of the revolution. They helped it sweep the country with
the speed of wind; their mere existence was apt to frustrate or prevent
any attempt at reaction. The soviets were a marketplace for revolu-
tionary ideas, mediating points between the simple masses and the
revolutionary intelligentsia. Increasingly they changed from purely
revolutionary mass organizations into rivals of the government and
finally into independent local authorities. We will discuss below the
resulting problem of “dyarchy.”
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c) Soldiers Councils at the Front

Soldiers councils in the garrison cities were the general political
organs of the revolutionary military masses. Along the same lines
soldiers committees were also elected in individual military units.

On March 1, Order No. 1 of the Petrograd Workers and Soldiers
Council decreed election of troop committees in the infantry com-
panies, battalions, and regiments, and in equivalent units of other
armed services, at military headquarters, and on ships of the navy.1??
Although the order was addressed only to soldiers in the Petrograd
military district, and although a few days later the wording of Order
No. 2 specifically restricted the first order to the capital,’*® news
about formation of independent soldiers committees spread as rapidly
as tidings of the revolution itself. Only a few days later frontline
units also began to elect their own soviets of soldiers deputies.!®
Though most commanding officers rejected the committees and
though some units, especially in the artillery, at first took a waiting
position, the spread of the “komitet¢ina” could not be arrested. After
a few weeks the commander-in-chief, General Alekseev, in concert
with the Provisional Government and under pressure from the Petro-
grad soviet, was obliged to sanction the formation of troop commit-
tees and to issue a regulation March 30 to the effect that a committee
of three soldiers and one officer was to be formed for each company,
squadron, or battery.1% The committee was to: mediate between
commanding officer and men, regulate rations and leaves, and over-
see cultural and political education of the soldiers. These low-level
committees were to provide the foundation for further regimental
and army committees. Provisions were also made for delegates con-
gresses of individual armies and fronts and. at the headquarters of
the commander-in-chief, a central congress was to elect from its
members a central soviet of 11 officers and 22 men. On April 16 the
“temporary order” of March 30 was replaced by a final order which
introduced minor changes, such as raising the number of members of
the company committees to six.!°® In May, finally, formation of
division and corps committees was regulated.

These rules systematized the spontaneous formation of soldiers
soviets, but also substantially altered their original character. In the
first days of the revolution mutinous soldiers in Petrograd and other
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cities, at the front, and especially in the navy, had used violence
against detested officers, independently removing some and electing
new ones. Order No. 1 seemed to condone this practice, even though
it did not mention election of commanders. The Petrograd soviet had
to specify hurriedly in Order No. 2 that “Order No. 1 does not pro-
vide that the committees are to elect the officers in each unit.”%
Election of officers by soldiers councils would have meant a radical
democratization of the army, but also a total collapse of discipline.
The Menshevik-Social Revolutionary majority in the soviets, which
endorsed defensive war, therefore stopped short of this final step,
although they otherwise vigorously encouraged the broadest possible
“self-government of the revolutionary army.”

Abolition of so'diers committees in frontline units, as demanded
by some commanding officers, was unthinkable. That left one option
—to legally determine and limit their competence, as was done
through the cited regulations. Though soldiers committees were in-
tended primarily to represent the professional interests of servicemen,
they were also meant to educate soldiers to a new civic and political
consciousness and to prepare for elections to the constituent assembly.
Thus a vast field opened for political propaganda and agitation
among the troops; at first this favored the moderate council majority
but later it favored Bolshevism.1%8

A close relationship generally existed between soldiers committees
in the units and the local soviets. In remote towns soviet deputies
elected by soldiers were simultaneously members of the company or
regimental committee,’®® and on political matters the committees
followed the soviets’ guidelines. This dual structure was absent in
frontline units; large army and frontline congresses were the equiva-
lent of the soviets in the hinterland. Workers and soldiers councils in
the larger cities often maintained direct contact with frontline units
through delegations and special emissaries. During the revolution’s
early weeks the Petrograd soviet had sent to the front its own com-
missars, who were to inform soldiers about the revolution and place
the army under control of the revolutionary capital.!1® Subsequently
Kerensky, as minister of war, took over this arrangement. By agree-
ment with the Petrograd soviet’s Executive Committee, he sent
government commissars to the front to coordinate activities of soldiers
councils and duties and rights of the military leadership.!!! The more
these commissars supported the preservation of army morale, the
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more easily they slid into opposition to the committees, in which the
“elemental yearning for peace pushed everything else aside.”!2

From the beginning democratic and conservative circles differed
as to the role of soldier soviets at the front. While conservatives in-
sisted that major blame for the collapse of military discipline rested
with the soldiers committees, democrats pointed out that creation of
the soldiers councils, like the soldiers revolution in general, was the
consequence, not the cause, of a progressive disintegration of the
Russian army. In fact, cause and effect mingled: soldiers soviets, as
products of the army’s disintegration, undoubtedly contributed in the
long run to deterioration of army morale. But during the revolution’s
first phase, while they were revolutionary but not Bolshevik, the com-
mittees functioned more as a brake on the disintegration of the army.
Stepun, himself a delegate from the southwestern front and well ac-
quainted with the soldiers committees, wrote “that without the buffer
of the committees the military masses would very quickly have re-
fused any kind of obedience and would have moved over into the
Bolshevik camp.”!!3 Only the war which dragged on, the abortive
Kerensky offensive of June and July, and the growing disruption in
the interior transformed soldiers soviets at the front into Bolshevik
strongholds, which eventually swept all frontline troops into the
Bolshevik camp, though, as a rule, this happened considerably later
than in soviets of the hinterland.

d) Peasants Councils

No peasants took part in the February Revolution, and for the
moment the villages remained untouched by events in Petrograd. But
soon tidings of the revolutionary risings in the cities stirred the rural
masses. In 1917, as in 1905-1906, the peasant movement lagged be-
hind the urban labor movement, both in time and in organization. It
peaked in the weeks before and after the October Revolution, and
contributed significantly to the revolution’s success. The agrarian
revolution was motivated by the old demand for the transfer of all
land to the “people,” the peasants; in other words, for expropriation
and distribution of all estates and all land owned by the crown, the
state, and the church. The more the peasants lost faith in a quick
response to their demands through legal and peaceful channels—the
Provisional Government took no drastic action on the agrarian
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question before the Bolshevik takeover—the more extensive became
peasant unrest and independent land seizures.!* A special role in
this was taken by those soldiers on leave, wounded men, and deserters
who returned to the villages, and by factory workers in neighboring
towns; both groups helped propagandize the agricultural masses.!!3

Before the Revolution of 1917 the Russian peasantry was even less
well organized than were the urban workers. The universal desire to
organize, which infected all strata, also reached the villages. Insti-
gated by zemstvos, cooperatives, and the rural “intelligentsia” of
teachers, agronomists, and the like, elected committees arose under
a wide variety of labels (peasants committees, rural committees, com-
mittees for people’s rule), which replaced old local authorities that
had been ousted. On April 21, 1917, the Provisional Government
issued regulations for the establishment of a central and many local
rural committees (zemel’'nye komitety) in the provinces, districts, and
volosts, principally to collect the necessary data for land reform, to
carry out the government’s decrees, and to settle local agrarian prob-
lems.'!% Formally speaking, the rural committees were instruments of
the Provisional Government. In practice, they increasingly developed
into tools of the peasant revolution, and they frequently took radical
measures against estate owners (felling the forests; appropriating
harvests, inventories, and land).11?

Compared to the land committees, which were recognized as official
institutions, the peasants soviets gained ground very slowly. First
impetus came from “peasants in uniform,” the soldiers. On March 6,
at the instigation of the workers soviet and the soldiers soviet, dele-
gates from nearby villages met in Moscow for a conference, and on
March 18 came formal establishment of a soviet of peasants deputies,
this time through an appeal of the Moscow association of co-
operatives.118

In mid-April a council of peasants deputies of the Petrograd garri-
son was established with 280 deputies elected by the soldiers. As
special representative of peasant-soldiers alongside the general soviet,
it primarily agitated for expropriation of estate lands without indem-
nity and arousal of peasants by oral and written propaganda.!*® The
soldiers council of Luga, one of the largest near the front, began to
organize in the country as early as March. It sent representatives to
the villages to help peasants establish land committees, and it issued
provisional administrative guidelines. A peasants congress, with 102
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participants, resolved to merge with the Luga soviet, which in the
meantime had been augmented with workers deputies; the result was
one of the first joint soviets of workers, soldiers, and peasants depu-
ties in Russia.!2°

Typically the first peasant councils were formed not at the lowest
level in the villages, but in urban centers.!?? Between March and
May 1917, 20 provincial councils were established in the respective
capitals; they emerged from conferences of peasants deputies, intel-
lectuals, and party people, especially Social Revolutionaries.’?? The
First All-Russian Congress of Peasants Deputies, held in Petrograd
from March 4 to 28, 1917, represented an important stage in the
movement.!?3 It was organized and called by the revived All-Russian
Peasant Union of 1905,'24 the cooperatives, and the Social Revolu-
tionary Party. All peasants over eighteen years old could elect one
deputy for each 150,000 inhabitants in an indirect election. The
congress numbered 1,115 members, of whom 537 identified them-
selves as Social Revolutionaries and only 14 as Bolsheviks.!25 It was
a counterpart of the first All-Russian Congress of Workers and
Soldiers Soviets, which met shortly thereafter. But while the latter
was the root organization of numerous local soviets, the peasants
congress met before there were any peasant councils in the villages
to speak of.

As proposed by the peasant congress, the next few months saw
formation of numerous peasant soviets at the provincial, district, and
volost level. The number of village soviets remained small, especially
because here the old village assemblies (schody) rendered special
soviets unnecessary. By the end of July there were peasants councils
in 52 (out of a total of 78) provinces of Russia, and in 371 of 813
districts, but there were comparatively few volost soviets.!?¢ In
Samara province, for example, where organization of rural soviets
was relatively advanced, there were only 32 volost and village
soviets by the end of July; in Voronezh province there were 64
volost soviets in September.'?” Independent soviets of agricultural
workers, which Lenin had strongly advocated, were formed in only
a few localities in the Baltic provinces.}?8

Peasants soviets at various levels generally remained independent
of workers and soldiers soviets that existed alongside them. Very
rarely was a soviet of workers, soldiers, and peasants deputies formed;
more frequently the soviets met in joint congresses within the
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provinces or their executive committees held joint deliberations.
Social Revolutionaries, who predominated in the peasants councils,
increasingly feared takeovers by more radical workers and soldiers
soviets, and therefore resisted mergers. Not until after the October
Revolution did the Bolsheviks succeed, with difficulty, in combining
the two separate council organizations into one system.

e) The All-Russian Council Organization

In the weeks following the February Revolution the Petrograd
soviet was revolutionary Russia and had significance for the whole
country, far beyond the capital. Workers and soldiers councils in
other cities sent delegates to Petrograd or maintained permanent
observers. Neighboring soviets also began very early to establish
closer ties with each other. In March the first provincial and regional
conferences took place, and later these were changed into periodic
congresses of workers and soldiers soviets, with the necessary ex-
ecutive committees and bureaus.!?® Soldiers councils sent special
delegations to the front; thus, a deputation from the Helsinki soviet
visited the Black Sea fleet and units of the inland front.22° The sailors,
like their soldier counterparts, collaborated with local soviets in
Kronstadt, Helsinki, and Odessa to establish naval councils;
the Centrobalt especially became important. In June a committee was
founded encompassing representatives from all naval units,!3!

In this way a federation of many local soviets grew from below,
and found its first organizational framework in the First All-Russian
Conference of Workers and Soldiers Soviets which met from March
29 to April 3, 1917.132 Conceived only as a meeting of the fifty
largest soviets,!3% the conference finally numbered 480 delegates, who
came from the Petrograd soviet, from 138 local workers and soldiers
councils, 7 armies, 13 base units, and 26 special frontline units.!34
Soldiers predominated among the delegates. In its political resolutions
the conference followed the policies of the majority in the Petrograd
soviet; it supported a Provisional Government under soviet control
and revolutionary defensive war.3% The conference recommended
organization of soviets throughout the country, the regional federation
of the now separate workers and soldiers councils, and liaison with
peasant organizations. Finally 10 delegates from the country at large
and 6 from the army were taken into the Executive Committee of the
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Petrograd soviet, which thereby became a provisional all-Russian
soviet.136

Further expansion of the soviet movement required creation of a
supreme representative organ that would incorporate “revolutionary
democracy” and federate under its aegis the existing local soviets.
Also, leaders of the soviet’s majority parties, who in early May had
joined the Provisional Government, strongly desired ratification of
their policies by a nationally-based representative body. On May 9,
therefore, the Petrograd soviet’s expanded Executive Committee
called for election and despatch of delegates to the First All-Russian
Congress of Workers and Soldiers Soviets in Petrograd. Election
procedures were as simple as possible: soviets representing 25,000-
50,000 inhabitants were to send 2 delegates; those for 50,000-75,000
inhabitants would have 3, those for 75,000-100,000 inhabitants 4,
for 100,000-150,000 5, for 150,000-200,000 6, and for any over
200,000 inhabitants 8. Smaller soviets were to join with others or
participate only as advisors. Frontline delegates were to be elected
at army congresses.’®? With these ratios, which were not strictly
observed, however, an estimated 20 million people were represented
at the congress—barely half the number who later voted in elections
to the Constituent Assembly.13® Given the absence of a freely-elected
parliament, the Soviet Congress, which opened June 3 and sat until
June 24, was certainly the broadest democratic representation in
Russia.

The 1,090 delegates represented 305 workers and soldiers soviets,
53 regional soviets, and 21 army organizations, and of the total, 822
had a full vote. Politically there was a decided preponderance of
Social Revolutionaries with 285 members and Mensheviks with 248,
against 105 Bolsheviks and some members of several smaller socialist
groups, and 73 nonaffiliated delegates.!3® The two moderate socialist
parties owed their majority at the congress mainly to their domination
of provincial soviets and frontline organizations. In Petrograd the
Bolsheviks had considerably more adherents by this time.!** At the
congress, however, the socialist majority had no difficulty in prevailing
in all political decisions. Lenin’s demand for his party’s sole as-
sumption of power, publicly articulated for the first time, was over-
whelmingly rejected by the congress.!4!

Before closing the congress the delegates elected an All-Russian
Central Executive Committee (Vserossijskij Central'nyj Ispolnitel'nyj
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Komitet—VCIK) to serve as supreme soviet organ throughout
Russia. The Central Executive Committee (CEC), with over 250
members, was itself a miniature congress of soviets. It had the right
to decide independently on basic political questions so long as these
were within the guidelines established by the All-Russian Congress.
Its composition was proportionate to party parities at the congress:
104 Mensheviks, 100 Social Revolutionaries, 35 Bolsheviks, and 18
members of other socialist parties.!4? At its first meeting the CEC
elected a 9-man presidium with Chkheidze presiding, and a 50-mem-
ber bureau also composed according to party parity.!*® Soldier and
worker affairs were treated in special sections. In addition, 18 de-
partments were established to deal with different functions, and these
in turn were broken down into several commissions,'#* thus creating
a huge administrative machine employing hundreds, as the Petrograd
soviet had earlier.

As early as June 18 the Executive Committee of the All-Russian
Peasant Congress, consisting exclusively of Social Revolutionaries
(including Viktor Chernov, Nikolai Avksentiev, and Catherine Bresh-
kovsky), had decided to hold joint sessions with executives of workers
and soldiers soviets, to resolve current political problems. Collabora-
tion of the two leading soviet organizations meant a further strength-
ening of the right wing of “revolutionary democracy.” Political
composition of both these central soviet organs remained unchanged
until the Second Congress of Workers and Soldiers Soviets in October
and the Second Peasant Congress in December; but they increasingly
lost importance and influence.

The All-Russian Soviet, as it took shape at the First Soviet Con-
gress, was not tightly structured from bottom to top, and its authority
was not clearly defined. The Central Executive Committee elected by
the congress had no legal or practical power over subordinate
soviets. Rather, the soviets, in keeping with revolutionary conditions
that loosened ties with the central organization, were completely
autonomous in decision and action, though they frequently followed
the capital’s example. As long as political composition of local soviets
conformed to that in the soviet executive, some conformity of action
was still possible at both levels. As soon as this changed, however,
local soviets could oppose the soviet leadership and exert pressure
on it from their provincial stations. This occurred on the eve of the
October Revolution.



The Soviets and the Russian Revolution of 1917 125

The CEC’s relative unimportance within the All-Russian Soviet
was also due to its rivalry with the Petrograd soviet which, as the old-
est and largest soviet, continued even after the First All-Russian Con-
gress to command greater prestige in the country than did the CEC.
Although the Petrograd soviet relinquished some functions to the
all-Russian organization, its decisions elicited more attention and com-
pliance among other soviets than did CEC resolutions, which often
remained purely on paper. This was important when the Bolsheviks
captured the Petrograd soviet for it resulted in Bolshevization of the
provincial soviets.

f) Factory Committees

Concurrent with the establishment of soviets of workers deputies
to represent the proletarian class generally, at the beginning of the
revolution, factory committees (fabri¢no-zavodskie komitety) were
created at the labor movement’s lowest rung—the factory. Indeed,
such factory committees were the oldest form of the Russian workers
movement, as has been shown. In the 1905 revolution they were one
of the soviets’ roots. They were never legally recognized, however,
except skimpily and briefly in the regulations of 1903 concerning
factory elders.!45

The February Revolution’s victory removed the obstacles to fac-
tory committees.!*® As early as March 5 the Petrograd soviet called
for formation of such committees, and on March 10 the soviet and
the employers agreed on introduction of the eight-hour day and form-
ation of “elders councils” (sovety starost) in the factories.!#” On
April 23 the Provisional Government issued precise regulations for
factory committees. The committees’ activities were to be: representa-
tion of a plant’s workers vis-a-vis management on wages, hours,
working conditions; regulation of relations among workers; represen-
tation of workers’ interests vis-a-vis legal and social institutions; and
cultural and educational assistance to workers. Conflicts between
management and factory committees were to be settled by boards of
arbitration,148

In time the Petrograd factory committees achieved a solid organi-
zation that to some extent competed with the soviet of workers
deputies. They united into borough councils and elected representa-
tives to a central council, headed by an executive committee.!*®
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Functions of the soviet and of the central council were not clearly
distinguished, though the former dealt predominantly with political
problems and the latter concentrated on economic and internal fac-
tory matters. Because the committees represented the worker right
at his place of work, their revolutionary role grew proportionately
as the soviet consolidated into a permanent institution and lost touch
with the masses. The limited stability of factory committees, whose
membership was constantly changing, proved to the non-Bolshevik
soviet majority that Russian workers lacked maturity and were as
yet incapable of a “dictatorship of the proletariat.”’5® But to the
Bolsheviks this instability offered the best chance for their propa-
ganda.

Factory committees therefore became footholds for the Bolshevik
Party much sooner than did workers and soldiers councils. This was
already evident at elections held in mid-April in the important
Putilov Works; 6 of 22 committee members were Bolsheviks, and 7
others were unaffiliated sympathizers.!5! At the first municipal con-
ference of Petrograd factory committees, May 30 to June 3, 1917,
499 delegates met, the strongest group among them being 261 metal-
workers from 172 factory committees.!®2 The final resolution, intro-
duced by Zinoviev and calling for workers’ control in the central
economic institutions of the government and in private industry, was
passed by 297 votes in favor, 21 against, and 44 abstaining.!5 Bol-
sheviks also predominated in the central council elected by the con-
ference. At the second municipal conference, August 7-12, approval
was given by 213 votes against 26 nays and 22 abstentions to the
resolution on workers’ control, which had been accepted by the
Bolshevik Sixth Party Congress.!®* In Moscow, on the other hand,
the Mensheviks were still in the majority at the city-wide conference
of factory committees in July; of 682 delegates only 191 voted for
the Bolshevik resolution.!53 Sponsored by the Petrograd factory
committees, the first and only all-Russian conference of factory
committees was held October 17-22, just before the October Revolu-
tion. Its composition reflected the victory of left-wing radicalism
among metropolitan workers: among 167 delegates, there were 96
Bolsheviks, 24 Social Revolutionaries, 13 anarchists, 7 Mensheviks,
5 Maximalists, one Menshevik-Internationalist, and 21 unaffiliated
members.!58

In the economic struggle, factory committees were the real actors
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in the confrontation between labor and capital. Trade unions, which
also began to organize anew right after the February Revolution,
were pushed aside by the factory committees. It took unions a long
time to build a solid organization; they never included more than a
portion of the workers; and, at first predominantly led by Men-
sheviks, they were against direct and radical intervention in pro-
duction.!®” But such intervention came soon by the factory commit-
tees, which rarely respected the limits of their functions as determined
by law. Workers in numerous factories began to interfere in manage-
ment and technical administration and even to remove foremen and
engineers. If owners wanted to shut down their factories, the com-
mittees often took over and ran them. As early as May 1917 it was
reported: “The factory committees do not hesitite to engage in
economic activities. True, they have been forced to do so, since
otherwise many a factory would have had to shut down. Untold
numbers of workers would have been thrown out of work to swell
the growing ranks of unemployed.”%8

This spontaneous movement—arising from progressive economic
disintegration, lack of planning by the government, and radicalization
of working masses—was given a slogan by the Bolsheviks in their
call for “workers’ control,” which was a major point in their revolu-
tionary program. With this call, and for tactical reasons to be dis-
cussed below, they furthered the syndicalist and anarchist tendencies
emerging in factory committees, whose general aim was workers’ rule
in the plants, without centralized direction from above and without
regard to the state of the national economy. While the Mensheviks
and the trade unions loyally supported the generally acknowledged
socialist principles of controlling production through the state, most
factory committees wanted direct control of their work places and
self-government in factories. True, these efforts were due much less
to a conscious syndicalist program than to the elementary hopes of
the workers for tangible improvements, which rule by factory com-
mittee seemed to promise. Bolshevik trade unionists themselves ad-
mitted that “this primitive home-grown control, exercised from the
perspective of the individual factory directed by no one, obviously
offers no way out of the given situation.”?®® Lenin in 1917 neverthe-
less counted on factory committees for radicalization and recruitment
of the working population. The resulting problems became evident
only after the October Revolution, when the Bolsheviks began to
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build a centralized economy, thus clashing with the interests of fac-
tory committees.

4. THE SYSTEM OF “DYARCHY”
a) The Soviets as “Control Organs of Revolutionary Democracy”

The February Revolution defeated czarism with surprising ease,
and inaugurated an era of parallel rule by the Provisional Govern-
ment and the Petrograd Workers and Soldiers Soviet. This “dyarchy”
filled the vacuum left by czarist collapse, and reflected the new
revolutionary power balance. The Provisional Government, which was
sponsored by the Russian bourgeoisie and the liberal nobility, enlisted
also the more rightist elements. The Petrograd soviet and those in
the provinces represented the urban proletariat and the soldiers, led
by the radical petit-bourgeois intelligentsia. Most Russians—the
peasantry—were not yet politicized, and occupied a somewhat inter-
mediary position.

After the February Revolution the Petrograd soviet, for all practi-
cal purposes, possessed sole power in the capital. By Order No. 1 it
controlled the barracks and thus the revolution’s armed force. “The
Provisional Government has no real power,” Minister of War Guch-
kov wrote on March 9 to the military commander-in-chief, General
Alekseev. “Its orders are followed only if endorsed by the Soviet of
Workers and Soldiers Deputies. The Soviet possesses the actual
power, such as troops, railroads, and postal and telegraphic com-
munications. Stated bluntly, the Provisional Government exists only
by the Soviet permission. The military especially can issue only
orders that do not openly contradict those from the Soviet.”160

Only the soviet could terminate the general strike on March 5 by
urging workers to return to work; the soviet alone decided that news-
papers could resume publication; soviet demands for introduction
of the eight-hour day in factories were accepted by employers on
March 10.1%* Workers and soldiers recognized the soviet as sole
authority, and brought hundreds of problems before the Executive
Committee. The soviet was “the true, authoritative organ of the
revolution and therefore also the real power in the land.”?62

During early March 1917, however, the Petrograd soviet left
government to the duma politicians, a fact which Trotsky called the
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“paradox of the February Revolution.”'®3 The soviet’'s moderate
socialist leadership ““did not feel called upon when the revolutionary
tide was rising to lead the people, only to play left-wing within the
bourgeois order.”16¢

This had various causes. Since 1905 the Mensheviks had held that
the revolution was basically “bourgeois.”’%®> The workers had to
support this revolution unreservedly, try to extend it, utilize demo-
cratic liberties to strengthen the working class, and later when
economic conditions permitted, advance to socialism. This basic
Menshevik theory prevailed even during the First World War. Thus
when they had to form a government, its bourgeois character seemed
imperative. True to this tenet, Chkheidze refused to be a minister in
the Provisional Government. Only a few of the Menshevik “obor-
oncy” in the soviet Executive Committee then advocated participa-
tion of socialists in the Provisional Government.16¢

The Social Revolutionaries, the second-largest majority party in
the Petrograd soviet, were less rigid than the Mensheviks. To the
Social Revolutionaries the Russian revolution was a democratic
rising of workers on all levels, and participation in a revolutionary
government was not necessarily ruled out. Kerensky took part in the
Provisional Government for personal reasons, with retroactive ap-
proval when he joined the Social Revolutionary Party. Beyond that,
however, the Social Revolutionaries refused immediate participation
in the government.

Soviet party leaders yielded to the bourgeois Provisional Govern-
ment for practical reasons, too. The old socialist party leaders had
emigrated or were still exiled. The “second string” leaders of the
revolution in the capital were naturally reluctant to assume govern-
ment of a gigantic nation in the middle of a war, since they were
almost totally unknown to the public. The duma parties, on the other
hand, could provide such widely known men as Miliukov and Guch-
kov. The moderate socialists, inexperienced in government, did not
want to put all their eggs in one basket, as the Bolsheviks were later
to do, and preferred to leave responsibility to the liberals, who had
sat in the zemstvos, the municipal dumas, and the national duma.
Thus a keen awareness of the burdens of power affected the socialist
belief that government must be left to the bourgeoisie.1®?

On the other hand, leading politicians of “revolutionary democ-
racy”—the designation chosen by the entire socialist camp to dis-



130 THE SOVIETS

tinguish it from the bourgeoisie—were unwilling to cede the real
power embodied in the soviets. Rather, the soviets, acting as “control
organs of revolutionary democracy,” were to supervise the Provisional
Government’s activities, to influence it along revolutionary lines, and
to protect it against “counterrevolutionary” coups. In the critical
negotiations between the Soviet Executive Committee and the Duma
Committee to establish the Provisional Government, the duma poli-
ticians met the soviet’s demands for complete democratization of the
state. The chief items were: political freedom of every kind, including
for soldiers; removal of all class, ethnic, and religious restrictions; im-
mediate preparations for convoking the constituent assembly and
retention of the Petrograd garrison within the city.!%® The agreements
carried not a word about the status of the Petrograd soviet. It was
taken for granted as the acknowledged revolutionary power, and it
never asked for formal recognition by the government or a legal def-
inition of its authority.’® A five-man “liaison commission” was estab-
lished however, to “convey to the Provisional Government the revolu-
tionary demands, to pressure the government to fulfill these demands,
and to control government actions.”170

During late March the Petrograd soviet’s Executive Committee
responded to numerous queries from provincial soviets by issuing an
“Instruction to All Soviets of Workers and Soldiers Deputies,” con-
taining the program of the current soviet majority. The Instruction
stated in part: “As long as the agreement between the Petrograd
Workers and Soldiers Soviet and the Provisional Government is not
breached, the Provisional Government must be regarded as the sole
legal government for all Russia. All its decisions, unless protested by
the soviet, must be carried out; all its government organs and com-
missars must be considered as legal authorities, unless they personally
or politically endanger the cause of freedom.” Provincial soviets were
to cooperate with legal authorities and “in no way solely assume
government functions.” The principal task of the soviets, according
to the Instruction, was to “struggle against remnants of the old regime
and all counterrevolutionary attempts, while organizing the popula-
tion.”?™ The All-Russian Conference of Soviets held in March-April
1917 once more advocated support of the Provisional Government,
with simultaneous control by the soviets.'™ In the discussions, Stek-
lov, who later joined the Bolshevik Party, rejected criticism from
bourgeois newspapers that the soviet was to blame for the “dy-
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archy”: “There is no dyarchy—there is only the influence of revolu-
tionary democracy on the bourgeois government, to submit to the
latter the demands of the revolutionary people.”??

In practice, however, this soviet policy of conditional support of
the bourgeois government was under constant stress from the un-
stable balance of power. The Provisional Government nominally
possessed supreme power in the state and was thus also ultimately
responsible, but continued to depend on the Petrograd soviet, which
held real power but was not accountable. For workers and soldiers,
the soviet was “the institutionalized expression of their mistrust
toward all those who had oppressed them.”!?* Therefore they were
all too ready to exceed mere control over the government whenever
they doubted the government’s revolutionary inclinations and good-
will. As early as the first days of March, the Petrograd soviet mobil-
ized workers and soldiers to prevent the rumored departure of the
czar and his family, which the Provisional Government had allegedly
approved.!”s Especially during the revolution’s first weeks, before
conditions stabilized, the Petrograd soviet acted as ruling power, in
spite of its theoretical self-limitation, and the Provisional Government
borrowed the soviet’s authority to settle conflicts between soldiers
and officers or to enforce government regulations. Thus the relation-
ship between Soviet Executive and Provisional Government was an
odd one at best. They watched each other distrustfully and yet were
interdependent—the soviet leaders had renounced sole power, but
the Provisional Government ministers could not rule without soviet
sanction.

The first phase of “dyarchy” lasted a bare two months and ended
with the “April crisis” and the socialists’ entry into the government.
This first severe crisis arose from a foreign-policy conflict between
the Petrograd Soviet’s Executive Committee and the Provisional
Government. Opposing positions on peace and war unspoken during
the revolution’s early weeks, now surfaced abruptly, accompanying
radicalization of the urban masses and the spread of Bolshevism.

The soviet majority, Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries, after
the February Revolution found common ground in the Zimmerwald
program, declaring themselves in favor of “peace without annexations
or indemnities, based on the people’s right of self-determination.”
Both their internationalist concepts and the Russian people’s desire
for peace were accommodated by repudiating all czarist plans for
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imperialist conquest and by advocating an early peace conference.!
The same spirit animated the now famous “Appeal to the Peoples of
the Entire World” by the Petrograd Soviet of March 14 (27), 1917,}77
which exhorted the proletariat of all countries to pressure their
governments for early negotiations. At the same time, however,
“revolutionary democracy” stuck by the principle of “revolutionary
national defense” of democratic Russia against the absolutist central
powers as long as the war lasted.

This program, which was advocated or at least tolerated by most
Bolsheviks until Lenin’s return, demanded that its own government
initiate negotiations to end the war. The Provisional Government,
however, was reluctant to meet the soviet majority’s demands. Foreign
Minister Miliukov was known to be a nationalistic imperialist, who
even after the revolution’s success aimed at Russia’s postwar ter-
ritorial expansion. On March 27, under pressure from the Petrograd
soviet, the Provisional Government subscribed to the peace demands
of “revolutionary democracy,” but in a diplomatic note of April 18
Miliukov spoke of struggle “until decisive victory” and of “guarantees
and sanctions” for a lasting peace.l”®

Miliukov’s note, published in the newspapers, generated a wave
of protest among soldiers and workers. The Executive Committee of
the Petrograd soviet called a plenary session for April 20. A spon-
taneous mass movement, using the slogans “Down with Miliukov”
and “Down with the Provisional Government” spread from one
regiment to others and to workers, and led to bloody clashes and
counterdemonstrations.!™®

The Petrograd soviet for the first time found itself in a precarious
situation—caught between a mass movement it had neither created nor
led and its role as control organ over the Provisional Government.
It had to accommodate in some way the revolutionary masses, among
whom Lenin’s slogan, “All power to the soviets,” had gained cur-
rency, but because of its previous policy it could not break com-
pletely with the bourgeois government. The soviet therefore opted for
a compromise: it exhorted the city’s people to resume order and
the soldiers to return to their barracks, and it prohibited all demon-
strations for two days.!®® The soviet won the Provisional Govern-
ment’s agreement to a “statement” on Miliukov’s note, interpreting
his controversial points as favoring peace.!®! Simultaneously the
Executive Committee strengthened its control over the government by
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insisting that in future no important political action was to be under-
taken without agreement of the soviet'’s Executive.182

The events of April tested the policies of the soviet majority vis-a-
vis the Provisional Government, showing that mere control would
not suffice in a crisis and that actual power lay with the soviet. The
soviet’s authority among workers and soldiers was clearly still intact;
the resolutions settling the conflict were approved by a large majority
and were carried out without demur by the masses.183 Only one of
two solutions could prevail: either sole assumption of power by the
soviet parties, or formation of a coalition government with bourgeois
elements in the Provisional Government who were prepared to collab-
orate with soviet democracy. The moderate socialists, for the reasons
previously mentioned and now strengthened,!® could not accept the
first solution, which the Bolsheviks preferred. Therefore only the
second solution was available: a bourgeois-socialist coalition govern-
ment.

This decision was not easy for the soviet leaders. Joining the
government, after all, meant not only a tactical about-face, but also
renunciation of long-held principles. For the Mensheviks especially
participation in a bourgeois government demanded revision of their
previous theory, which they justified primarily by the exigencies of war
and revolution. “The Executive Committee recognized that Russian
revolutionary democracy, which bears on its shoulders the burden of
the revolution, cannot look calmly on while its own work is ruined.
It must assume responsibility for saving the country.”185 Thus external
circumstances dictated the action of the Mensheviks and Social
Revolutionaries, which was to have such fateful consequences for
them.

The night of May 1 the Executive Committee passed by 44 to 19
votes the resolution favoring socialist participation in the govern-
ment.'8 The outstanding new personalities of the second Provisional
Government, Miliukov and Guchkov having withdrawn, were
Tseretelli, a Menshevik, as postmaster—his prime duty, however,
being maintenance of relations with the soviet—and Chernov, a Social
Revolutionary, as minister of agriculture. Kerensky, war minister in
the new government, became increasingly prominent.

Inclusion of soviet leaders as ministers, however, could not remove
the system of dyarchy. Socialist ministers were explicitly answerable
to the Petrograd soviet and ultimately to the All-Russian Congress of



134 THE SOVIETS

Soviets or its Central Executive Committee. Nevertheless, the so-
cialists’ entry into the Provisional Government meant a certain shift
of power favoring the latter. “They (the socialist ministers) were
convinced that the power of the soviet which they embodied would
now flow to the official government.”187 Tseretelli gave the following
explanation: “Our attitude—that of the democratic organizations—
toward the government has changed. Formerly, we not only con-
trolled the government, but also aided it by often carrying out its
functions. Without such assistance, the government could not operate.
Now all power would be yielded to the Provisional Government. The
organizations of revolutionary democracy . . . retain their right to
criticize the government’s actions, but do not meddle in administra-
tive business. We should not hinder national governance, but sound
the alarm in case of mistakes.”188

Thus the soviets, in Tseretelli’s view, retained their controlling
functions but would not directly intervene in government. Russia
was to be led from dyarchy, which was paralyzing the country, into
orderly state rule. “The coalition government proceeded to build a
bridge to a bourgeois-parliamentary republic.”18 The next few months
would reveal whether the soviets had sufficient vitality to retain their
leading role in the revolution.

b) The Soviets as Local Revolutionary Organs

In the Russian provinces the revolution had destroyed the old ad-
ministration. Czarist officials, from provincial governor down to the
lowliest village policeman, were deposed within a few days or weeks,
and some were arrested. The Provisional Government established a
makeshift order by appointing heads of provincial zemstvos as com-
missars; beyond that, however, the government had to allow the
people themselves to create their own organizations. Thus the most
diverse public and semipublic organizations arose in cities and towns
in the form of existing self-governmental bodies or on an ad hoc
basis. Often half a dozen or more such committees existed in one
city, competing with each other and overlapping in functions.!%° In
April the Provisional Government ordered new elections by universal
equal suffrage to the municipal self-government organizations, and
in May to the rural ones.!®? At the same time the scope of local self-
government was broadened; for example, local organizations were
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given authority over the civil militia which was to replace the police.
These measures reflected the liberals’ traditional aversion to an over-
powering central government and their identification with the self-
governing institutions of czarist times.

The public committees and subsequent organs of self-government
competed from the first with the soviets. While municipal dumas were
regarded by the bourgeoisie as its domain, the soviets were purely
proletarian or a mixture of proletarian and military organizations.
Until workers formed their own soviet, they sent representatives to
the general committees; later the soviets had official delegates in the
various public and social organizations and, until the general elec-
tions, in municipal dumas as well.1%2 Respective spheres of authority
were not clear. Most local soviets followed the arrangement in Petro-
grad, where the soviet functioned as control over the Provisional
Government. Local soviets left administrative detail to the respective
committee or the duma, and considered it their principal task to
supervise these bodies and push them toward democratic reforms. In
general, effectiveness of local soviets depended on the strength and
cohesion of the workers and on the presence of garrison troops. Thus
from the beginning soviets in large industrial cities influenced local
politics much more than did those in smaller towns populated mainly
by artisans or commercial employees.1%

As in 1905, the soviets, as proletarian class organizations, aimed
primarily to direct and organize the workers’ economic struggle so
effectively fueled by victory of the February Revolution. At the
First All-Russian Congress of Soviets, a report on this point said:
“The revolution met a totally unorganized proletariat. The soviets
formed at the revolution’s outset were naturally the first organiza-
tions to which fell performance of numerous trade union, factory
committee, and mediation board functions. For these functions, the
larger soviets created special labor departments.”19¢

The wealth of economic and social tasks facing the soviets can be
gathered from various resolutions of the first all-Russian conference
of soviets at the beginning of April on general labor policies, the
eight-hour day, minimum wages, freedom of association, formation
of trade unions, mediation boards, labor exchanges, social security,
unemployment.1® Labor departments of local soviets collaborated
actively in establishing trade unions. Their first nationwide con-
ference in July 1917 was arranged by the labor department of the
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Petrograd soviet and the central bureaus of the trade unions in Petro-
grad and Moscow. A major and on the whole beneficial role by the
soviets’ labor departments also occurred in settlement of disputes in
factories. For example, the “dispute commission” of the Kiev soviet
settled 25 major and 40 minor labor disputes during the early
months of the revolution.19

With the gradual growth and stabilization of trade unions and the
increased importance of factory committees, the erstwhile mixture
of functions was slowly replaced by division of labor. A resolution of
the All-Russian Congress of Soviets considered this new development
and stated that “during transition, it is essential to coordinate activi-
ties of the soviets’ labor departments, the unions, and factory com-
mittees” until direction of the workers’ economic struggle could be
transferred to the latter two. The soviets should then confine them-
selves to fundamental or national functions, such as organizing cen-
tral and local labor conciliation panels as provided for by law,
participating in government planning for industry and transport, and
labor legislation.197

The soviets were particularly active in the struggle for the eight-
hour day. In 1905 the St. Petersburg soviet was forced to suspend this
struggle without result, but after the February Revolution employers
had to grant the eight-hour day in early March.1®® The example of
Petrograd inspired imitation in other cities. In March and April
numerous local soviets won the eight-hour day, either by negotiations
with manufacturers or, if they refused—as in Moscow—by decreeing
it on resolutions of their own.®® Employers in most instances were
helpless to resist and had to allow soviet control commissions to ex-
amine internal factory affairs.

Beyond this specifically proletarian struggle, however, some soviets
invaded other public affairs even in the revolution’s first phase.
Theoretically most soviets wanted to restrict activity to controlling
the government and administration, but even the Menshevik and
Social Revolutionary soviets eventually intervened directly in all
sorts of questions. Sukhanov’s characterization of the Petrograd
soviet, “throughout the revolution the soviet continually extended its
functions and eventually became a state within the state,”2°0 also ap-
plied to many provincial soviets. “The soviets developed from control
organs into administrative organs.”2°! This process varied depending
on time and place, and the earliest, most frequent manifesta-
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tion of soviet transformation into “nuclei of power” (to use Lenin’s
phrase of 1906) was in provisioning. The workers were first to
suffer from growing urban food shortages and local soviets in-
dependently adopted stringent measures of alleviation. In Nizhni
Novgorod, for example, exportation of bread was curtailed; in Kras-
noyarsk the soviet introduced ration cards; in other places “bour-
geois” homes were searched and goods confiscated. These measures,
often carried out arbitrarily, were early harbingers of the Bolshevik
requisition system during the civil war, used as an element of the
“dictatorship of the proletariat.” In general, however, soviets were
anxious to restrain the radical and extreme demands of individual
workers and soldiers groups; thus they often found themselves caught
in a conflict between the admittedly necessary maintenance of public
order and the impatient, radical wishes of the masses. Lenin’s party
later exploited this situation in bolshevizing the soviets.

The slackening of centralization made various regions and com-
munities largely independent and also led to frequent clashes between
local soviets and commissars appointed by Petrograd. One deputy at
the First All-Russian Congress of Soviets described reigning condi-
tions pointedly: “The government delegates power to the commissars,
but you know for yourselves that the commissar really has no power
at all. In our town, for example, it went like this: the day after he was
appointed, the commissar came to the soviet and said, ‘Do what you
want; I've been chosen—if you support me, I'll carry out my duties;
if you don’t, I'll resign tomorrow.” We told him, ‘If you carry out
your duties well, then we’ll support you; otherwise we won’t.” 202
In Russian hinterlands, where decrees from the capital arrived only
late or not at all, local soviets often exercised unlimited power. The
previously mentioned workers and soldiers soviet of Krasnoyarsk
granted leaves to soldiers, disregarding the commanding officer’s pro-
tests, interfered in labor disputes, and even transferred ownership of
factories to trade unions.2°3 “In the Urals,” Trotsky reported in his
history, “where Bolshevism had prevailed since 1905, the soviets fre-
quently administered civil and criminal law; created their own militia
in numerous factories, paying them out of factory funds; organized
workers controls of raw materials and fuel for the factories; super-
vised marketing; and determined wage scales. In some areas in the
Urals the soviets expropriated land for communal cultivation.”2%¢
Broad authority was also claimed from the beginning by soviets in
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Ivanovo Voznesensk, Lugansk, Tsaritsyn, Kherson, Tomsk, Vladivos-
tok, and Luga.

The workers, sailors, and soldiers soviet of Kronstadt—the most
radical place in all Russia—went furthest. Here violence and mur-
ders were committed during the February Revolution, with 40 navy
officers as victims; many other officers were held prisoner; the sailors
vigorously carried out the principle of election of all commanding
officers.2%% In the workers, sailors, and soldiers soviet, Social Revolu-
tionaries—mostly left-wing, Bolsheviks, and radical independents
held the majority as early as April. When new elections were held at
the beginning of May, the soviet numbered 93 Bolsheviks, 91 Social
Revolutionaries, 46 Mensheviks, and 68 independents.?® On May
13 the Executive Committee passed this resolution: “The sole power
in the city of Kronstadt is the Soviet of Workers and Soldiers Depu-
ties, which acts with the Petrograd soviet in government matters.”2°%
Three days later the plenary session passed the Executive Commit-
tee’s resolution by a vote of 211 to 41.2°8 The demand for the com-
missar’s dismissal and his replacement with a person directly elected
by the soviet was justified by the Social Revolutionary spokesman by
citing the democratic nature of the soviet, which was trusted by the
workers and sailors. “The central government has no right whatever
to meddle in a specific territorial unit, or to make decisions for the
individual cell rather than for the state as a whole.” Except for the
Mensheviks, all speakers favored speedy establishment of soviet
power throughout Russia. Kronstadt, they claimed, must lead and
set an example.209

Proclamation of the “Kronstadt Republic” created a nationwide
sensation. The Provisional Government’s reaction was typical for
the system of “dyarchy.” Lacking authority, it asked leaders of the
Petrograd soviet to caution the rebellious Kronstadt soviet. A delega-
tion from the Petrograd soviet, headed by Tseretelli and Skobelev,
went to negotiate with the Kronstadt soviet. Tseretelli pointed out
that the vast majority of “revolutionary democracy” supported the
government, which must have full power, in Kronstadt as elsewhere,
to avoid anarchy. Skobelev asked whether the Kronstadt people con-
sidered themselves a part of Russia and were therefore ready to ac-
knowledge local representatives of the Provisional Government. It was
necessary to know, he went on, where local autonomy ended and the
central government’s authority began. In their replies spokesmen for
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the Kronstadt soviet explained that the soviet had never thought of
seceding from Russia or forcing its opinions on others; but “life itself”
had given all power to the Kronstadt soviet, even before the proclama-
tion of May 16.210

Since both sides were eager to avoid more acute conflict, they
finally compromised on May 24. The Kronstadt soviet acknowl-
edged that, its principle of exclusive soviet rule in Russia notwith-
standing, it would comply with the laws and regulations of the
Provisional Government.2!! Practically, nothing changed very much in
Kronstadt: the Provisional Government’s power existed only on
paper, and the soviet remained sole master in the city. The naval
fortress outside the capital became the arsenal of the approaching
second revolution and the symbol of soviet power.

The soviets’ development into local revolutionary instruments of
power and administration, as shown most clearly in Kronstadt, was
a completely natural process during revolutionary upheaval. When
the old state order was dissolved, the soviets, as militant revolutionary
organizations, were more active than the municipalities, which were
designed for stable conditions. The municipal dumas represented all
levels and were therefore more democratic, but the soviets, as explicit
instruments of the class struggle, were often superior to the dumas.
The best minds in the socialist parties were to be found in the soviets;
the parties’ struggle for influence was decided here, not in the dumas.
Nevertheless the outcome of this competition was doubtful after the
first months of the revolution. Everything depended on whether
Russia’s internal conditions could be normalized or whether the
social revolution would engulf the beginnings of democratic self-
government, with its promise of peace and stability. The question
led right into the larger problem of creating nationwide soviet rule.

c) Will the Soviets Take Power?

The system of “dyarchy” could not endure. The Bolsheviks were
absolutely correct in demanding a radical solution of the problem:
“All power to the soviets.”?!2 But here a paradox appeared: the
soviets did not want sole power. Although they had in fact ruled in
some places, the moderate socialist majority firmly turned against
the Bolshevik slogan, arguing that:

1) The soviets are class organizations, embracing only part of the
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population. Should soviet rule be established, other strata—especially
the bourgeoisie, but also sections of the peasantry—would reject the
revolution, and the proletariat, the nucleus of soviet power, would
be isolated.

2) A soviet government could solve Russia’s enormous problems
no better than could a broadly based coalition government. Waging
war, especially, required union of all national forces.

3) Establishment of soviet power would reinforce centrifugal
tendencies inherent in local soviets, and thereby defeat unity.

The conflicting views on soviet power were discussed in all their
ramifications at the First All-Russian Congress of Soviets in June
1917, in every speech by Menshevik and Social Revolutionary dele-
gates. The Social Revolutionary leader, Malevskii, argued that soviet
power could not guarantee to end the war swiftly or to immediately
effect “revolutionary democracy,”—*"and in revolutionary times one
may not trust gambles.”?!% Liber, a Menshevik, admitted that many
governmental functions had fallen by default to the soviets, as a re-
sult of the central government’s weakness. “Evidently the soviet fails
to assume power, not because it can’t, but because it won't . . .
Doing so would obligate it to solve all current revolutionary problems
—and alone, without approval by other social strata, even against
their wishes.”?1* Another Social Revolutionary speaker questioned
whether the soviets were a genuinely democratic authority, since they
embraced only a minority of the population, while the millions of
Russian peasants, who should really determine Russia’s fate, were
only beginning to organize. Therefore, Liber claimed “the basic
Bolshevik tenet, that soviets are absolute and legitimate instruments
of revolutionary power, is objectively false.”213

Aside from the Bolsheviks, only the small group of United Social
Democrats supported the demand for soviet power. Their spokesman,
Lunacharski (who joined the Bolsheviks in July), proposed a soviet
system, to consist of a revolutionary parliament and an executive
committee at the top, with provincial, district, and volost soviets at
lower levels.?® Lenin, first to envision a soviet republic and to
advocate it at the All-Russian Congress, had not yet thought about
details of its structure.

The resolution accepted at the congress by a majority of 543 to
126, with 52 abstentions, concluded “that assumption of power by
the soviets now would weaken the revolution, and prematurely repel
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all the people who can still serve the revolutionary cause.”?!* Forma-
tion of the coalition government was approved.

By joining the Provisional Government, the Mensheviks and Social
Revolutionaries attempted to supply the broad popular base which, in
their opinion, a pure soviet government lacked. Their rejection of
soviet power hardened during the following months. Especially after
the July events2!8 laid bare the split within “revolutionary democracy,”
there prevailed, in Kerensky’s words, “the conviction among soviet
leaders that the soviets were not and could not be governing crgans
but that they were merely tools for transition to a new democratic
order.”2® Kerensky himself assured the British ambassador, Sir
George Buchanan, as early as May: “The soviets will die a natural
death.”220

Even after they entered the government the Mensheviks remained
convinced that the Russian revolution was “bourgeois” and that
Russia’s backwardness could be overcome only during a long phase
of capitalist development. Therefore “all those classes which have a
future in a capitalist economy” should be “drawn into government”;
without their participation, industrial and economic problems could
not be solved.??! According to the Mensheviks’ strict Marxist inter-
pretation, the political structure suited to this stage of development
was a democratic republic, modeled on the Western European parlia-
mentary democracies. The soviets, on the other hand, as the
Mensheviks realized, were not democratic because they excluded
much of the population, no matter how democratically they were
structured internally. The Mensheviks’ reformist socialism required
the broadest democratic structure, and their rejection of government
by soviet power therefore grew out of Marxism’s democratic heritage,
even if Russia’s difficult wartime conditions forced temporary com-
promises.

Basically the Mensheviks saw no future for the soviets; they were
to be only militant revolutionary organizations. Chkheidze, chairman
of the Petrograd soviet, credited the soviets primarily with “organizing
and disciplining the masses in the midst of chaos and destruction” and
with “pacifying the nation’s elemental vigor when centuries-old
chains were thrown off.”2?2 At the Moscow State Conference in July
1917 the Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries, in the name of
“revolutionary democracy,” introduced a resolution about the revolu-
tion’s most urgent problems; the soviets were not even mentioned in
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it. Instead, the moderate socialists wanted to place most government
reconstruction upon the democratic self-administrative organs.?23
Tseretelli assigned the soviets to “watch over the conquered freedom”
until the new democratic bodies could function properly; he said:
“Whenever in any region democratic organizations replace the soviets,
the latter will voluntarily hand over their work. Soviets will exist only
before the change. When democratic self-governing bodies are elected
by universal suffrage, they will assume the functions of self-govern-
ment previously exercised by the soviets.”224

The Social Revolutionaries, unlike the Mensheviks, did believe that
the Russian revolution would develop distinctively and that socialism
would be based on cooperatives. But politically they advocated not a
soviet republic, but rather a parliamentary-democratic republic headed
by a constituent national assembly. “From their beginning the soviets
did not aim to represent the country as a whole, but only workers,
soldiers, and peasant labor; they did not want to replace an all-
Russian constituent assembly. . . . On the contrary, leading the country
toward a constituent assembly was their primary purpose. . . . The
soviets represent neither a state power paralleling the constituent
assembly, nor one aligned with the Provisional Government. They are
advisers to the people in the struggle for their interests . . . and they
know that they represent only part of the country and are trusted only
by the masses for whom they fight. Therefore the soviets have always
refused to preempt power and form a government.”??> On the eve of
the Democratic Conference representing the soviets, unions, coopera-
tives, and other self-governing organizations, called for mid-September
1917, the newspaper Delo Naroda wrote that it must be admitted “that
the soviets are not the entire workers democracy.” As rural and urban
self-governing organizations consolidated, they reflected the masses’
will and mood better than the soviets did.”22¢ Mensheviks and Social
Revolutionaries wanted a gradual transfer of soviet functions to the
Provisional Government and later to the national constituent assembly,
the democratic municipal dumas, and the local zemstvos. During this
transfer the soviets would become ineffective or disappear altogether—
as happened during the German Revolution of 1918, when the central
government stabilized and the national assembly convened.

This peaceful development of the Russian revolution and a con-
current gradual dismantling of the soviets did not occur, however.
On the contrary, the internal class struggle (of which the Kornilov
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putsch in late August was symptomatic) intensified, undermining the
moderate soviet majority’s belief that only coalition with the bour-
geoisie, rather than rule exclusively by the soviets, could save the
country. At the Democratic Conference in mid-September adherents
and opponents of coalition were more or less evenly balanced,**" but
almost daily the balance in the local soviets shifted to favor the
Bolsheviks and their call for sole soviet power.**® Even the
Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries increasingly favored a soviet-
based, purely socialist government. Martov, the Menshevik leader
before 1917, from the beginning disapproved of essential points in his
party’s majority policy. Both Martov and the Menshevik-Interna-
tionalists, a small leftist group, rejected the coalition policy and
acknowledged the soviets’ future prominence. At the Democratic
Conference Martov declared: “All political self-government of this
great people that has thrown off the shackles of czarist slavery oc-
curred and still occurs

out Russia now directly represent the people’s power, act for the
democratic republic, and throughout the provinces hold supreme
power.”??? Martov conceived a combination of constituent assembly
and soviets, an idza also espoused in October by some Bolsheviks.*3°
The Left Social Revolutionaries, a separate group since June/July
1917, also demanded exclusive soviet power and rejected a coalition
with the bourgeoisie. The Social Revolutionaries’ Petrograd con-
ference opened on September 10 and approved a resolution by the
left wing, demanding formation of a homogeneous soviet-based
government.?3! In the weeks before the Bolshevik October rising, the
Left Social Revolutionaries all along the line joined in the Leninist
cry, “All power to the soviets.”

As social and partisan contrasts deepened during fall 1917, the
Bolshevik demand for exclusive soviet rule also evoked the first strong
response among the Russian masses. Unlike parties which had
majorities in earlier soviets, the Bolsheviks proposed specifically that
future soviets should seize power in their own name and build a
state on their own pattern. The fate of the Russian soviets increasingly

ecame tied to that of Bolshevism.



CHAPTER FOUR

Bolshevism and Councils,
1917

1. LENIN'S PROGRAM FOR REVOLUTION
a) The Bolsheviks and the Councils before Lenin’s April Theses

Since 1905 the Bolsheviks had struggled against czarism under the
battlecry “revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and
peasantry.” Thus they made the Russian revolution responsible for
removing the country’s remnants of feudalism, for overthrowing the
monarchy, and for establishing a democratic republic. The Menshe-
viks’ goal was basically the same, but Lenin’s was distinguished
principally by his denial that the Russian bourgeoisie could carry out
its own “bourgeois” revolution, and by calling instead for an alliance
of the proletariat and the peasantry, whose leaders were to form the
revolutionary government and carry out the necessary political and
social reforms.

Lenin himself altered essential details of his program for revolution,
gradually during the First World War and then rapidly after the
February Revolution broke out, but for the Bolsheviks in Russia the
theory outlined above continued to guide their practical politics.
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Shliapnikov reports that the Petrograd Bolsheviks, in their delibera-
tions immediately before the revolution erupted, arrived “logically
at a government of revolutionary democracy, to be based on an agree-
ment among the existing major revolutionary and socialist parties in
the nation (Bolsheviks, Mensheviks, and Social Revolutionaries).”?
This theoretical concept became confused during the February Rev-
olution, when the Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries, as mem-
bers of the workers and soldiers soviets, agreed with the bourgeois
politicians to form the Provisional Government. The new “dyarchy”
of Petrograd soviet and Provisional Government called for new
tactics from the Russian Bolsheviks. To develop and apply them,
however, was enormously difficult because of Bolshevik loyalty to
the old 1905 theory of revolution and because of Lenin’s absence.
The time before Lenin’s return from emigration, therefore, was one
of wavering and disagreement within the party, which weakened the
Bolsheviks’ general impact,2 and their policy on the soviets.

The soviets of workers deputies were not central in the Bolshevik
revolutionary program before 1917. Lenin’s occasional praise for the
soviets during the 1905 revolution and his prophetic remarks con-
cerning the soviets as “cells of revolutionary power”? had no signi-
ficant effect on Bolshevik strategy and tactics, which saw soviets
merely as “instruments of strikes and insurrection.” Leadership of the
revolutionary battle was reserved primarily to party organizations in
factories, the army, and elsewhere. “We deliberately did not plan for
an unaffiliated organ to lead the semi-spontaneous movement,”
Shliapnikov wrote of the Petrograd Bolsheviks at the beginning of the
February Revolution.* Accordingly, Bolshevik proclamations through
February 28 do not call for a deputies council and soviets are not
mentioned in the manifesto “To All Citizens of Russia” which was
written by the party’s Central Committee, edited by Molotov and
released on February 28. Rather, it demanded, entirely in the spirit
of the old Bolshevik program, the prompt establishment of a pro-
visional revolutionary government “which must lead the new republi-
can order now arising” and must enact a number of basic laws, calling
among other things for a constitutional convention.?

The Bolsheviks drew up their manifesto as the Petrograd soviet
began to form. Faced with an accomplished fact, the leading party
groups sought in vain during the next few days to arrive at an
unequivocal and clear attitude toward the soviet. The absence of
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experienced and authoritative leaders handicapped this endeavor. At
first Shliapnikov, who could count on support of the Central Com-
mittee Bureau and part of the Petrograd party committee, sought
support among the soviet Executive Committee for the formation
of a revolutionary government by the soviet parties. Such a govern-
ment, Shliapnikov felt, was closest to the Bolshevik program, despite
differences between the moderate socialists and the Bolsheviks, espe-
cially on the war.® On March 1 the Vyborg party section, which
continued to stand furthest to the left, unequivocally demanded that
“The Petrograd soviet is to declare jtself the provisional revolutionary
government.”” On the following day the Vyborg borough committee
released an appeal that read in part: “Until the constituent assembly
can meet, all power must be concentrated in the hands of the
workers and soldiers soviet as the sole revolutionary government.
The army and the people should merely carry out the resolutions of
the soviet. . . . The soviet must convene the constituent assembly,
which will settle on a new constitution and end the war.”® This was
the first Bolshevik call for soviet power, though, as Shliapnikov
stresses, it was not yet a program for a new constitution patterned on
the soviets, but simply the best practical government by “revolu-
tionary democracy.” Also on March 1, the small independent Social
Democratic group, MeZdurajoncy, and the local Social Revolutionary
committee, demanded that the workers and soldiers soviet declare
itself the provisional revolutionary government and assume power.®

But these voices remained isolated; and both appeals were over-
ruled before they could be published, the MeZdurajoncy by the
soviet Executive Committee, and the Vyborg borough committee’s
by its superior, the Petrograd Bolshevik Party committee itself. For
in the meantime the Petrograd soviet and the Duma Committee had
agreed on formation of the Provisional Government, and the soviet
renounced assumption of power. The Bolsheviks now had to decide
what tactics they would use toward the bourgeois Provisional Govern-
ment as well as the Menshevik-Social Revolutionary soviet. The few
Bolshevik soviet delegates (on March 2 only 19 delegates voted for
the Central Committee Bureau’s resolution) demanded clear in-
structions for their activity in the soviet.!® They waited in vain, how-
ever, for during the following days serious disagreements broke out
among the Petrograd Bolsheviks which resulted in open rivalry be-
tween the Central Committee Bureau, as nominally the highest party



Bolshevism and Councils, 1917 147

authority, and the Pefrograd local committee. Even after formation
of the Provisional Government the Central Committee Bureau, for
which Molotov usually appeared as spokesman, demanded con-
tinued Bolshevik agitation for a revolutionary government repre-
senting the socialist parties. A resolution of March 4 states: “The
present Provisional Government is counterrevolutionary by its nature,
since it represents the upper bourgeoisie and nobility, and therefore
must not be tolerated. The task of revolutionary democracy is the
formation of a provisional revolutionary government of a democratic
nature (dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry).”!!

In opposition, the majority in the Petrograd soviet advocated
toleration of the Provisional Government, in the framework of the res-
olution adopted by the soviet. Thus a radical challenge to the
Provisional Government would be wrong and would lead to the
Bolsheviks’ isolation. One small group still further to the right rejected
the slogan “Down with war” and proposed contact with the Men-
sheviks.!2 Only two members of the Petrograd party committee
explicitly demanded the establishment of soviet power. A resolution
they put forward on March 5—which was, however, rejected—came
closest to the subsequent Leninist soviet program: “The task now is
development of a provisional revolutionary government through
federation of local soviets. For total conquest of the central power it
is essential a) to secure the power of the workers and soldiers
deputies; b) to begin partial conquest of power in the provinces by
overthrowing the old authorities and replacing them with soviets; their
task is: arming the people, democratizing the army, expropriating the
land, and carrying out independently the minimum program.”3

In mid-March 1917 a group of Bolshevik exiles returned from
Siberia, among them Kamenev and Stalin. As senior leaders, they at-
tempted to grasp the reins of the party. Their first act was to take
the editorship of Pravda away from Molotov and the other members
of the CEC Bureau. In his first programmatic article Kamenev
committed himself to the policy adopted by the Petrograd soviet. It
would be a mistake, he wrote, to discuss now replacement of the
Provisional Government. Only when the liberal government had
“exhausted” itself would the practical transfer of power to a
revolutionary democracy arise.!* Concerning the war, Kamenev again
opposed most Petrograd Bolsheviks by supporting the policy of
“revolutionary defense of the fatherland,” with simultaneous pressure
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on the government to initiate immediate peace negotiations with all
the powers involved.’® Stalin, who used somewhat more radical
language, was close to Kamenev in substance, and their appearance
increased the confusion in the Bolshevik Party ranks. Lower-level
party organizations protested the change in course, especially on
the war policy, and persuaded Pravda to resume a few days later the
old line of opposition to the war.

Pravda’s new editorial board basically followed the Bolshevik
resolution of 1906, which had viewed the formation of some soviets
as a task of local party organizations.'® Pravda reprinted Lenin’s
entire resolution verbatim, with the telling alteration: the words
“the formation of such organizations may be the task of the local
party organizations” now read “should be the task.”!” This change,
minor at first glance, indicated a major switch. With soviets springing
up everywhere, the earlier cautious attitude toward them gave way to
the party’s active participation in their development. In several articles
Stalin especially pointed out the revolutionary importance of the
soviets and the necessity of their continued growth. He called for an
“all-Russian organ of revolutionary struggle for Russian democracy,
with sufficient authority to weld the capital’s democracy to that in the
provinces and at the appropriate moment to change from a militant
revolutionary organ into an instrument of revolutionary government,
which will mebilize all the people’s energies against the counterrevolu-
tion. Such an organ can only be the all-Russian soviet. That is the
first requirement for the victory of the Russian revolution.”*® Thus
Stalin correctly assessed the soviets’ significance before Lenin’s first
“Letter from Abroad” had reached Petrograd. These sentences were
the bridge to Lenin’s April Theses, which Stalin, unlike Kamenev,
promptly endorsed.

A resolution of the conflicting views within the Bolshevik Party was
expected from the All-Russian Party Conference in the final days of
March, just before and concurrently with the first All-Russian Soviet
Conference.’® On the day before the conference convened, the
Central Committec Bureau, obviously already influenced by Lenin’s
letters from Switzerland, in a resolution concerning the Provisional
Government, referred to the soviets as “the cells of revo-
lutionary power,” which would inherit power “at a specific
moment of revolutionary development.” In addition to strict control
of the Provisional Government, the local soviets were already urged
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to assume governmental and economic functions.2? At the conference
itself Stalin repeated his views from Pravda: the soviets were revolu-
tionary leaders of the people and also control organs of the Pro-
visional Government. Nearly all participants were convinced that at a
later stage of the revolution “revolutionary democracy,” through the
soviets, would assume power, but vagueness and differences of
opinion remained concerning party tactics. In any case, no one had
in mind an uncompromising struggle against the bourgeois Provisional
Government and the moderate soviet majority, such as Lenin was
demanding, so the concluding resolution of the conference referred
to the soviets not as “cells of revolutionary power,” but only as a
control over the Provisional Government.?2! The Bolsheviks at the
All-Russian Soviet Conference even voted for the majority resolution.
When their conference ended the Bolsheviks decided to negotiate with
the Menshevik groups who endorsed the Zimmerwald Internationalist
program. At this juncture Lenin arrived in Petrograd, and at one
blow shattered all projects for coalition, denounced his party’s
wavering attitude toward the moderate socialists, and proclaimed
uncompromising struggle against the Provisional Government. His
slogan for leading the Bolsheviks to power was “All power to the
soviets!”

b) The New Perspective:
Socialist Revolution and Soviet Republic

Lenin’s program, as announced to the party in his April Theses
on his arrival in Russia, had evolved during the First World War
and in adaptation to actual conditions in the early weeks of the
revolution. The new goal of the socialist revolution and the new form
of the soviet republic were central to his 1917 theory of revolution
and state.

Even during the war years Lenin had clung to the plan of a
“bourgeois” revolution giving rise to a “democratic dictatorship” of
workers and peasants. But the war’s convulsions had, in his mind,
“inseparably linked the revolutionary crisis in our country with the
growing proletarian socialist revolution in the West. . . . The prologue
moves closer in time to the epilogue, with an even closer connection
between the democratic revolution in Russia and the socialist up-
heaval in Western Europe.”?? When Lenin left Zurich in March 1917



150 THE SOVIETS

his general conception was that “Russia is an agricultural country, one
of the most backward European nations where socialism cannot
succeed immediately and directly. Judging by the experiences of 1905,
the country’s agricultural character, specifically the immense holdings
of the great aristocratic landowners, can lend an enormous impetus
to the bourgeois-democratic revolution in Russia and serve as the
prologue to socialist world revolution, a step toward this revolution.
. . . The Russian proletariat cannot alone successfully complete the
socialist revolution. But it can give such momentum to the Russian
revolution that the optimal conditions are created, and even a
beginning of the socialist revolution.”?3

Trotsky called these sentences by Lenin the “connecting link be-
tween the old position of Bolshevism, which limited the revolution to
democratic goals, and the new position, which Lenin first proclaimed
to the party in his theses of April 4.”2¢ But Lenin had already stated
earlier, in 1905, in a rare look into the more distant future: “Im-
mediately after the democratic revolution and with all our power, we
shall . . . start the transition to the socialist revolution. We are for
the permanent revolution. We will not stop halfway.”?® The defeat
of the Revolution of 1905 had eclipsed this perspective; now the
February Revolution renewed it.

After the outbreak of war in 1914 Lenin made another about-face,
which was also fundamental for the Bolshevik program and tactics
in pursuit of the socialist revolution. In 1914 Lenin broke with the
other Russian socialists and with the Second International over war
policy. Tirelessly he pounded into his followers’ heads the idea that
no deals could be made with the “fatherland defenders.” Lenin held
to this position even after the revolution in Russia. When he first
heard that the Petrograd Bolsheviks were wavering toward the Pro-
visional Government and the soviet majority parties, he wrote that
the party must wage ‘“the most stubborn, most steadfast, most in-
exorable struggle” against the ‘“social patriots” and “social paci-
fists”; and he added: “Personally I am ready to declare without the
slightest hesitation . . . that I even prefer an immediate break with
any member of our party to any concessions to social patriotism . . .
or social pacifism.”6 If, then, Lenin unequivocally ruled out the rest
of “revolutionary democracy,” there was no meaning left in the old
slogan, “revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and
peasantry,” since it represented a coalition of the three socialist
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parties. By rejecting at once any collaboration with the Mensheviks
and Social Revolutionaries, Lenin logically aimed at sole power for
the Bolshevik Party. Socialist revolution and Bolshevik power be-
came the same thing to Lenin.

But Lenin never openly and unequivocally articulated this aim
during the revolution. It remained concealed behind the new slogan,
“All power to the soviets,” which dominated Lenin’s program be-
ginning in March 1917. During the revolution’s early weeks Lenin
outlined the basic Bolshevik idea of soviets, which he subsequently
elaborated, especially in State and Revolution. At the same time he
integrated the soviets into his revolutionary strategy and assigned them
preeminence in the struggle for power. This dual character of Lenin’s
program allowed the Bolsheviks to take power in the name of the
soviets, thus linking the two groups, although they differed in origin
and nature.

In 1905 the Bolsheviks took a very cool and at times hostile atti-
tude toward the formation of soviets.2” Lenin was suspicious of all
spontaneous—and to him formless—attempts at organization by the
proletariat, since they could threaten his party’s leadership vis-a-vis
the backward masses. But he could not avoid acknowledging the
great revolutionary significance of the soviets, most evident in St.
Petersburg and Moscow. In 1906 he therefore wrote that the soviets
would play an important role in the future as “insurrectionary organs”;
he even called them “cells of the provisional revolutionary govern-
ment,” and he demanded of his party “the study of these historical
nuclei of the new power . . . its condition and its success.”?® In the
following decade, however, the soviets disappeared almost entirely
from Lenin’s field of vision, until in March 1917 they suddenly be-
came central in his theory.

The February Revolution occurred while Lenin, in his Swiss exile,
was occupying himself intensively with the theories of Marx, Engels,
and contemporary socialists (especially Kautsky and Pannekoek) con-
cerning the future proletarian state. He copied long excerpts from
their works and intended to write a contribution of his own concern-
ing the Marxist state. This material formed the basis of State and
Revolution, written in August and September 1917.2° Influenced by
Bukharin who examined the relationship between the state and the
socialist revolution in various articles in 1916,3° and the Dutch theo-
retician Pannekoek who as early as 1912 predicted the replacement
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of parliamentarianism by proletarian organs,! Lenin arrived at the
basic insight that the revolution must destroy the existing state insti-
tutions and create new ones. He “discovered,” as it were, the anti-
government Marx of the book on the Commune and—the decisive
step—he combined Marx with the experiences of the Russian revolu-
tion. In this effort he could fall back on ideas voiced by him in 1905
and 1906 concerning the soviets as organs of revolutionary power,
and place them in a larger theoretical and historical context. So far
Lenin had only tentatively connected the Russian soviets with Marx’s
interpretation of the Paris Commune of 1871. Before 1917, Lenin’s
comments on the Paris Commune were predominantly critical of its
mistakes, and he never saw it as idealized and absolute, as the Bol-
sheviks did later. The fundamental idea, that the Commune had
smashed the old bourgeois state machinery and replaced it with popu-
lar self-government, was not yet applied to the Russian soviets. In
1905 Lenin specifically declared that the Paris Commune had not
been an example of the dictatorship of the proletariat, but much
more an example of the “revolutionary democratic dictatorship of the
proletariat and peasantry” such as he was promoting.32

Until the winter of 1916-1917 the Paris Commune was minor in
Lenin’s thought; now the Commune dominated his studies of the
state. Lenin made a note to himself: “Marx’s basic idea reads: the
conquest of political power by the proletariat does not consist of
the seizure of a ‘ready-made’ state machinery, but its ‘smashing,’ ‘de-
struction,’ and replacement by a new one. . . . The whole matter can
be expressed in a nutshell as follows: replacement of the old (‘ready-
made’) state machinery and parliaments by soviets of workers depu-
ties and by persons authorized by them.”322 It seemed to Lenin that
the soviets in 1905 had initiated—if only hesitantly and feebly—the
smashing of the old state power demanded by Marx; a future revolu-
tion would have to complete this task.

Thus the February Revolution in Russia coincided with Lenin’s
new theoretical perceptions concerning State and Revolution. The
Petrograd soviet’s establishment and prominence made Lenin apply
those new insights to the concrete revolutionary situation, an impor-
tant conjunction of theory and practice which can be followed step
by step in Lenin’s first written expressions concerning the soviets in
March 1917. As soon as news from Russia reached him he noticed
the dual nature of the new power, the parallelism of the Provisional
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Government and the Petrograd soviet. The latter seemed to him “a
new, unofficial, still undeveloped, still relatively weak workers gov-
ernment.”? “The Soviet of Workers and Soldiers Deputies is the
nucleus of a workers government.”3* These sentences repeat almost
word for word the description in 1906 of the soviets during the first
Russian revolution. At that time Lenin had said that one must study
these “nuclei of the new power . . . its condition and its success”;
now he declared unequivocally that the revolution’s next task would
be “the conquest of power through a workers government”—that is,
through the soviets.3® In his third “Letter from Abroad” of March
11, 1917, Lenin announced a special article about the assessment of
the Paris Commune by Marx and Engels and its “distortion” by Kaut-
sky—a reference to State and Revolution, written later. In the same
letter he also related his previous analysis of the soviets to Marx’s
interpretation of the Commune and to the new soviets. He wrote:
“What should the soviets do? They must be considered as organs of
insurrection, as organs of revolutionary state power—as we wrote
in Number 47 of the Geneva Sozialdemokrat on October 13, 1915.
This theoretical statement, based on the experiences of the Com-
mune?® and the Russian Revolution of 1905, must be elucidated and
developed more concretely to reflect the current revolution in Rus-
sia.”®? From now on Lenin sees a straight line of development from
the Commune of 1871 by way of the 1905 soviets to the soviets of
1917—all were by nature new proletarian states, superior to the
bourgeois-democratic republic.

Lenin thought that the 1905 soviets had been only temporary
militant organizations but that they could have taken power during
the 1917 February Revolution; instead they ceded it voluntarily to
the bourgeois government, contenting themselves with control over
that government, thus creating the “dyarchy.” Therefore, the Bol-
shevik revolutionary program had to be modified in essential points.
“We must try to supplement and correct the old ‘formulas’ of Bol-
shevism, for though clearly they were substantially correct, their
concrete application was not. Earlier, no one thought of dyarchy,
nor could anyone think of it.”3® The phrase concerning “old formu-
las” of Bolshevism was aimed directly at the “old Bolsheviks,” who
opposed Lenin’s new program of revolution. His April Theses were
read at a meeting of leading party functionaries and at a joint
Bolshevik-Menshevik conference immediately after his arrival in
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Petrograd on April 4, 1917, and the effect on listeners was described
by several eye-witnesses as completely surprising, provocative, and
controversial.3” They signified a complete reversal in the life of the
party.

Lenin’s startling theses were a resumé of his new theory of revolu-
tion and of the resultant Bolshevik party tactics. Its basic concepts
were:

1) Even under the new Provisional Government the war remains
imperialist and therefore forfeits support of the “class-conscious pro-
letariat” and its party.

2) “Russia’s present situation is distinctive as a transition from the
first stage of revolution—which brought the bourgeoisie to power
because the proletariat lacked class-consciousness and organization
—to the second stage, which must empower the proletariat and the
poor peasantry.” (Second Thesis.)

3) No support for the Provisional Government, but struggle
against it for soviet power, a new superior state. “No parliamentary
republic—to return to it from the workers soviets would be a step
backward—but a republic of the soviets throughout the country,
from the bottom to the top.” (Fifth Thesis.)

4) The task of the Bolshevik Party, still a minority in the soviets,
must be “patient, systematic, persevering clarification of errors and
tactics, especially geared to the masses’ practical needs . . . at the
same time agitation for the indispensable transfer of the total state
power to the workers soviets so that the masses may learn through
experience.” (Fourth Thesis. )40

Lenin’s theses were published only in his own name, and Pravda
labeled them “the personal opinion of Comrade Lenin.”#! The ma-
jority of the party by no means sided with Lenin. Even the Central
Committee Bureau, which in the preceding weeks had defended a
“leftist” course, did not share Lenin’s radicalism. His theses were re-
jected by a vote of 13 to 2 (with one abstention) in the Petrograd
local committee.#? The strongest objection was raised by Kamenev,
who with Stalin was responsible for the Bolsheviks’ tactics before
Lenin’s return. He objected that Lenin’s theses might be suited
to the first steps of socialism in England, Germany, or France, but
not in Russia. He claimed that they contained not a single practical
answer to the everyday questions of Russian policy, and he offered
instead a resolution by a conference of factory workers, which wel-
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comed introduction of an internal “factory constitution” giving con-
trol and codetermination rights to factory committees but rejecting
further steps toward socialism. “These workers understood clearly,”
Kamenev added, “that the way to socialism lies, not in the seizure of
isolated factories, not in isolated independent communes, but in
conquest of the central apparatus of government and economic life,
in the transfer of the administration of the banks, railroads, supplies,
to the proletariat as a class within the national framework.”+® Thus
Kamenev exactly pinpointed Lenin’s deviation from his earlier views.
Until April 1917 the Bolsheviks, like the Mensheviks, followed the
Marxist view of revolution, and imagined the transition to socialism
as only a series of central nationwide measures by the proletarian
government, with “despotic inroads on the rights of property and on
the conditions of bourgeois production.”** On the other hand the
anarchist and Maximalist groups agitated as early as 1905 for direct
local “socialization™ of the factories.*® Lenin's theses of the soviets’
seizure of power represented a decisive step toward the overthrow of
capitalism and toward socialism. It sounded to Kamenev and most
Bolsheviks like an echo of those slogans, and Lenin was accused of
having assumed Bakunin’s throne.*8

Beyond this, Kamenev’s criticism questioned the essential nature
of the current Russian revolution. “As far as Comrade Lenin’s gen-
eral scheme is concerned,” Kamenev wrote in Pravda on April 8,
1917, “we consider unacceptable any assumption that the bourgeois-
democratic revolution is completed and subject to the immediate
transformation into a socialist revolution.”*” The ‘“old Bolsheviks,”
whom Lenin accused of clinging to the “old formulas,” continued to
believe that the revolution was still in its first phase, to be logically
followed by the “revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the prole-
tariat and peasantry,” which the Bolsheviks had propagandized in
1905. In contrast, Lenin stressed that: “The revolutionary-democratic
dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry has already arrived in
Russia [through] . . . the soviet of workers and soldiers deputies. . . .
The order of the day already calls for another, a new task: the sepa-
ration of the proletarian (communist) elements within this dictator-
ship from the small owners or the petit-bourgeois elements” (Lenin’s
term for the Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries).48

The vehement discussions concerning the proper “formula” of the
Bolshevik revolutionary program concealed a crucial decision about
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the party’s future. For Lenin, the socialist revolution, seizure of
power, and Bolshevik dictatorship coalesced into one. The ruthless
fight against the other socialist parties required sole rule by the
Bolsheviks. But to Kamenev and his followers this aim of Lenin’s
was dangerous. They wanted to be a “party of the revolutionary
proletarian masses” and not a “group of communist propagandists’+®
who, if they seized power, could prevail only through terror. Kame-
nev’s group disagreed with the Mensheviks and Social Revolution-
aries, but nevertheless considered them in the socialist camp, while
Lenin equated the moderate soviet majority with the bourgeois Pro-
visional Government and wanted to proceed against the socialists,
not with them.

Obviously Lenin’s new theory of revolution agrees in essential
points with the views on “permanent revolution” propounded by
Trotsky since 1905. Already Trotsky had labeled as unrealistic the
Bolshevik call for a “revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the
proletariat and peasantry” and had explained that the Russian pro-
letariat would be forced to exceed the democratic program toward
socialism.?® In 1905 and later Lenin had often objected to Trotsky’s
popularized formula, “Down with the czars, up with the workers
government.” Now in April 1917, he wanted equally to distinguish
his new perspective from Trotsky’s theory, by pointing to the soviets
as an already realized “dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry,”
which must now advance to the dictatorship of the proletariat.5! But
in substance he had unquestionably come closer to Trotsky’s view.
As soon as he heard of the Petrograd revolution on March 6, 1917,
Trotsky wrote in a New York newspaper: “Now, immediately, the
revolutionary proletariat must pit its revolutionary organs—the soviets
of workers, soldiers, and peasants deputies—against the executive
organs of the Provisional Government. In this struggle the proletariat
must immediately aim at taking power by coalescing the rebelling
masses.”?2 Trotsky’s experiences in the first Russian revolution led
him in 1906 to predict a great future for the soviets; the formation
of the Petrograd soviet confirmed the correctness of his prognosis.5?
He had no difficulty, therefore, in joining Lenin’s soviet program
after his return to Russia in early May 1917, and he became one of
the most consistent champions of soviet power within the Bolshevik
Party.5¢

The party’s future and its relationship to the soviets were decided
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at a series of conferences during April 1917, at which Lenin won
over the party to his new revolutionary theory and tactics. He suc-
ceeded primarily because of his outstanding personal authority, but
also because since 1903 the Bolsheviks had unremittingly warred on
the “bourgeoisie” and the “half-measures” of the Mensheviks, and
thus shown themselves to be visually ready for exercising hegemony
in the revolution.?5 But the conference discussions also showed clearly
that it was difficult for the party members to combine the party’s
practical aims with Lenin’s new theories.

The actual nature of the soviets also caused disagreement. At the
Petrograd municipal conference of Bolsheviks, Kalinin stated that it
was incorrect to assert, as Lenin did, that the soviets represented the
only revolutionary form of government.’¢ The Moscow party com-
mittee generally stood further to the right than did the Petrograd
Bolsheviks, and at the district conference of April 19-21 Smidovich
explained that the soviets’ general structure had made them neither
suited for nor capable of government and administration. Before as-
suming power, the soviets would first have to be strengthened, ex-
tended to the villages, and brought under one roof.>” At the
all-Russian party conference of April 24-29, Nogin, another leading
Moscow Bolshevik, expressed the opinion that the soviets would
gradually cede their most important functions to the trade unions,
political parties, and self-governing organs. The constituent assembly
would head the state, followed by a parliament.58

Many Bolsheviks who recognized the soviets’ great revolutionary
significance were nevertheless surprised at Lenin’s exclusivity, and
wished to keep development optional rather than be stuck with a
soviet republic. In fact, nowhere in the resolutions of the all-Russian
conference is there a clear-cut definition of future soviet power as a
form of government totally opposed to parliamentarianism, like that
in Lenin’s April Theses. The resolutions of the conference concern-
ing the soviets state that during the second stage of the revolution
“all government power” would have to pass “to the soviets or other
organs that directly express the will of the popular majority (organs
of local self-government, constituent assembly, etc).”®® As in the
question of the socialist revolution in Russia, which many leading
Bolsheviks continued to view with skepticism,®® the party hesitated
to follow Lenin’s program for a soviet republic and certainly had no
clear idea of its possible consequences. As Sukhanov rightly noted,
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most Bolsheviks did not visualize the slogan of soviet power as a
“most perfect state constitution” but simply as a momentary political
demand, that is, the formation of a government with elements re-
sponsible to the soviet.8!

In the meantime, during the weeks and months after his arrival in
Russia, Lenin developed into a complete system his ideas concerning
the soviets which he had conceived in Switzerland and formulated
in the April Theses. He declared in numerous articles and speeches
that “mankind has not until now produced . . . a higher, better type
of government than the soviets.”%? Taking up Marx’s analysis of the
Paris Commune of 1871, he listed the fundamental traits of soviet
power:

“1. The origin of power is not the law as debated and passed by
parliament, but the direct initiative-from-below of the popular masses,
direct ‘usurpation’ . . .

“2. replacement of police and army—institutions cut off from
the people and opposed to the people—with direct arming of the
entire population, so that the state order is protected by the armed
workers and peasants themselves . . .

“3. either replacement of officials and bureaucracy with direct
popular rule, or at least their placement under special controls, their
transformation into simple agents who are not only elected but can
be recalled at the first popular demand; their transformation from
a privileged stratum . . . into workers . . . whose compensation is no
higher than the usual wages of a qualified worker.”¢3

This program of radical democratization of the state aimed at
true “self-government of the people,” and Lenin never tired of em-
phasizing its democratic nature. “What is necessary is not only repre-
sentation on the model of democracy, but also the structuring of the
entire state administration from the bottom up through the masses
themselves, their active participation in every step of life, their active
role in administration. To replace the old oppression by the police,
the bureaucracy, the standing army, . . . with a truly universal militia:
that is the only way. . .. The soviets as a self-created supreme power,
are simply establishments of this democracy.”s*

Simultaneously with his effusive praise for the soviet system, Lenin
sharply criticized parliamentarianism. Here, too, Lenin took up al-
most literally Marx’s condemnation of the abuses of parliamentarian-
ism in his work on the Commune. To Lenin, the soviets, like the
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Commune, were legislative and executive bodies in one; the deputies
had no preferred position, but were directly answerable to the
voters.® Lenin’s low opinion of parliamentary democracy did not
originate in his reading of Marx’s Civil War or in his experiences
of the Russian soviets. Even before 1905 constituent assembly and
parliamentary regime in Russia were only expedients for him, as
indeed for most socialists, such as Plekhanov.®¢ Lenin avoided open
polemics against the upcoming constituent assembly, and the Bol-
shevik propaganda called for its prompt convocation, but his criticism
of parliamentarianism nevertheless sought to devalue the constituent
assembly in favor of the “superior” soviets.®?

If, then, the soviets were representative bodies of workers, peasants,
and soldiers, they were also, according to Lenin, by virtue of ex-
cluding propertied classes, organs of the “dictatorship of the prole-
tariat”—or, more correctly, they could become such. For in the
spring and summer of 1917 the soviets were still dominated by
“petit bourgeois,” which hindered their development. Just before the
Bolsheviks seized power Lenin expounded on the proletarian-dicta-
torial state in State and Revolution, where he also attempted to
interpret Marx’s and Engel’s doctrine.®® He stressed the violent
nature of this dictatorship,®® but conversely called it a purely transi-
tional stage toward the nonviolent communist society. The dictator-
ship of the proletariat, it is true, is directed against and forcibly
suppresses the minority of the exploiters, but this is done in the name
of the majority—the exploited. “Democracy for the huge majority
of the people, and forcible suppression of the exploiters, the oppres-
sors of the people—that is, their exclusion from democracy: thus is
democracy modified in the transition from capitalism to commun-
ism.”7® Such a transitional state is, in Lenin’s words, “no longer a
state in the ordinary sense of the word.””* “A special machinery of
suppression, a ‘state,” though still necessary, is already a transitional
state . . . the people . . . may suppress the exploiters without special
apparatus, through the simple organization of the armed masses (such
as the workers and soldiers soviets).”?2 The “withering away of the
state”—that is, the abolition of all classes and all compulsion—occurs
during the second phase of the revolutionary reorganization of society,
which turns communism into a reality. Lenin explicitly commits him-
self to the “final destruction of the state, that is, of every organized
and systematic power, of every conceivable coercion of human
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beings,”*® but on another page of State and Revolution he plainly
states: “Clearly it is impossible to determine the moment of the forth-
coming ‘withering away,’” especially since by its nature the process
will take a long time.”™

Conditions for the state’s withering away wiil, however, already
be created in the proletarian-dictatorship phase. In the section of
State and Revolution in which Lenin describes conditions under so-
cialism, he seems almost obsessed by the vision of a society that “is
an office and a factory with equal work and equal pay.” “If all
people actually participate in the administration of the state, capital-
ism can no longer maintain itself. . . . Registration and control are
the most important requirements for ‘starting the machine’. . . . in
the first phase of communist society. All citizens turn into remunerated
employees of a state of armed workers. All citizens become employees
and workers of a state syndicate encompassing all the people. . . .
When all members of society, or at least the overwhelming majority
of them, have learned to run the state themselves . . . the necessity
of any kind of government begins to wane . . . then the gate will
stand wide open for the transition from the first phase of communist
society to the higher phase and the complete withering away of the
state.”73

The picture of the socialist soviet state sketched by Lenin in State
and Revolution was miles apart from real conditions in Russia and the
existing soviets in 1917. Nowhere is the utopian nature of
Lenin's theory of the future socialist and communist society more
clear than in this vision of a state in which “everyone becomes a
‘bureaucrat’ for a time, so that just in this way no one can become
a ‘bureaucrat.’ >'"8 In Lenin’s theory the soviets become the ideal of a
state that removes bureaucracy but also carries out bureaucratic func-
tions (everything Lenin termed “accounting and control”). The Bol-
shevik economic program just before the seizure of power provided
for the nationalization of banks and industrial syndicates and for the
compulsory organization of the people into producer and consumer
associations.”™ Between this forced and monopolistic state economy
and self-governing soviets existed an irreconcilable contradiction, re-
sulting from Lenin's general attitude toward the soviets. As Martin
Buber™® aptly expressed it, Lenin assimilated ‘“the soviets into an
action program, not into a structural idea.”"® With all the idealized
glorification of the soviets as a new, higher, and more democratic
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type of state, Lenin’s principal aim was revolutionary-strategic rather
than social-structural. “That the soviets might not only exist for the
sake of the revolution, but that, in a deeper, more elementary sense,
the revolution might also exist for the sake of the soviets did not
cross his mind.”8°

Lenin’s attitude to the soviets, like Marx’s approach to the Paris
Commune, was dominated by the politics of revolution; his blueprint
of the socialist soviet state in State and Revolution was the theoretic
justification of the imminent seizure of power, evolved during the
actual struggle. The slogan of the soviets was primarily tactical in
nature; the soviets were in theory organs of mass democracy, but in
practice tools of power for the Bolshevik Party. In 1917 Lenin out-
lined his transitional utopia without naming the definitive factor: the
party. To understand the soviets’ true place in Bolshevism, it is not
enough, therefore, to accept the idealized picture in Lenin’s state
theory. Only an examination of the actual give-and-take between
Bolsheviks and soviets during the revolution allows a correct under-
standing of their relationship.

2. “ALL POWER TO THE SOVIETS"—
BOLSHEVIK TACTICS IN THE 1917 REVOLUTION

a) Soviet Power as Tactical Slogan

The February Revolution created the first framework in Russia
for the development of political parties and the organization of the
newly awakened masses. Lenin had developed the model of a party
of professional revolutionaries around the turn of the century and as
late as the Revolution of 1905 had only reluctantly taken advantage
of increased freedom of movement. He “threw aside all sectarian
inhibitions”8! when in March 1917 his party had its first opportunity
to gain the needed mass basis. He did not, however, sacrifice his old
convictions. The party core, which was to make all decisions, was still
to be the small circle of experienced revolutionaries, while the novice
masses constituted the sounding board for Bolshevik battlecries. Lenin
continued to combine tactical flexibility with rigidly directed party
policy. This is demonstrated by his first public statements after the
revolution in Russia. “We must now extend the party’s sphere of
action; organize the masses; attract new strata of the disadvantaged,
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such as agricultural workers and domestic servants; form cells within
the army for the systematic, comprehensive unmasking of the new
government; and prepare for the conquest of power by the soviets,”
he wrote on March 4, 1917.%2 On the previous day, however, he had
voiced the fear that the new government might legalize the workers
party, enhancing the danger of fusion of the Bolsheviks with the other
Social Democrats. If the Provisional Government were to legalize
the socialist parties (as proved to be the case), “we [i.e., the Bolshe-
viks],” Lenin wrote, “will continue to form our own party as before,
and we will combine legal work with illegal activity.”8 These words
do more than reflect the professional revolutionaries’ old mistrust
and the tendency toward conspiracy; they are basic Bolshevik policy
up to October 1917, combining old conspiratorial tactics with overt
political activity. Despite rapid numerical growth®* and the influx
of new groups, the Bolshevik Party remained a solid and rigidly
directed semimilitary elite organization, in contrast, for example, to
the formless, broad, and mass-oriented Social Revolutionary Party.

Even before the Bolshevik Party surfaced from illegality, the soviets
sprang up spontaneously all over the country. Lenin stated at the
beginning of March, “Organization—that is the slogan of the hour,”#
and the mushrooming soviets were the natural centers for organization.
“Now we must use the freedom of the new order and the soviets of
workers and soldiers deputies and first and foremost try to enlighten
and organize the masses,” wrote Lenin in the first “Letter from
Abroad” to his comrades in Russia.?¢ The party organizations in the
various Russian cities automatically followed this course; they had to
help establish and organize the soviets, or stand aside from the mass
movement. Lenin understood clearly that workers and soldiers were
tied to the soviets, much more closely than to any party. He there-
fore decided that the Bolshevik Party policy must primarily rely on
the soviets. He combined “the class formula of the Bolshevik pro-
gram, ‘All power to the workers and poor peasants,” with the organi-
zational formula, ‘All power to the soviets.’ ’87 The soviets were the
only serious counterpart to the bourgeois Provisional Government,
and they alone could mobilize the masses’ revolutionary energy. The
proletarian and military masses, in ferment and newly active in
politics, were barely reached by the emerging political parties. Ignor-
ant of the ground rules of democratic government, they were easy
prey for demagogic agitation. Lenin counted on all this, and though
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the two socialist opposition parties then held an overwhelming ma-
jority in the soviets, he believed that Bolshevism had a chance to
separate the masses from their elected leaders—Tseretelli, Kerensky,
Chernov. By urging the Bolsheviks to a ruthless battle within the
soviets against the official soviet policy, he hoped gradually to
attract the workers and soldiers now gathered around the soviets.
Lenin’s strategic plan of April 1917 allied the strictly organized
Bolshevik Party with the politically inexperienced, malleable masses.8
In this plan the soviets served as the “surest indicator of the masses’
real activity”;¥ they were, in Stalin’s subsequent phrase, the “trans-
mission” the party used to activate the masses.?

If the soviets were thus expected to spread Bolshevik influence
among the people, Lenin also intended a second function. He hoped
with soviet help to paralyze the weakened government and to under-
mine the Provisional Government and the military leaders at the
front and behind the lines—in short, to remove as much as possible
the obstacles to a Bolshevik takeover. The Bolsheviks therefore en-
couraged local soviets to usurp government and administrative pow-
ers; in the army they advocated election of superiors through the
soldiers committees; and they goaded the peasants to expropriate land
on their own initiative. At the All-Russian Party Conference in April
Lenin eagerly collected news of the revolution’s spread and of the
role of local soviets. He concluded that in the provinces, unlike the
major cities, where the Provisional Government had more power—
“the revolution can be directly advanced by accomplishing absolute
power of the soviets, by arousing the revolutionary energy of the
masses of workers and peasants, and initiating the control of pro-
duction and distribution.” He used the historical model of the
French Revolution, which, as he said, had undergone a period of
“municipal revolution,” while local self-governments carried out the
revolution in the provinces.? In Russia a similar development would
be possible. “To advance the revolution means to realize self-govern-
ment on our own initiative.”®® Lenin accepted the Menshevik pro-
gram of “revolutionary self-government” of 1905, using even the same
words. At that time he had vehemently refused to promote revolution-
ary “communes” as long as czarism had not been broken.* Now he
declared: “The commune is very well suited to the peasantry. Com-
mune means complete self-government, the lack of all regimentation
from above. . . . The soviets could create communes everywhere. The
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only question is whether the proletariat will be sufficiently organized,
but that cannot be calculated in advance, it must be learned from
practical experience.”® Accordingly, the resolution of the April con-
ference again stated: “In many provincial towns the revolution moves
toward independent organization of the proletariat and peasantry into
soviets, disposition of the old authorities, creation of a proletarian and
peasant militia, transfer of all lands to the peasantry, introduction of
workers control in the factories. . . . This broadening, deepening revo-
lution in the provinces means, on the one hand, an intensified move-
ment toward transfer of state power to the soviets and toward control
of production by the workers and peasants themselves. On the other
hand, it guarantees for the gathering forces an all-Russian plane for
the revolution’s second stage, which must place all state power in the
soviets or other organs that directly express the will of the popular
majority (organs of local self-government, constituent assembly,
etc.).”96

Lenin’s program of “municipal” revolution in places followed al-
most verbatim the demands made by the Social Revolutionaries’
Maximalist wing during the first Russian revolution®” but it did not
amount to a recognition of the superiority of local self-government
over state centralism. Lenin’s concluding speech to the Petrograd
municipal conference contains the significant sentence: “We must be
centralists, but at times this task will be shifted to the provinces.”%8
Here is the tactical core of the slogan for communal self-government
and local soviet power. Because of their intellectual origins and the
history of their party, the Bolsheviks could never become sincere
believers in genuine self-government. At this time, while writing
State and Revolution, Lenin declared: “The Bolsheviks are centralists
by conviction, in their program and in their tactics.”®® The slogan
“All power to the soviets,” ostensibly favoring local soviet power,
was meant to disrupt the order of the state through removal of its
organs. Not for nothing did Lenin demand the “smashing” and
“destruction” of the bourgeois ‘“‘state machinery” and its replacement
“by a new apparatus of armed workers.”1°° The workers, soldiers, and
peasants soviets were supposed to prevent a new consolidation of the
badly shaken state until the Bolsheviks could win decisively. Lenin
hoped that the soviets’ position under “dyarchy” could serve as his
springboard to power.

The role assigned to the soviets in Lenin’s plan depended on the
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degree of development in any given case. The danger of a “fetishist
attitude toward the soviets as an end in .themselves of the revolu-
tion,”1%! was no problem for the Bolsheviks. “For us the soviets have
no importance as a form; what we care about is which classes the
soviets represent,” Lenin wrote in the spring of 1917.1°2 In other
words, at heart the Bolsheviks did not seek a better, more demo-
cratic soviet republic, though Lenin and the Bolshevik agitators had
said they did hundreds of times; rather, they sought leadership in
the soviets. “The soviets in themselves do not yet solve the question,”
Trotsky wrote on the eve of October. “Depending on program and
leadership, they can serve various purposes. The program will be
given to the soviets by the party.”1% For the Bolsheviks the soviets
were never a question of “doctrine” or “principle,”1°¢ but of expedi-
ency. Lenin’s theory of the soviets as a radical form of democracy is
irrevocably tied to the soviets’ practical role as leadership instru-
ments of the Bolshevik Party. Winning the soviets, therefore, was
the immediate tactical goal of the Bolsheviks in the spring and sum-
mer of 1917.

b) The “Peaceful” Development of the Revolution

Lenin was realistic enough to see that in the spring of 1917 the
slogan of soviet power as he meant it—taking power through Bol-
shevik soviets—was still remote. His party represented only a small
minority in all workers and soldiers soviets. It was therefore only
logical that Lenin in his April Theses listed as the party’s next task
not the immediate conquest of power, but gaining a majority in the
soviets. The Fourth Thesis therefore reads: “Recognition that in
most soviets of workers deputies our party is a minority, for now
even a feeble minority, against the bloc of petit bourgeois, opportun-
istic elements which transmit bourgeois influence to the proletariat.
... Aslong as we are a minority, we must criticize and expose errors,
at the same time agitating for the indispensable transfer of total state
power to the workers soviets so that the masses may learn through
experience.”105

The final sentence juxtaposes the Bolshevik aim of a majority in
the soviets and the demand for assumption of power by the existing
Menshevik-Social Revolutionary soviets. A little later Lenin explicitly
declared that “In principle we advocated and still advocate transfer
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of all state power to such an organization [the congress of workers
and soldiers soviets], although at present it is held by the Mensheviks
and Social Revolutionaries, who stand on the plank of national de-
fense and are hostile to the party of the proletariat.”10¢ After the
July rising, Lenin explained that in the spring of 1917 the slogan
“All power to the soviets” had been “the slogan of a peaceful advance
of the revolution”: “Peaceful not only in that no one, no class, no
serious power [from February 27 to July 4] could have opposed and
prevented the transfer of power to the soviets. . . . Even the struggle
between classes and parties could have been peaceable and painless
within the soviets, if all state power had been transferred to them.”1%7

The Bolsheviks pursued a dual course by waging ruthless war
against the Provisional Government and striving to win the majority
in the soviets but also demanding the immediate assumption of power
by the moderate socialist soviets. Lenin knew that the moderate
socialists would continue the war if they took over the government.
He further assumed that the war would cause them to postpone
solving the agrarian question. At the same time he counted on the
soldiers’ yearning for peace, the peasants’ hunger for land, and
the workers’ impatience. These psychological factors, he thought,
gave Bolshevism a chance to supersede the government’s bankrupt
socialists by “peaceful” means, that is, by gaining the majority in the
soviets. “This plan does not, of course, mean the dictatorship of the
proletariat, but it undoubtedly helps create the conditions essential
to it, for by giving power to the Mensheviks and Social Revolution-
aries and forcing them to enact their antirevolutionary platform, this
plan will expedite their unmasking, their isolation, and their separa-
tion from the masses.”108

Lenin’s thesis concerning the possible peaceful assumption of
power was not a reversal of his fundamental conception of violent
revolution; it was formulated and propagated by him only in the
specific, unique conditions of the spring of 1917 in Russia.1%® Lenin
repeatedly and unequivocally professed his firm belief in civil war
as the normal form of socialist revolution, the “peaceful way”
being an exception,’’® which would not preclude future violent
measures against the “class enemies.”

The conditions considered necessary by Lenin for a peaceful de-
velopment of the revolution did not occur, however. The majority
parties in the soviet did not want a pure soviet government, pre-
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ferring instead coalition with the bourgeoisie within the Provisional
Government.1!1 Further, Lenin carried on both an overt tactic of
winning the soviets over from inside and a semilegal tactic of taking
violent measures,!'? in the spirit of his statements after the February
Revolution.112 On April 21, during the foreign-policy crisis between
the Petrograd soviet and the Provisional Government, demon-
strations broke out in the metropolis, and the Bolsheviks sought to
guide these with the slogans “All power to the soviets” and “Down
with the Provisional Government.” A few weeks later, during the
session of the first All-Russian Congress of Soviets, Lenin planned
a Bolshevik mass demonstration for June 10, but the congress pro-
hibited it. In both cases the Bolsheviks sought “a reconnaissance of
the hostile forces”!* to determine the mood of the masses toward
the Provisional Government and the moderate socialists. A few
radical adherents, however, already favored more drastic steps to
overthrow the government by a violent coup. Lenin himself adopted
a wait-and-see attitude, and when these forays were vigorously re-
jected by the Petrograd soviet as well as the soviet congress, he was
able to shift the responsibility to subordinates.

This semimilitary maneuver, which coincided with Bolshevik agi-
tation for the soviet takeover, climaxed in the unsuccessful July
insurrection. The history and the behind-the-scene events of the July
crisis still remain among the least explored phases of the Russian
Revolution of 1917. Immediately after the insurrection’s failure the
official Bolshevik version spoke of a spontaneous mass action which
forced unwilling concurrence by the party, but most contemporaries
believed the Bolsheviks had planned and staged the uprising to achieve
power. Apparently Lenin planned an action for a later time, when
the failure of the Kerensky offensive would have domestic reper-
cussions, but was forced by the premature action of Petrograd work-
ers and soldiers and Kronstadt sailors to join the movement. Beyond
dispute, immediately before the July demonstration Bolshevik agita-
tion in the capital’s factories and regiments was in full swing without,
however, directly advocating action. At the same time the Bolshevik
faction in the workers section of the Petrograd soviet tried to topple
the majority and seize the section. There was, however, no agree-
ment in the Bolshevik executive bodies on next steps. As in April
and June, the Central Committee and the majority of the Petrograd
municipal committee advocated caution, while the party’s military
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organization and the Kronstadt Bolsheviks—partly on their own—
sought a more radical solution. The July uprising was undertaken
only half-heartedly by the Bolsheviks; it failed partly because of
the party’s indecisiveness.11%

The armed demonstration of July 3-5, 1917, occurred under the
slogan “All power to the soviets” and demanded that the All-Russian
Executive Committee take over the government. True to its funda-
mental political orientation, however, the Menshevik-Social Revolu-
tionary soviet Executive Committee refused to accept the rule offered
it from the streets and instead called in government troops to put
down the insurrection. Turning against the rebels and the Bolsheviks,
the Executive Committee declared: “whereas they proposed that
state power should belong to the soviets, they were the first to attack
this power.”!18 An editorial in the Petrograd Izvestija mentioned the
damaging consequences for the entire soviet democracy: “Under the
influence of the completely irresponsible agitation of the Bolsheviks
who exploit for their own ends the natural discontent and excitement
of the proletarian and military masses brought on by the severe
economic crisis, a segment of the Petrograd proletariat and army took
to the streets with weapons. What did the deluded worker and soldier
comrades hope to achieve yesterday? Their banners spoke of transfer
of all power to the soviets and of the end of the war. But did they
not themselves rise in the first place against the soviets of all Russia?
Did they not shake the authority and strength of the soviets? .
The workers and soldiers who yesterday took to the streets wanted
to impose their will on all of revolutionary Russia by armed force.
What will happen if this or another attempt is successful? When the
recognized minority in our democracy wants to force its will on the
whole country, against the people and even against the majority of
the Petrograd soldiers? That day will see the downfall of the revo-
lution, for it can develop successfully only if it is supported and led
by organizations that execute the will of the democratic majority.”17

Izvestija’s criticism touched the sore spot of the Bolshevik con-
ception of soviet democracy. Lenin openly admitted that even if
the existing soviets assumed power (“if they should become a revo-
lutionary parliament with unlimited power”), he would not submit
to decisions abridging the freedom of Bolshevik agitation. “In that
case we would prefer to become an illegal, officially persecuted party,
but we would not renounce our Marxist, internationalist princi-
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ples.”11® This means that if the revolution developed “peacefully”
the Bolsheviks would fight a socialist soviet government with the
same means used heretofore against the coalition government. Lenin,
who called the soviet republic the highest form of democracy, denied
that decisions of the soviet majority bound the minority. Democracy
to him was only “a battlefield, the terrain on which Bolshevik power
was best able to maneuver because it was not democratic.”11?

¢) Tactical Experiments

The July events caused a deep break in the development of the
revolution and Bolshevik revolutionary tactics, and more immediately
a definite setback for the Bolsheviks. Court proceedings were insti-
tuted against the leaders (which Lenin evaded by flight to Finland);
the press carried on an intensive campaign against the “German
agents”; the activities of their organizations were restricted and kept
under surveillance. The highest organs of “revolutionary democ-
racy,” the All-Russian Central Executive Committee of Workers
and Soldiers Soviets and the Executive Committee of Peasants Soviets,
as well as several provincial soviets, condemned the Bolshevik
action.’*® Kerensky became leader of the Provisional Government
and tried to mend the crumbling coalition between socialists and the
bourgeoisie as the “savior of Russia,” standing above parties. The
following weeks and months would show whether his personality was
strong enough to cement the diverging forces and to bridge the
steadily increasing class antagonism.

For the Bolsheviks the failure of the July insurrection necessitated
revision of their previous tactics. The slogan of “All power to the
soviets” seemed to have lost its meaning with the renewed refusal of
the moderate soviet majority to assume power. Within a few days,
therefore, Lenin set an entirely different tactical course. He declared
that “all hope for peaceful development of the Russian revolution”
had “finally vanished.” “The objective situation is either victory of
the military dictatorship, with all its consequences, or victory, in a
decisive battle of the workers, which is possible only as a powerful
mass rising against the government and the bourgeoisie because of
economic collapse and prolongation of the war.”'2! With this Lenin
formulated the principle underlying Bolshevik tactics until the October
Revolution. The words “decisive battle of the workers” were a
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deliberate euphemism for an armed rising, which Lenin could not
proclaim publicly; he did not call for action until several weeks later.
The preparations, however, were to begin at once. “Without re-
linquishing legality, but also without ever overestimating it, the party

. must combine legal with illegal activity. . . . Immediately and
for every purpose establish illegal organizations or cells.”122

Lenin rejected as no longer timely the slogan “All power to the
soviets.” In furious attacks he accused the moderate soviet leaders of
treason against the revolution and of depriving the soviets of power,
transforming them into a “figleaf of counterrevolution.”*2® The sovi-
ets, he claimed, had become “ciphers, puppets; the real power is not
in them.”?* “The slogan of transferring power to the soviets would
now sound quixotic or mocking. Objectively this slogan would mean
leading the people astray, feeding them the illusion that the soviets
could still obtain power merely by deciding to get it, as if there still
were parties in the soviets that had not sullied themselves by abetting
the executioners, as if what has been done could be undone.”'* The
now detrimental slogan must be replaced by the open call for the
conquest of power by the proletariat. “The goal of the battle can
only be the transfer of power to the proletariat, supported by the
poor peasantry, for implementation of our party program.”!?¢ This
was the first barely veiled proclamation that the Bolsheviks aimed to
win sole power. Lenin aimed to take power for his party with or
against the soviets. The moment he no longer believed that he could
achieve supremacy through the soviets, he dropped them. Plainly,
to him the soviets were only pawns and had no intrinsic value as a
superior democratic form of government. Trotsky, who joined the
Bolshevik Party in July and became Lenin’s most faithful aide in the
preparations for insurrection, emphatically stated that “Important as
the role and future of the soviets may be, for us it remains alto-
gether subordinate to the struggle of proletarian and semiproletarian
masses of the city, the army, and the village for political power, for
revolutionary dictatorship.”12?

Lenin’s proposal to abandon the old slogan of soviet power
evoked an ambivalent response in the Bolshevik Party. While there
was general agreement that the soviets’ role had diminished after
the July events, opinions differed on their future importance. At the
second Bolshevik Petrograd municipal conference, which resumed
its interrupted sessions on July 16, Stalin sided with Lenin: “To give



Bolshevism and Councils, 1917 171

power to the soviets, which in reality silently work with the bour-
geoisie, means to play into the enemy’s hands. If we win, we can
entrust power only to the working class supported by the poorest
people. We must devise another, more appropriate organizational
form for the soviets.”!*® Molotov seconded him, emphasizing the
specific class nature of soviet power, proletarian dictatorship based
on the poor peasantry.!® Other speakers specifically opposed re-
placing the old slogan of soviet power by dictatorship of the proletar-
iat; they stressed that the class nature of the revolution had not
changed in the July days and that “under the given circumstances the
dictatorship of the proletariat will be based, not on the majority of the
population, but on the power of bayonets.”13° To renounce the soviet
slogan would be dangerous, since the majority of “revolutionary
democracy” had rallied around the soviets and the Bolsheviks could
become isolated.13! Stalin answered the critics that the party “is, of
course, in favor of those soviets in which it commands a majority. The
heart of the matter is not the institution, but which class will prevail in
the institution.”132

Among the Moscow Bolsheviks, too, a strong group advocated
retaining the old soviet slogan. When Lenin was most harshly attack-
ing the moderate majority in the soviets, the Bolshevik Smidovich
stated at a joint session of the Moscow workers and soldiers soviet:
“When we speak of transferring power to the soviets, this does not
mean that the power passes to the proletariat, since the soviets are
composed of workers, soldiers, and peasants; it does not mean that
we are now experiencing a socialist revolution, for the present
revolution is bourgeois-democratic.” His resolution demanded trans-
fer of power to the soviets for execution of the program of the entire
revolutionary democracy.!33 These and similar statements revive the
old conception of the “revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the
proletariat and peasantry” in the soviet, which Lenin in his April
Theses had termed superseded. When Lenin after the July events
recommended a direct Bolshevik takeover, misgivings repressed in
April were restated. If in April they opposed Lenin’s slogan “All
power to the soviets” because it seemed too advanced, they now de-
fended the soviet slogan against Lenin. While Lenin and his ad-
herents searched for new revolutionary organs with which the Bolshe-
viks could mobilize the masses (such as the factory committees),!3*
followers of the soviet slogan declared that the soviets were the
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sole basis of the revolution and that they should be conquered only
from within, not attacked from without.13%

Divergent conceptions also dominated deliberations of the Sixth
Bolshevik Party Congress, which was held semilegally in Petrograd
from July 26 to August 3, 1917.136 The old party leaders Lenin,
Zinoviev, and Kamenev and the newly admitted Trotsky were absent,
so Stalin delivered the principal address. He repeated Lenin’s argu-
ments that the dyarchy had disappeared and that the soviets no
longer represented real power. Asked which militant organization he
recommended to replace the soviets, Stalin replied evasively that
though the soviets were “the proper organizational form for the
struggle for working-class power,” they were “not the only type of
revolutionary organization” and that perhaps a “revolutionary com-
mittee” or the workers section of the Petrograd soviet (where the
Bolsheviks were already in the majority) might assume this task.!37
Most important now, he stated, was to overthrow the present govern-
ment. “Once we have won power, we will know how to organize it.”138

Several speakers criticized Stalin’s resolution. They rejected aboli-
tion of the old soviet slogan because no other had taken its place. For
example, Jurenev, a member of the MeZdurajoncy group that had
been incorporated in the party, stated: “Stalin’s resolution contains a
grave danger for the revolution. . . . The facts demonstrate that the
soviets still represent an active revolutionary force. By accepting
Stalin’s resolution, we will soon isolate the proletariat from the
peasantry and the masses. . . . There is no way except the transfer
of power to the soviets.”13 Other speakers pointed out that the
battlecry of soviet power had become so intimately bound up with
Bolshevism that the masses “identify almost the total content of the
revolution with it.”4% Nogin, a leading Moscow Bolshevik, also
advocated retention of the old slogan, since a new revolutionary
upsurge could be expected soon which would strengthen the Bolshe-
viks’ influence in the soviets.14! Several provincial delegates pointed
out that in their areas the soviets, unlike the All-Russian Central
Executive Committee, continued to be revolutionary, and that there-
fore the Bolshevik soviet slogan must be retained for the provinces.!42

On the other hand a number of delegates thought that the July
events had incontrovertibly proved the counterrevolutionary nature
of the soviets. Since the soviets had refused to assume power, they
could no longer be recommended as organs of power. Sokolnikov
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declared: “I do not know in what manual of instructions for Marxists
it is written that only the soviets can be revolutionary organs. Surely
instruments of insurrection may be completely different institutions.
. . . The heart of the matter is not the soviets but unification of the
masses for insurrection.”’#3 Bubnov emphasized that differences of
opinion within the party ran deep: what was at stake, he said, was
either dictatorship of the proletariat supported by the poorer peas-
antry or dictatorship of both proletariat and peasantry. After the
July rising the former was imperative. “At present the soviets have no
power whatsoever, they are rotting, one must hold no illusions about
this. . . . The slogan of power to the soviets must be discarded; we
must not cling to the old formulas, which are valuable only when they
reflect the wishes and mood of the revolutionary masses. New forms
may emerge that better express the aspirations of the lowest levels—
for example, the factory committees. . . . We must once and for all
bury the hope for continued peace. As realistic politicians, we will
endorse such organs as will emerge from the class struggle itself.”44

This extreme view, denying any value whatever to the soviets,
meant to a third group that “the baby is being thrown out with the
bath water. . . . We must not denounce the form of the soviets because
their composition has proved unsuitable.”'#5> This bloc of delegates,
Bukharin among them, wanted to retain the soviets but transform them
by new elections into Bolshevik organs, and if necessary organize
more new soviets.”1%® Thus Bukharin forecast actual changes made
during the October Revolution and under Bolshevik rule.

Finally adopted almost unanimously, the resolution on the political
situation was in some ways a compromise. The slogan “All power to
the soviets” was replaced with the less specific formula proposed by
Lenin, “Dictatorship of the proletariat and the poorer peasantry.” The
immediate objective read: “Liquidation of the dictatorship of the
counterrevolutionary bourgeoisie.” Hidden behind these abstract
formulations lay the overthrow of the Provisional Government and
Bolshevik claim to sole power. Although the soviet takeover was no
longer mentioned, the party was nevertheless advised “to protect from
counterrevolutionary attacks all mass organizations (soviets, factory
committees, soldiers and peasants committees) and primarily the
workers, soldiers, and peasants soviets; to hold and fortify with all
available means the positions conquered by the internationalist wing
in these organizations; to fight energetically for influence in these
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organs and to rally all elements who stand for unremitting struggle
against counterrevolution.”*” Thus the soviets lost first place in the
Bolshevik revolutionary program, held since Lenin’s April Theses,
but the party did not renounce them altogether, as some delegates
urged. From potential power organs they became simply, in Stalin’s
words, “organs for unification of the masses.”?4® The soviets’ part
in preparing and executing the Bolshevik insurrection remained un-
decided.

The discussions at the Sixth Party Congress show clearly the
Bolsheviks’ purely tactical evaluation of the soviets completely out-
weighing the idea of a rebirth of state and society which had been so
important in Lenin’s theory. To much of the Bolshevik Party the
soviets still represented foreign bodies to be utilized and subjugated if
possible, but also to be abandoned with an easy conscience if revolu-
tionary policy required that. Three months before the Bolshevik
October Revolution was consummated in the name of the soviets, the
party officially diverged with them.

The assertion of Lenin and the Bolshevik Party. Congress that the
dyarchy had disappeared and that power had passed to Kerensky’s
military dictatorship proved unfounded in the following weeks. Ker-
ensky enjoyed neither the full confidence of the socialist soviet parties
nor the support of bourgeois circles and the army. He called a “na-
tional conference” in Moscow for mid-August 1917, composed of rep-
resentatives from every possible political and economic organization,
but it did nothing but display the ever-increasing antagonism between
the socialist left and the bourgeois right.14® The crisis of top-level
government became evident at the end of August through General
Kornilov’s attempted putsch and Kerensky’s ambiguous- part in it.}30
Responding to Kerensky’s cry for help addressed to “revolutionary
democracy,” the Bolsheviks joined the Petrograd “Committee to
Combat Counterrevolution.” They obtained the release of arrested
party members, but Lenin remained in his Finnish hideout. With
reaction threatening, the Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries
moved further to the left, and contemplated quitting the coalition with
the bourgeois groups. The soviets had once again proved themselves
effective in halting the advance on Petrograd of Kornilov’s troops
merely by their appeal to defend the revolution.

Lenin suddenly adopted still another tactic in early September. He
declared himself ready to resume the pre-July slogan, that is, to
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endorse a government of Social Revolutionaries and Mensheviks
responsible to the soviets. “Now—and only now, perhaps only for
a few days or only one or two weeks—such a government could be
formed and consolidated completely peacefully and perhaps even
guarantee peaceful growth of the entire Russian revolution.”*5! If
his proposals were accepted, Lenin demanded complete freedom to
agitate for the Bolsheviks. He counted on infighting to destroy the
Menshevik and Social Revolutionary parties and ease formation of a
Bolshevik majority in the soviets. “In a true democracy we would
have nothing to fear, for life is on our side”'52—a sentence worth
noting in view of developments after the Bolshevik October Rev-
olution. As in the spring of 1917, Lenin still refused Bolshevik
participation in a coalition government of the soviet parties, since
that “would be impossible for an internationalist without actually
realizing conditions for the dictatorship of the proletariat and poor
peasants.”153

The Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries, however, did not agree
to the compromise suggested by Lenin. They were not content with
“serving as the agent that transfers power from the bourgeoisie to the
proletariat.”** The majority still clung to a coalition with the
bourgeoisie, because they were afraid that otherwise mass anarchy
furthered by the Bolsheviks would lead to loss of the ideal revolu-
tionary goals. The Democratic Conference called in Petrograd for
September 14, 1917, by the central soviets was to serve as a repre-
sentative assembly of “revolutionary democracy” to find a way out
of the impasse created by the Kornilov putsch. The composition of
the conference was considerably broader than that of the All-Russian
Congress of Workers and Soldiers Soviets of June. With 230 dele-
gates from the workers and soldiers soviets and an equal number of
peasants delegates, there were 300 representatives from the municipal
dumas, 200 from the zemstvos, 100 from the trade unions, 83 from
army organizations, and others from numerous small ethnic and
professional groups.!3® Votes on the conference’s central question
of coalition with bourgeois forces showed continued conflict.!3¢ After
heated debates between moderate socialists and Bolsheviks, during
which the latter temporarily walked out of the meeting, the vote
finally favored participation in the bourgeois government by 829 to
106, with 69 abstentions.!5” Before the conference adjourned, a
“council of the republic” was elected with proportionate representa-
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tion: 388 representatives of “democracy,” and 167 delegates from
the bourgeoisie and ethnic groups. This preparliament was to control
the Provisional Government until the constituent assembly could be
convoked.

Lenin’s attitude toward the Democratic Conference was ambiguous.
As before the July uprising, he again followed an equivocal tactic. On
September 26 he publicly repeated his proposal for a compromise
soviet government composed of Mensheviks and Social Revolu-
tionaries (“probably that is the last chance of a peaceful develop-
ment of the revolution™);!*® but earlier, on September 13, he had
said in a secret letter to the party’s Central Committee: “It would be
the greatest mistake to believe that our compromise proposal has
not yet been rejected, that the ‘Democratic Conference’ might still
accept it.”15% In the same letter Lenin advocated immediate armed
rebellion. “It would be the greatest mistake, the worst kind of
parliamentary idiocy [!] on our part to regard the Democratic Con-
ference as a parliament, for even if it had proclaimed itself the
sovereign parliament of the revolution, it would have nothing to
decide: the power of decision lies elsewhere, in the workers quarters
of Petrograd and Moscow.”260 In dramatic elections in these cities
during .early September, the Bolsheviks for the first time had won a
majority in the soviets. Now Lenin’s renewed call for soviet power,
which after the Kornilov putsch had been a purely tactical maneuver,
led directly to preparations for the Bolshevik takeover. “For this
reason,” Trotsky wrote, “the slogan ‘Power to the soviets’ was not
removed from the agenda a second time, but it was given a new
meaning: all power to the Bolshevik soviets. In this formulation the
slogan finally ceased to be a call for peaceful development. The party
approaches armed uprising through the soviets and in the name of
the soviets.”16!

d) Bolshevizing the Soviets and Preparing for Insurrection

Until August 1917 the Bolsheviks had the backing of only a small
minority of the Russian people and were the smallest among the
three major socialist parties in the soviets, the municipal dumas, the
rural zemstvos, and the trade unions and cooperatives. Their member-
ship amounted to about 80,000 in April 1917 and at most 240,000 in
August.182 But their influence made itself felt much earlier in the
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country’s industrial centers and in the principal cities, especially
among factory workers. Thus, the Conference of Factory Committees
in Petrograd at the end of May adopted a Bolshevik resolution by a
large majority; demonstrations in Petrograd on June 18 used almost
exclusively Bolshevik slogans; and by spring the Bolsheviks held a
majority in the soviet and the municipal duma of Ivanovo Vozne-
sensk. But in most provincial towns, at the battlefront, and especially
in the countryside, the Bolsheviks gained ground very slowly.

The unsuccessful July rising seemed briefly to slow the advance of
Bolshevik influence; but after only a few weeks the party recovered
from its setbacks. The Bolshevik help against the Kornilov putsch
materially restored their popular prestige. The permanent crisis at the
state’s apex, the growing economic plight in the cities, the agrarian
half-measures, and especially the lack of a firm peace policy rendered
large sections of the Russian people receptive to the simple Bolshevik
slogans that promised peace, land, and bread. For the first time
Bolshevism became a mass movement, beginning in late August and
early September 1917. The party, still relatively small in numbers,
received the support of millions of embittered and hopeful people. For
each party member there were twenty, thirty, or fifty “Bolsheviks”
who were not members but sympathizers.162

This rapid growth of Bolshevik influence was reflected in the
elections to the soviets, unions, factory committees, municipal and
rural organs of self-government, etc., which took place almost daily
somewhere in Russia, though growth was sporadic and scattered.
Naturally the workers organizations showed this influence first. The
factory committees in Petrograd and Moscow, in the Ural region, and
in the Donets Basin had a Bolshevik majority as early as summer
1917.16¢ But the unions, a Menshevik domain during the revolution’s
early months, also came increasingly under Bolshevik influence in the
autumn. At the All-Russian Trade-Union Conference of June 1917
the Bolsheviks had only 36.4 percent of the delegates on their side,
but of the 117 trade-union delegates to the Democratic Conference in
September, already 58 percent were Bolsheviks, as against 38.4 per-
cent Mensheviks and right-wing Social Revolutionaries.!%5 By October
all trade unions in the large industrial cities supported Lenin’s party,
except for the important railroad workers association, the postal and
telegraphic union, and the printers.

The change in the masses’ outlook is also evident in elections to
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municipal dumas, which show the proportion of Bolsheviks in
the total voting population. At the August elections to the Petro-
grad duma the Bolsheviks increased their seats from 37 to 67, thus
moving to second place behind the Social Revolutionaries, who had
75 members, opposed to 42 Constitutional Democrats (Kadets) and
8 Mensheviks (down from a previous 40!).166 Most notable were
the results of elections to the borough dumas in Moscow at the
end of September. Compared with the elections to the Moscow
municipal duma in June, the outcome was as follows:167

Votes Percentage
Party June September June September
Social Revolutionaries 374,885 54,374 58 14
Mensheviks 76,407 15,887 12 4
Kadets 168,781 101,106 17 26
Bolsheviks 75,409 198,320 12 51

For the first time in a major city the Bolsheviks were able to
amass an absolute voting majority, although the total vote was
much smaller than in previous elections, only about S0 percent of
qualified voters.!%8 Trotsky judged this outcome to be typical of
the situation before October: “The erosion of the intermediary groups,
the considerable staying power of the bourgeois camp, and the gi-
gantic growth of the hated and persecuted [?] proletarian party—all
these were infallible signs of a revolutionary crisis.”?%? Newspapers
reflecting the previous soviet majority concurred and wrote that the
general movement to the left would encourage the Bolsheviks to
step up revolutionary activity and provoke civil war.17

The shift of popular sentiment was shown most clearly by the
composition of the soviets, which had changed fundamentally since
August and September. Although the process of radicalizing and
Bolshevizing the soviets differed from place to place, so as to make
it impossible to speak of a general Bolshevization of the Russian sovi-
ets at the time of the October insurrection, the accelerating swing
to the left in the soviets was unmistakable. In this, too, the Kornilov
putsch was the turning-point. Frightened by the specter of a counter-
revolution, for the first time countless soviets appropriated the old
Bolshevik slogan and sent telegrams to the All-Russian Central Exec-
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utive Committee urging it to assume ruling power.!” Among the
soviets represented at the Democratic Conference, a bare majority
still held to the old policy of supporting Kerensky’s government; 86
delegates voted for, 97 against soviet power.!™? In the following
weeks new elections were held throughout the country in the workers
and soldiers soviets, in the frontline organizations, and in the superior
soviet organs. Almost everywhere the Bolsheviks, the Left Social
Revolutionaries, and small anarchist-Maximalist groups were con-
siderably strengthened.

The subsequent success of the Bolshevik October insurrection de-
pended on a preponderance of Bolsheviks in soviets holding key
political or strategic positions. In Kronstadt, where the soviet had
achieved sole power as early as May,!?® the new elections secured the
left’s majority: there were 100 Bolshevik deputies, 75 Left Social
Revolutionaries, 12 Menshevik Internationalists, and 7 anarchists; the
remaining 90-odd unaffiliated delegates mostly sympathized with the
extremists.!™ In Finland the Bolsheviks captured a majority in most
soviets (representing only the Russian population), especially in
Helsinki and Vyborg, and came close to eliminating the Provisional
Government’s power as early as September. The soviets’ regional
committee declared in an appeal of September 21 that no order of
the coalition government had any validity without the regional com-
mittee’s endorsement.!™ In Estonia the soviets newly elected in
September in Reval (Tallinn), Dorpat (Tartu), and Wenden (Tsesis)
also had a strong majority of Bolsheviks and Left Social Revolution-
aries; the regional committee, elected in mid-October, included 6
Bolsheviks, 4 Left Social Revolutionaries, one Menshevik Interna-
tionalist, and one right-wing Menshevik.’®¢ The Centrobalt, the or-
ganization of Baltic Fleet sailors, ignored all orders from Petrograd
and dealt directly with the commanders concerning possible military
operations.!”” The Fifth Army, considered the best at the northern
front, in mid-October elected a new army committee with a Bol-
shevik majority.178

Thus the most important strategic positions in the environs of
the capital were in Bolshevik hands. In early September the Petrograd
Workers and Soldiers Soviet itself decided in favor of the Bolsheviks.
Still impressed by the repulsion of the Kornilov troops, the Petrograd
soviet the night of August 31 passed a Bolshevik resolution express-
ing distrust of the Provisional Government by a vote of 279 to 115,
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with 51 abstentions.1”™ The existing soviet presidium of Mensheviks
and Social Revolutionaries therefore resigned on September 5. The
sparse attendance on August 31, a disadvantage for the old soviet
majority, caused the existing presidium to schedule a new vote for
September 9. Izvestija appealed to the soviet deputies to overcome
their increasingly evident apathy concerning the soviet’s work and to
show their political colors in the upcoming vote.8 While Menshevik
speakers at the soviet session emphasized the fundamental importance
of the vote, the Bolsheviks proposed merely to vote on the technical
question of representation in the presidium—either proportional, as
they proposed, or by majority as before. Thus the Bolsheviks also
won over Martov’s group and even the People’s Socialist faction,
the furthest to the right. When Tseretelli mentioned that Kerensky
too was a member of the presidium, Trotsky vehemently attacked
Kerensky. He reminded the deputies that in voting they would be
taking a stand for or against Kerensky’s policy. Calculated to impress
the gray masses of workers and soldiers, and express their new mood,
Trotsky’s maneuver did not miss its mark: the Bolshevik resolution
was passed by 519 to 414, with 67 abstentions.'®! In the following
days the workers section and the soldiers section elected their repre-
sentatives to the Executive Committee and the presidium of the soviet.
For the workers section, the result was 13 Bolsheviks, 6 Social Revo-
lutionaries, and 3 Mensheviks in the Executive Committee; for the
soldiers section, 10 Social Revolutionaries, 9 Bolsheviks, and 3 Men-
sheviks. On September 25 Trotsky was elected permanent chairman
of the soviet; after the vote on September 9 he took Chkheidze’s
chair, fully aware of representing the revolutionary heritage of the
1905 soviets.182

At the same time as in Petrograd, the Moscow Bolsheviks cap-
tured the majority in the soviet of workers deputies and at its joint
sessions with the independent soldiers soviet. The Bolsheviks’ strong
influence among Moscow workers was already evident by the middle
of August, during the state conference, when the trade unions, dis-
regarding a resolution of both soviets, successfully called a protest
strike.’® On September 5 the workers and soldiers soviets passed
by 355 to 254 the Bolshevik resolution.18* Thereupon the existing
presidium, headed by the Menshevik Khinchuk, resigned. On Septem-
ber 19 new elections to the workers soviet executive committee re-
sulted in 32 seats for the Bolsheviks, 16 for the Mensheviks, 9 for
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the Social Revolutionaries, and 3 for the United Social Democrats.
The well-known Bolshevik Nogin became chairman. In the executive
committee of the soldiers soviet the Social Revolutionaries prevailed
until the October Revolution, with 26 representatives against 16
Bolsheviks and 9 Mensheviks.!85 Thus at joint sessions of both
executive committees the two factions were almost evenly balanced,
and the Bolsheviks often remained in the minority. Their resolutions
were passed at plenary sessions of both soviets.!®® Since the end of
May 1917 the Bolsheviks had been the majority in the Moscow dis-
trict soviet and in the provincial soviet.

Capturing the majority in Petrograd and Moscow the Bolsheviks
won a new and lasting impetus for their campaign for soviet power,
which had been temporarily interrupted. Earlier the moderate socialists
could rightly point out that the soviets did not even want power, but
not now. On September 21 the Petrograd soviet, in a resolution com-
posed by Trotsky, called for consolidation and federation of all soviet
organizations and the immediate convocation of the Second All-
Russian Soviet Congress.!8” The struggle for and against a new soviet
congress filled the next few weeks and in many cases yielded the
Bolsheviks additional provincial soviets.

The First Soviet Congress of June 1917 had decided to summon a
congress every three months. But now the Menshevik and Social
Revolutionary Central Executive Committee hesitated to call a new
congress, especially because it feared that the congress itself would
respond strongly to the Bolshevik slogan of soviet power. After all,
the Bolsheviks openly declared that the soviet congress would form a
“genuine revolutionary government.”’® The moderate socialists
further believed that the soviet election and meeting would distract
the population from elections to the constituent assembly, scheduled
for November 12, 1917, and that resolutions of the soviet congress
might anticipate assembly decisions. Various resolutions by local
and regional soviets emphasized the priority of the constitutional
assembly and rejected a soviet congress.!8® When finally at the urging
of the Bolsheviks the All-Russian Executive Committee decided
to call the Second All-Russian Congress of Workers and Soldiers
Soviets for October 20, 1917, the executive committee of the peasants
soviets immediately protested. It asked the peasants soviets to send
no delegates or observers; the All-Russian Peasants Congress was to
take place only after elections to the constituent assembly.!® In the
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following weeks the Central Executive Committee received numerous
telegrams from the provinces and the front, also rejecting the soviet
congress.’®? Conversely, however, the Bolshevik campaign for a
“soviet parliament”!9? also gained support, particularly among the
most important soviets. When it became clear that the congress would
convene in spite of opposition by the higher army committees and
the Menshevik and Social Revolutionary press, the Bureau of the
Central Executive Committee on October 17 called on all soviets to
send delegates to Petrograd, and put off the opening to October 25.193

During these weeks the numerous regional soviet congresses meet-
ing reflected the political mood of the masses. The Moscow regional
congress held in early October demonstrated a typically rapid Bol-
shevization and polarization. At the beginning of the deliberations the
Social Revolutionaries offered a resolution opposing the transfer of
power to the soviets, which carried by 159 votes against 132. But in
another vote, three days later, the Bolshevik faction won 116 votes,
with 97 opposed. Thereafter the Social Revolutionaries and some
peasant delegates abstained, so that the Bolsheviks won by 143 to one
(with 26 abstentions).!®* At many later soviet congresses Bolshevik
resolutions were also passed, all calling for assumption of power by
the All-Russian Soviet Congress and for removal of the Provisional
Government. In Ekaterinburg 120 delegates from 56 Ural soviets met
on October 13; 86 of them were Bolsheviks.1?5 In this area the Bol-
sheviks had majority backing as early as the end of August.1®® In
Saratov the Volga regional congress rejected a Menshevik-Social
Revolutionary resolution and adopted a Bolshevik one on October 16.
The moderate socialists thereupon left the congress.!9? At the eastern
Siberian soviet congress, convoked in Irkutsk on October 11, the
right-wing Social Revolutionaries and Mensheviks still held a majority
and the Bolsheviks and Left Social Revolutionaries left the meetings
precipitately.!®® But a few days later, at the All-Siberian Congress
(consisting of 189 delegates from 69 local soviets), 64 Bolsheviks,
35 Left Social Revolutionaries, 10 Internationalists, and 2 anarchists
formed a majority against 11 Mensheviks and 50 right-wing Social
Revolutionaries.!®® The Bolsheviks and allied left-wing groups also
predominated at the regional congresses in Minsk and Armavir
(northern Caucasus), the regional conference in Kiev, the district
congresses in Reval (Tallinn) and Sarapul, and the provincial con-
gresses in Vladimir, Ryazan, and Tver.2%° The congress of the northern
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region, convoked in Petrograd on October 11, was especially im-
portant; over 100 delegates from soviets in Finland and the environs
of Petrograd took part in it. In spite of protests by the All-Russian
Central Executive Committee, which called the congress a nonbinding
“private assembly,” the delegates, who were almost exclusively Bol-
sheviks and Left Social Revolutionaries, passed Trotsky’s resolution
containing a barely veiled call to insurrection.2°? Thus Bolsheviks
demonstrated their dominance in the strategic positions around the
capital.

But the Bolshevik wave on the eve of the October rising had by
no means inundated all the workers and soldiers soviets, let alone
peasants soviets and frontline organizations. In some larger cities
the moderate socialists retained a majority in the soviets, for example,
in the workers soviet of Kiev, and in the workers and soldiers soviet
in Tiflis, in Rostov, Vitebsk, Novgorod, Nizhni Novgorod, Vologda,
Voronezh, Orel, Penza, Tula, Tambov, Perm, Simbirsk, Ekaterinoslav,
and Archangel.2°2 At the regional conference of the Donets Basin
and Krivoi Rog area, representing over 600,000 workers, the Men-
shevik-Social Revolutionary resolution received 51 votes against 46
for the Bolsheviks.293 At the provincial congress in Novgorod also the
two moderate socialist parties still controlled the majority.2°¢ The
regional committee of the Caucasian soviets in Tiflis on October 17
expressed itself against convocation of the All-Russian Soviet Con-
gress.2%® In most peasant soviets, both on the district and province
levels, the Social Revolutionaries continued strongest although the
left wing was gaining. In numerous telegrams the peasants soviets
rejected participation in the congress of workers and soldiers
soviets.208

In contrast to the soldiers soviets in the garrison towns of the
hinterland, where during recent weeks the Bolsheviks had been
progressing rapidly, the central organs of the soldiers frontline
soviets were still overwhelmingly held by the old soviet majority. All
frontline committees (the highest representations of the fighting
troops) were against the upcoming soviet congress. Most army com-
mittees also spoke out against soviet assumption of power, although
units stationed nearest the capital (such as the Fifth and Twelfth
Armies) were already under Bolshevik influence. The army congress
in Finland elected an army committee of 24 Bolsheviks, 12 Left
Social Revolutionaries, 11 right-wing Social Revolutionaries, 7 un-
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affiliated members, and 6 Mensheviks. On the next-lower committee
level the Bolsheviks were already making themselves much more
strongly felt. The congresses of the Sixth Army Corps and the Forty-
second Army Corps rejected the Provisional Government and sent
delegates to the soviet congress.2°” The Bolsheviks successfully mobi-
lized the lower-level soldiers committees against the higher soldiers
soviets, which had not been reelected for months; the lower com-
mittees for their part improvised soldiers meetings to elect delegates
to the soviet congress. Such steps only deepened the rift throughout
soviet organizations and increasingly weakened the authority of
regularly elected committees. The soldiers committees, most of which
until autumn exerted a disciplinary influence, now became an element
in the army’s disintegration.

A comprehensive view of the internal forces affecting soviet Bol-
shevization just before the October insurrection gives the following
pictures208:

1) The Bolsheviks were in the majority in the workers soviets of
most industrial cities and in most soldiers soviets in garrison towns.
Their strongholds were:

a) Finland, Estonia, Petrograd and its environs, parts of the
northern front, the fleet;

b) the central industrial region around Moscow;

c) the Ural region;

d) Siberia, where they were more or less evenly balanced
with the Social Revolutionaries.

2) The Social Revolutionaries were still dominant in the peasants
soviets and the frontline committees. A strong left wing, which finally
seceded from the party during October, sided with the Bolsheviks,
however, often assuring them of a majority in the soviets. The
moderate Social Revolutionaries were strongest:

a) in the black-soil region and along the middle Volga;
b) in the Ukraine (with the ethnic socialist parties);
c) at the western, southwestern, and Rumanian fronts.

3) The Mensheviks had almost everywhere lost the leading posi-
tion they had during the early months in the workers soviets. Only
in the Caucasus, especially in Georgia, where they still held the rural
population, did they retain a significant superiority over the Bol-
sheviks in October 1917.

4) For the first time Maximalist and anarchist groups also played
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a larger role in some soviets. In the October days they supported the
Bolsheviks and contributed considerably to the radicalization of the
masses.

“Now that the Bolsheviks have received a majority in both
metropolitan soviets of workers and soldiers deputies, they can and
must seize supreme power.”2% This lapidary sentence was the open-
ing of Lenin’s letter of September 13 to the Central Committee as
well as to the Petrograd and Moscow party committees. It was the
first of an increasingly frequent series of letters that Lenin directed
from his Finnish hiding place to party leaders, spurring them on to
take power. The preparations for the October insurrection show
uniquely Lenin’s genius as a political strategist, who recognized and
utilized a singular chance to seize power, and his enormous drive to
power. Almost alone, against opposition in his own party, he forced
a decision which radically changed world history.210

Lenin considered Russia’s internal crisis, and beyond it the inter-
national situation, ripe for an immediate Bolshevik takeover. He
was clearly aware of the unique historical moment. Convinced of the
political necessity for insurrection, he urged its preparation. “The
insurrection must be treated like an art”—this sentence by Engels
was the theme of all his letters and conversations during these weeks.
The proper moment and location must be chosen, forces must be
mobilized, weapons must be procured, and so on. Lenin considered
and discarded the most diverse possibilities. In his letter of September
13 he named Moscow as the starting point for the insurrection,?!!
then he daringly suggested surrounding the Democratic Conference
in Petrograd and occupying the capital.?2 At the end of September
he planned with Finnish Bolsheviks to start from Finland a march on
Petrograd.?!3

Lenin’s swing to armed uprising surprised even the Bolshevik Party
leaders. The Central Committee decided to destroy his letter of
September 13 and to forbid demonstrations in the barracks and fac-
tories.2!4 Lenin’s demand for boycott of the “preparliament” was
rejected on September 21 by a vote of 77 to 50 by the Central Com-
mittee and the faction in the Democratic Conference.!® Lenin
doubled his efforts to force party support and at the beginning of
October he even threatened to resign from the Central Committee in
order to be free to agitate directly for the insurrection.?!¢ Circum-
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venting the cautious Central Committee, he launched in the lower
party organizations a vehement campaign for the armed uprising.?”
He finally steamrollered the Bolshevik resignation from the preparlia-
ment, but resistance against immediate insurrection continued strong.
No one wanted to risk another defeat like that in July; every one
believed in peaceful transfer of power to the soviets from the bank-
rupt Provisional Government. It was not until October 10 that the
party Central Committee decided officially, with a vote of 10 to 2, to
consider armed uprising.2!8 But still powerful forces, such as the
Petrograd Committee, were against rebellion, pointing out that organ-
izational and psychological preparations were insufficient and that
the masses were not ready to fight.2!9 Hesitance prevailed also in
many provincial party committees.?2°

The arguments employed by Lenin’s opponents are summarized in
the declaration by Kamenev and Zinoviev, written the day after the
Central Committee’s resolution of October 10 and sent to the most
important Bolshevik Party organizations.??! “We are utterly con-
vinced that to declare an armed uprising now is to risk the future,
not only of our party, but also of the Russian and international
revolution.” They denied Lenin’s premises—that the majority of the
Russian people and of the international proletariat were with the
Bolsheviks. A Bolshevik takeover must lead to minority dictatorship
and to the ruin of the revolution by the external enemy. The masses’
psychological unreadiness to arm must be added to the objective ob-
stacles to an insurrection. Instead of an adventurous uprising on the
eve of the soviet congress, the congress must “organize the growing
influence of the proletarian party and . . .” become “the rallying point
of all proletarian and semiproletarian organizations.” Thus the Bol-
sheviks were not to win as a minority group against the other left-wing
groups but to enlist these, and to prepare for important elections to
the constituent assembly, hoping for a third or more of the seats. “We
will form such a strong opposition party in the constituent assembly
that in a country of universal suffrage our opponents will have to yield
to us at every turn; or else we will build a coalition bloc with left-wing
Social Revolutionaries, unaffiliated peasants, etc., which must essen-
tially carry out our program.” The constituent assembly “will proceed
in a highly revolutionary atmosphere” and act through the soviets.
“The soviets, now rooted in life, cannot be destroyed. . . . The con-
stituent assembly plus soviets are the combination-type state institu-
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tion that we aim at. On this basis our party’s policy has extraordinarily
good chances of genuine victory.”

Kamenev and Zinoviev clearly wanted transition from the bourgeois-
democratic republic to the proletarian-socialist state to proceed by
way of an intermediary stage, the workers and peasants republic. For
the coalition with the left-wing Social Revolutionaries could have no
other meaning. They relied on the objective laws of universal suffrage,
which in Russia would give peasants and workers an overwhelming
majority in the constituent assembly, and they also counted on the
attractiveness of the Bolshevik program for the masses. This formula-
tion modified the revolutionary program Kamenev had advocated
before Lenin’s April Theses, the “revolutionary-democratic dictator-
ship of the proletariat and peasantry,” rather than the dictatorship of
the proletariat that Lenin strove for. The idea of a truly democratic
popular revolution was still so potent in Kamenev’s mind that he
exclaimed in opposition to Lenin: “Two tactics are at war here: the
tactic of conspiracy against that of faith in the driving force of the
Russian revolution.””?22

Lenin, however, was not bothered by being accused of “Blanquism”
and conspiracy. Rather, in his letter of September 13 to the Central
Committee concerning “Marxism and Rebellion,”?2® he accused as
opportunists all who refused to treat insurrection as an art when
objective conditions for it were ripe. Fascinated by the technical
aspect of the planned insurrection, and fearing that he might be too
late, Lenin was totally indifferent to whether the uprising had any
legal cover or not. “It would be naive to wait for a ‘formal’ Bolshevik
majority. No revolution waits for that,” he wrote on September 13
in his first letter to the Central Committee.2?¢ I n this he even partially
opposed Trotsky, who wanted the insurrection on the same date that
the Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets was to meet. Lenin
thought a postponement would be catastrophic. In an unusually vehe-
ment letter to the party he called this delay “complete idiocy or
complete treason” and continued: “This congress will have no im-
portance, can have no importance. First beat Kerensky, then call the
congress.”??® As late as October 24, when the troops of the Red
Guard had begun the uprising, Lenin made a last appeal: “I am try-
ing with all my powers to convince the comrades that everything
now hangs by a single thread, that there are questions on the agenda
that cannot be settled by conferences, by congresses (not even by
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congresses of soviets) but that must be decided by the people, by the
masses, by the struggle of the armed masses. . . . We must not wait!!
We stand to lose everything!! . . . The people have the right and the
duty to resolve such questions, not by votes, but by force; the people
have the right and the duty, in critical moments of the revolution, to
direct even their best representatives and not to wait for them.”?2¢
It is clear here that the “people,” for Lenin, meant the host of his
followers who in their turn were to “direct” the masses. Behind the
revolutionary fervor of the great historical hour stood Lenin’s
absolute will to power.

If, then, Lenin had so little respect for the supreme soviet organ,
what role if any had the soviets in his plan for insurrection? The
slogan “All power to the soviets” had been revived again in Septem-
ber; at this stage what did it mean? During these weeks Lenin reverted
to the concept held during the first Russian revolution. At that time he
had spoken of the soviets as instruments of the uprising against
czarism. Now, in the autumn of 1917, he referred to the experiences
of 1905 and wrote: “The total experience of the 1905 and 1917
revolutions and all Bolshevik resolutions . . . signifies that the soviet
exists only as an organ of insurrection, as an instrument of revolu-
tionary power.”??” The slogan “All power to the soviets” had now
become identical with the call to insurrection. In 1905 the soviets
could act only partially; during the February Revolution they did not
need to act because the mass uprising had succeeded before they
organized; in October they were to help the Bolsheviks to power.

But Lenin wanted to assign the task of insurrection only condi-
tionally to the soviets. True, in mid-September he wrote that the
Petrograd and Moscow soviets, with their Bolshevik majorities,
should assume power. But the party should make the actual prepara-
tions, for Lenin feared that in the soviets, with their fluid majorities,
practical preparation for the fight would be too difficult. The soviets’
public deliberations were bound to harm the necessary conspiracy,
although the soviets by this time could almost ignore government
organs. Once the question arose of combining the Bolshevik insurrec-
tion and the soviet congress, Lenin decidedly favored independent
action by the Bolshevik Party.228 “At best October 25 can serve as
camouflage,” Trotsky wrote concerning Lenin’s attitude, “but the
insurrection must absolutely be organized beforehand and inde-
pendent of the soviet congress. The party should seize power by
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force of arms, then we will have plenty of time to talk about the
soviet congress. Immediate action is imperative!”*2° The Bolshevik
Party should carry out the insurrection and then the soviets will
sanction the successful assumption of power—that was how Lenin
saw the October insurrection.

Lenin’s determination was the driving force behind the Bolshevik
takeover; practical details were handled by Trotsky and the leaders
of the second rank. Because they were closer to events than was
Lenin, still in hiding, they had to adapt his plan to prevail-
ing conditions. The most important modification shifted prac-
tical preparations for the armed rising to the Petrograd soviet and
thus combined the Bolshevik insurrection with the slogan “All power
to the soviets,” making the two almost indistinguishable to the
masses. No matter how strongly the Bolshevik battlecries resonated,
the majority of workers and soldiers nevertheless looked to the soviets
and expected them to give the call to battle. Subsequently Trotsky
wrote: “The broad masses were acquainted with the Bolshevik slogans
and the soviet organizations. For them, both merged completely
during September and October. The people expected the soviets to
decide when and how the Bolshevik program would be realized.”?3°
If Lenin, impatient with fighting fervor, demanded insurrection in the
name of the party as well, other Bolsheviks, especially Trotsky, wished
power transferred to the Bolsheviks “on the ground of soviet legal-
ity.”231

After they gained the majority in the Petrograd soviet, the Bol-
sheviks could prepare for insurrection under cover of this “soviet
legality.” Petrograd was threatened by the German offensive, and
rumors spread of intended removal of government offices and dis-
patch of garrison troops to the front. These rumors created a nervous
and explosive mood, especially among the soldiers. On October 9
the Mensheviks in the soviet Executive Committee proposed forma-
tion of a “committee of revolutionary defense” against the Germans.
A Bolshevik resolution of the same day seized on this project and
demanded that all such measures be placed in the hands of the com-
mittee.232 On October 12 the Executive Committee, this time opposed
by the Menshevik representatives but endorsed by the left-wing Social
Revolutionaries, resolved to establish a military-revolutionary com-
mittee (voenno-revoljucionnyj komitet). On October 16 the soviet
plenum approved the resolution and on October 20 the new body’s



190 THE SOVIETS

first session took place, led by Trotsky, who was assisted by two mem-
bers of the Bolshevik military organization, Podvoiskii and N.
Antonov-Ovseenko.233

The military-revolutionary committee, officially created for defense
purposes, was transformed under its Bolshevik leadership into the
primary organizer of the armed insurrection. In opposing the
Kerensky government’s ostensible plans for removing the garrison
from the city, the committee claimed authority over the troops. Com-
missars named by the revolutionary committee established liaison with
the army barracks. On October 21 an assembly representing all
regimental committees in the garrison declared that the soldiers would
obey the committee,2®¢ and next day the revolutionary committee
proclaimed that all orders of the district military General Staff (the
formal high command in Petrograd) must be countersigned by the
committee.?> On October 24, finally, the revolutionary committee
called on the Petrograd inhabitants to follow its orders, which had
been issued “to protect the city against counterrevolutionary pogroms”
and to defend the All-Russian Congress of Soviets and the constituent
assembly. All regimental and company committees were instructed to
sit continuously and to send two deputies each to the Smolny, the
seat of the soviet and the revolutionary committee.236 With this action
the leaders of the Bolshevik insurrection opened the attack on the
Provisional Government. That evening troops of the Red Guard and
patrols of soldiers began to occupy the city’s strategic points. Twenty-
four hours later the Bolsheviks held Petrograd except for the Winter
Palace, where the government was meeting without Kerensky, who
had fled.237

Soviet sponsorship of the military-revolutionary committee assured
its acceptance by the soldiers, which was indispensable to the Bol-
sheviks. Since the early days of the revolution the soviet had exercised
rival authority alongside the military command. The Bolsheviks now
were continuing this tradition of dyarchy, which crippled the govern-
ment and reinforced the rebellion. Using a number of channels—
soviet deputies, regimental and company committees, commissars,
general soldiers assemblies—they allied the masses of soldiers or at
least neutralized them. Through all this most soldiers and workers
knew nothing about the real aims of the military-revolutionary com-
mittee. “The garrison walked into the insurrection, which it regarded
not as a rebellion but as the demonstration of the soviets’ undisputed
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right to decide the country’s destiny. The party had to carefully adapt
to the political temper of the regiments, most of which were waiting
to be called by the soviet, and some by the soviet congress.”?38 The
workers districts, where attitudes toward active participation were
mixed, reported that the masses would “act at the instigation of the
soviets, but not of the party.”??® On October 16 in the party con-
ference chaired by Lenin, a participant summed up the prevailing
mood: “The general impression is that no one is rushing into the
streets but that all will come when summoned by the soviet.”?4® The
Bolshevik tactics primarily aimed at aggravating this situation to the
point of open conflict, but their aggressive intentions had to be con-
cealed behind such slogans as “defense of Petrograd” and “struggle
against counterrevolution.” The military-revolutionary committee
clung until October 24 to this fiction of protecting the revolution
against enemy attacks,?*! and only later did Trotsky baldly admit that
this was a deception.?42

Another important circumstance favored the Bolshevik tactic of
concealment. According to the Bolshevik campaign for the All-
Russian Soviet Congress, which was in full swing, the top-level
assembly of soviet democracy would decide on the assumption of
power by the soviets. The attention of friend and foe was focused
on the date of October 25. The people, adherents of the soviet system,
and even Bolshevik Party members expected the change of govern-
ment to take place “legally,” by resolution of the soviet congress, to
which the Provisional Government would have to yield. To the end
Lenin remained vehemently opposed to coupling the insurrection and
the soviet congress, wanting action in the name of the party. Trotsky,
on the other hand, recognized the advantage for the Bolsheviks in
diverting attention to the congress, but he had no “constitutional
illusions” on this account. Later he quite properly stressed his funda-
mental agreement with Lenin, emphasizing that they had merely “two
different attitudes toward insurrection on the same basis, in the same
situation, in the name of the same goal.”243 But he also pointed out
that his tactic of tying the insurrection to the garrison’s conflict with
the government and to the meeting of the soviet congress offered the
smoothest possible assumption of power. Trotsky compared the
soviets’ role with a gear in a transmission system comprising party,
soviets, and masses. “The impatient attempt to directly link the party
gear with the gigantic gear of the masses by leaving out the inter-
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mediate gear of the soviets risks breaking the cogs of the party gear
and moving only too few of the masses.”?#

Lenin and Trotsky both wanted to confront the soviet congress
with an accomplished fact. Trotsky declared unequivocally that
“Accommodation of the power bid to the Second Congress of Soviets
contained no naive hope that the congress could solve the power issue
by itself. We were far from such fetishism of the soviet form.” He
never tired of deriding opponents who fell into this “trap of legality.
.. . These people seriously believed that we were after a new soviet
parliamentarianism, a new congress, where a new resolution concern-
ing power would be introduced. . . .245 In reality power had to be
seized and could not be achieved by a vote: only armed insurrection
could decide the issue.”28

e) The Soviets During the October Revolution

When the Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets met for its
opening session on the evening of October 25 (November 7), 1917,
the action of the military-revolutionary committee, begun the previous
night, went according to plan; the Bolsheviks held the Russian capital.
Lenin’s party had won power by a surprise attack, before the congress
itself could decide. A few hours earlier, at a session of the Petrograd
soviet, Trotsky announced the deposition of the Provisional Govern-
ment and openly declared: “The will of the Second Congress of
Soviets has been predetermined by the uprising of the Petrograd
workers and soldiers. Our immediate task is to enlarge and exploit the
victory.”?47 And on October 26 he stated at the Soviet Congress:
“Openly, in view of all the people, we unfurled the banner of insur-
rection. The political formula of this insurrection is: all power to the
soviets through the Soviet Congress. We are told: you did not wait for
the Soviet Congress. . . . We as a party had to make it materially pos-
sible for the Congress itself to assume power. If the Congress had
been encircled by junkers, how could it have succeeded in taking
power? To do so required a party that could snatch power from the
counterrevolutionaries and say to you: here it is—and you are duty
bound to accept it.”’248

These words encapsulate the problematic nature of the Bolshevik
soviet system: the party seized power in Russia in October 1917 and
formally handed it to the soviets. The soviets did not initiate the
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reach for power—as did, for example, the French National Assembly
in 1789. The Bolshevik insurrection, cloaked by soviet legality and
nominal soviet power, was carried out behind the back of most
soviets. Usurpation of power just before convocation of the highest
soviet organ implied the Bolsheviks’ break with soviet democracy.
This fusion of new soviet power and the Bolshevik insurrection proved
disastrous for the soviets themselves; after this, they were merely
servants of the party and a cover-up for Bolshevik dictatorship—a
role they never had contemplated, and for which they were unsuited.
On the very day of their greatest triumph the soviets’ decline began,
and the banner of Red October, “All power to the soviets,” soon
proved itself a bitter illusion.

According to Lenin’s and Trotsky’s plans, the Second All-Russian
Congress of Soviets was to legalize the Bolshevik insurrection and
seizure of power and to provide nationwide support for the Petrograd
events. A number of soviets had opposed a soviet congress and there-
fore had not sent delegates to Petrograd, so it was less representative
than its predecessor, the First All-Russian Congress of June 1917.24°
In all, 402 workers and soldiers soviets and other soldiers committees
were represented. Among the roughly 650 delegates, the Bolsheviks
controlled a bare majority when the congress ended. The next-
strongest group was the Left Social Revolutionaries. Disintegration of
the previous soviet majority was shown by the weakness of right-
wing Social Revolutionaries and right-wing Mensheviks; together they
had less than 100 delegates, while left-wing Menshevik groups
(around Martov and Novaja Zizn’) voted as independent factions.2°
Of the 366 soviet organizations on which records are available, 255
(69.6 percent) favored the slogan “All power to the soviets”; 81
(22.1 percent) were for “All power to democracy” or “Coalition
without Kadets”; 30 (8.3 percent) were undecided.?’! The external
image of the congress had changed as well. The old soviet leaders did
not participate (except Dan, who opened the session in the name of
the All-Russian Central Executive Committee). Instead, unknown
delegates from factories, barracks, and navy, and the Bolshevik intelli-
gentsia, took the stage.

The congress opening was dominated by the fighting still going on
in the city. To avoid further bloodshed, Martov, leader of the Men-
shevik-Internationalists, demanded immediate establishment of a
commission to negotiate a joint socialist government. To gain time,
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the Bolsheviks pretended to accept the proposal. Then their oppon-
ents, the right-wing Social Revolutionaries and the Mensheviks, com-
mitted a tactical error: they recited a protest against the Bolshevik
insurrection and walked out of the meeting.252 The night of October
26, with other organizations including the old All-Russian Central Ex-
ecutive Committee and the executive committee of the peasants
soviets, they founded an All-Russian Committee to Save the Country
and the Revolution to replace the Provisional Government, and issued
a proclamation condemning the Bolshevik takeover as an illegitimate
coup d’état.’3 The walkout of the right-wing socialists disrupted
the congress and handed the Bolsheviks a welcome pretext for break-
ing with the “conciliators.” In a deliberately provocative speech
Trotsky now attacked Martov’s compromise proposal; the “shabby
outsiders and bankrupts” should get themselves “to the rubbish heap
of history”; an understanding with them was impossible.?’* At that,
Martov’s faction and other small groups also walked out of the con-
gress. When the second session opened on the evening of October
26, only the Bolsheviks, the Left Social Revolutionaries, and a few
left-wing delegates were present. Lenin, in his first appearance from
illegality, announced the peace declaration and the land decree.?5®
Before it adjourned, the congress confirmed the new, purely Bol-
shevik government, the Council of People’s Commissars, with Lenin
at its head.?8 Sixty-two Bolsheviks, 29 Left Social Revolutionaries,
and 10 other socialists (among them six Social Democrat-Internation-
alists, adherents of Novaja Zizn’) were elected to the new Central
Executive Committee.257

On the day following the soviet congress, Maxim Gorky’s news-
paper wrote: “The Congress of Soviets was robbed of the chance to
decide freely about today’s most important issue, since the military
conspiracy, cleverly staged at the moment of the congress opening,
confronted the latter with the accomplished seizure of power. The
new power (the soviet republic) and its political program were like-
wise predetermined by the appeal of the military-revolutionary com-
mittee.2’8 As a matter of form it was proposed that the congress
accept these same theses without discussion, in the guise of a solemn
proclamation to the people. The ‘parliament of revolutionary democ-
racy’ was transformed into an apparatus that mechanically gave its
stamp of universal approval to the directives of the Bolshevik Central
Committee.”25°
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Although the congress of soviets confirmed the Bolshevik govern-
ment, there was immediate protest against Lenin’s one-party rule.
Numerous local soviets, trade unions, and organizations of “revolu-
tionary democracy,” which supported the overthrow of Kerensky’s
government, demanded a broad socialist coalition government, “from
Bolsheviks to People’s Socialists.” The weeks following the October
insurrection were filled with negotiations, in which Lenin and Trotsky
gradually outmaneuvered their strongest opponent, the All-Russian
Union of Railroad Workers (Vikzhel) and a broad opposition within
the party.2%° Only the Left Social Revolutionaries, on whose support
the Bolsheviks depended, were admitted to the Council of People’s
Commissars on December 9.26! The other socialist parties (even
right-wing Social Revolutionaries and Mensheviks) were formally
seated in the Central Executive Committee, but in practice they stood
in increasing opposition to the soviet government.

The Bolshevik victory in Petrograd and the proclamation of soviet
power at the Soviet Congress were not yet tantamount to Bolshevik
assumption of power throughout Russia. Unlike the February Revo-
lution, which smashed the czarist system within a few days, the
Bolshevik October Revolution—which was directed not only against
“junkers and capitalists,” but also against the opposing “conciliator-
socialists”—spread very unevenly. “Red October” in the provinces
lasted for weeks and in places turned into civil war. The attitude of
local soviets also varied widely; some immediately joined the Petro-
grad insurrection or temporized, while others were openly anti-
Bolshevik. The party historian Yaroslavsky went so far as to assert
that the revolution in the provinces (as distinct from Petrograd) had
proceeded “not within the framework of soviet legality but against
it.”262 Though undoubtedly an exaggeration, the statement neverthe-
less illuminates the problems raised by the Bolshevik description of
the October Revolution as a soviet revolution. To conceal the wide-
spread opposition among the soviets in October 1917, the contrary
assertion is now made that the real mood of the popular masses had
been far more radical than that of the soviets.263 Where elections
had taken place some time ago, this was occasionally true; in general,
however, it was certainly false.

The Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets issued several proc-
lamations which informed the people of the fall of the Provisional
Government and urged local soviets to depose government com-
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missars and assume power.?%* On the morning of October 25 the
military-revolutionary committee of the Petrograd soviet had already
called on all troop committees to support the new revolution and to
take power.2%5 During the following days the military-revolutionary
committee systematically kept all frontline organizations and cities
informed by telegram of the resolutions of the soviet congress and
the course of events, but most of those telegrams between October
26 and 30 (November 8 and 12), were undelivered because of the
postal workers’ strike. Some important appeals reached the provinces
by radio. The best and most reliable communication between the
revolution’s center and the provincial localities was furnished by
delegates returning home from the soviet congress. In numerous cities
the soviet joined the revolution after the delegates had reported.
More than 1,000 agitators (primarily sailors, factory workers, and
garrison soldiers) sent out by the Petrograd revolutionary committee
and later by the All-Russian Central Executive Committee, as well
as soldiers returning home from the front, served as emissaries of
soviet power.266

Unlike the Petrograd situation, the Bolshevik takeover in Moscow
created friction.267 In mid-October militant Bolsheviks formed a cen-
ter for preparing the insurrection, but made no further moves. The
Moscow party committee, led by Nogin, favored a peaceful transfer
of power to a socialist coalition government rather than violent action
by the Bolsheviks alone. Conflicts between the parties in the Moscow
soviet were not as sharp as in Petrograd. On the evening of October
25, a joint session of the workers and soldiers soviets resolved to
form a military-revolutionary committee which the Mensheviks, but
not the Social Revolutionaries, joined.28 The latter took the leader-
ship of the “committee of public safety,” with which the municipal
duma countered the soviet committee. For the time being, both sides
were eager to avoid bloodshed. The garrison remained passive. The
soldiers soviet was still dominated by Social Revolutionaries, and the
Bolsheviks organized a ten-man council from the soldiers committees
and advocated new elections to the soviet.26? Since the anti-Bolshevik
committee was indecisive, the Bolsheviks used the vacillating deliber-
ations to rally their forces. By November 14 (new style), with the
help of reinforcements from Petrograd and after violent battles, they
occupied the city. In the new elections to the soldiers soviet, the Social
Revolutionaries refused to participate and the Bolsheviks gained an
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overwhelming majority. On November 27 the workers and soldiers so-
viets resolved to merge and Mikhail Pokrovski was elected chairman.2%

Outside the two principal cities, the soviets’ role in the Bolshevik
takeover varied from place to place, depending on the social structure
of the region or city in question, the strength of the local Bolshevik
party organization, and the soviets’ political composition. In populous
industrial cities the Bolsheviks had frequently prepared for the revo-
lution and could act quickly and decisively. In localities where they
held the majority in the soviet, they took power in its name. Else-
where they formed special revolutionary committees that secized
government offices, and forced the soviet to join them or simply by-
passed it. The right-wing Social Revolutionaries and Mensheviks,
protesting the Bolshevik action, most often left the soviet and joined
with the municipal duma and other organizations to found “commit-
tees to save the revolution.” The Left Social Revolutionaries, on the
other hand, supported the Bolsheviks. In the weeks following the
October rising new elections to the soviets were often held and usually
resulted in a majority for the Bolsheviks and Left Social Revolution-
aries. On the whole there was a confusing coexistence of disparate
organizations, all fighting for power, while at the front, in the cities,
and in the villages the remnants of the old order dissolved and
anarchy gained ground.?™

In the workers and soldiers soviets of Finland and Estonia, which
before October had been under Bolshevik influence, the news from
Petrograd resulted in immediate proclamations of soviet power on
October 25 and 26 (November 7 and 8).272 At Pskov, near the battle
lines of the northern front, a “northwestern military-revolutionary
committee” was formed with all socialist parties, also as early as
October 25 (November 7).27 On the other hand, the workers and
soldiers soviet of Luga rejected the Bolshevik rising and declared its
neutrality. In new elections in mid-November the Bolsheviks won.2™
The workers and soldiers soviets of Vologda and Vyatka were among
the few in the northern districts that opposed the Bolshevik revolu-
tion, while the Archangel soviet, then dominated by Mensheviks,
declared itself neutral.2’> The Bolsheviks’ weakness in northern dis-
tricts later helped the Entente in its intervention. In June 1918, for
example, the Murmansk soviet broke with Moscow.

In the central industrial region, where the Bolsheviks most strongly
influenced the workers even before October, the October Revolution
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went smoothly for the most part. In Yaroslavl the Bolsheviks ap-
pealed over the heads of the Social Revolutionary soldiers soviet to a
general soldiers assembly, which elected a provisional executive com-
mittee and proclaimed the new soviet power.2?¢ In Tula Bolsheviks
opposed a committee composed of all socialist parties, the soviet, and
other social organizations. In the soviet the Bolsheviks remained a
minority until early December, with 104 deputies against 120 Men-
sheviks and Social Revolutionaries. The soviet spoke out against the
Bolshevik insurrection and for a common revolutionary front of
socialist parties.?’” In Nizhni Novgorod the soviet was still over-
whelmingly moderate-socialist at the moment of the October rising,
but on October 26 (November 8) it resolved to hold new elections
within three days. In the meantime the Bolsheviks formed a revolu-
tionary committee, which proclaimed its assumption of power on
November 10, provoking armed clashes with opposing duma forces.
The newly elected soviet confirmed the Bolshevik committee’s resolu-
tion by 136 to 83 but simultaneously demanded a socialist coalition
government in Petrograd. For weeks to come a “dyarchy” of soviet
and duma reigned in the city.??®

In the black-soil region and along the middle Volga the struggle
was chiefly for influence over the peasantry. The countryside was the
domain of the Social Revolutionaries; the Bolsheviks exerted greater
influence over urban workers and soldiers. In Voronezh the workers
and soldiers soviet had by a bare majority protested the Petrograd
insurrection and rejected the assumption of power. Thereupon the
Bolsheviks, with the Left Social Revolutionaries, founded an action
committee that seized the town in mid-November (new style). In
new elections to the soviet at the beginning of December the Bol-
sheviks won 52 of 95 seats, and the Left Social Revolutionaries 23.279
The soviets of Penza and Simbirsk condemned the October events
and remained under Menshevik-Social Revolutionary leadership until
December.28° The Bolsheviks in Kazan succeeded as early as mid-
October in gaining the majority in the joint workers, soldiers, and
peasants soviet. A revolutionary staff directed the revolution, which
established the Kazan Workers and Peasants Republic, with its own
Council of People’s Commissars.?8! In Samara a revolutionary com-
mittee from the workers and soldiers soviet proclaimed power the
night of October 26 (November 8). The peasants soviet was opposed.
By the end of November the newly elected workers and soldiers
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soviet numbered 350 Bolsheviks, 160 Mensheviks, 60 Social Revolu-
tionaries, 32 Maximalists, 30 Social Democrat-Internationalists, 30
from the Jewish Bund, and 20 unaffiliated deputies.®2 In Saratov
and Tsaritsyn the municipal soviets were Bolshevik before October.
The change-over proceeded calmly and peaceably in Tsaritsyn, but
in Saratov the soviet and the duma clashed, and the Bolsheviks pre-
vailed.283

The central Ural region, the old mining center with a strong
revolutionary tradition, was even before October 1917 one of the
Bolsheviks’ most important strongholds. At the time of the October
Revolution most urban workers and soldiers soviets had a Bolshevik
majority. In several large factories the workers, using their factory
committees and soviets, had already placed production under
“workers control.” In most cases, therefore, power was transferred
easily and painlessly within the framework of “soviet legality.””284
Many supporters of soviet power preferred a socialist coalition
government to Bolshevik one-party rule; the Ekaterinburg soviet
decided to replace the purely Bolshevik revolutionary committee by a
“united revolutionary committee of people’s power” that included all
socialist parties. Even some local Bolsheviks advocated this compro-
mise. In Perm, Nizhni Tagil, and Votkinsk the soviets remained
Menshevik-Social Revolutionary until December.2%5 In the southern
Ural region the non-Bolshevik parties in the soviets were also strong.
In Zlatoust, for example, the Social Revolutionaries maintained their
slight lead even in the new elections in early December. Orenburg
(Chkalov) became the starting point for General Dutov’s anti-Bol-
shevik Cossack movement, which proceeded against the neighboring
soviets and could not be put down until January 1918.286

In Siberia the controversy concerning soviet power was linked
with the Siberian democratic organizations’ efforts toward autonomy.
After the October Revolution in Petrograd the soviet organizations
in Siberia split; the Extraordinary All-Siberian Congress in Tomsk,
dominated by the right-wing Social Revolutionaries, was opposed by
the All-Siberian Soviet Congress in Irkutsk, led by the Bolsheviks.
While the Tomsk group created a Siberian regional duma as pro-
visional supreme organ, with representatives of all democratic organ-
izations, the Irkutsk congress recognized the Council of People’s
Commissars in Petrograd.2®” The Bolsheviks’ strongest support was
in Krasnoyarsk, where the workers and soldiers soviet took power
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immediately after the Petrograd insurrection.?8® In Irkutsk new
soviet elections in November gave the majority to the Bolsheviks
and Left Social Revolutionaries, but were followed in December by
several days of bloody clashes with the officer cadets of local military
academies. Not until January 1918 was the new soviet power con-
solidated.2® In the Far East, the Vladivostok soviet held power as
early as June and in October assumed it officially. Here, too, the
soviet demanded a socialist coalition government and constituent
assembly.2% On November 12 the workers and soldiers soviet of
Khabarovsk recorded opposition to soviet power in view of the forth-
coming constituent assembly; in December the Bolsheviks gained
the majority and Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries resigned
from the soviet.2! The Third Far-Eastern Soviet Congress on Decem-
ber 25 included 39 Bolsheviks, 22 Left Social Revolutionaries, and
11 Mensheviks, and established a Far-Eastern Council of People’s
Commissars as the highest regional authority.292

In the Ukraine the soviets on the whole had not made much
headway, being strongest in the industrial cities with a Russian pro-
letariat. Workers soviets and soldiers soviets usually existed sepa-
rately, and political power lay in the Ukrainian Central Rada in
Kiev, led by Ukrainian Social Revolutionaries and Ukrainian Social
Democrats.23 It was not until September that a regional executive
committee of the Ukrainian soviets was founded; but compared to
the Rada it had hardly any authority over the local soviets. In the
weeks before and after the Bolshevik October insurrection, the
Ukrainian Bolsheviks and the ethnic socialist Rada parties tem-
porarily joined forces against the Provisional Government. The Bol-
sheviks, led by Piatakov, formed a revolutionary committee in the
Kiev workers soviet on October 26 (November 8); this committee
proclaimed union with the new soviet power. In subsequent clashes
with troops loyal to the government, the Rada sided with the Bol-
sheviks. In mid-November the two Kiev soviets combined in a joint
workers and soldiers soviet; the Bolsheviks received 14 of 30 seats in
its executive committee.2* In the soviets of Kharkov, Lugansk, and
Ekaterinoslav the Bolsheviks were supported by other left-wing
socialist parties and created revolutionary committees that assumed
local power.?®> In Nikolaev a revolutionary committee, composed
equally of representatives from the soviet and from the municipal
duma, assumed power; the soviet itself, by a vote of 116 to 96, re-
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jected a Bolshevik request for sole power.2?®6 The workers and
soldiers soviet of Yuzovka in the Donets Basin by a vote of 70 to 46
adopted a Menshevik resolution condemning the Bolshevik revolution
in Petrograd.?®” In Kherson a council of people’s commissars was
formed by representatives of the local soviet, the provincial peasants
soviet, the district peasants soviet, and the municipal self-govern-
ment.2%8 The power balance was still entirely unresolved; local soviets,
the Rada, municipal dumas, and various committees existed con-
currently or concluded temporary coalitions. Only the All-Ukrainian
Soviet Congress, which opened on December 18 in Kiev with about
2,500 delegates, many of them elected irregularly and randomly,
staked out the boundaries for the future. Influenced by the ultimatum
handed to the Rada by the Petrograd Council of People’s Commis-
sars, Rada followers gained superiority at the soviet congress, while
the Bolsheviks and some Left Social Revolutionaries—150-200
delegates in all—walked out of the congress. They assembled in
Kharkov in a new All-Ukrainian Soviet Congress formed jointly with
the regional congress of the Donets and Krivoi Rog Basin, which was
then meeting in Kharkov. The central executive committee of the
new organization declared itself the temporary Ukrainian workers
and peasants government. In the following weeks and months the
Ukraine became an arena for civil war between the Red Army, which
invaded the country, the troops of the central Rada, and the German
occupation forces that soon followed.

The frontline troops decided the success and survival of the Bol-
shevik revolution.??® At the time of the October insurrection hardly
any of the soldiers committees, especially those of the higher ranks,
were bolshevized. On the other hand, the military distrusted the
Provisional Government; this became clear when Kerensky could not
order troops against the Bolsheviks in Petrograd. The frontline
soldiers, immediately after the October insurrection, displayed ex-
pectant neutrality.3°® “Not a single soldier for Kerensky and not a
single one for the Bolsheviks,” read a resolution by the Sixth Army
committee.3°! Gradually, however, the Bolsheviks, helped by the
propagandist decrees concerning peace and land, won over the troop
committees, though sometimes only with slim majorities and with the
support of Left Social Revolutionaries. The soldiers at the northern
front (First, Fifth, and Twelfth Armies) and the western front
(Second, Third, and Tenth Armies) were first to join the revolution.



202 THE SOVIETS

At the congress of the Twelfth Army, which opened on November 9
in Wenden (Tsesis), the leftist bloc, supporting the new soviet govern-
ment, received 248 votes in the decisive ballot, against 243 for the
“socialist” bloc. Only three weeks later the leftist bloc won two-thirds
of the votes at an extraordinary congress of the Twelfth Army.302 By
mid-December the Bolsheviks commanded an overwhelming majority
at the first congress of the entire northern front.2°3 In Minsk, which
was the center of the struggle for control of the western front, the
Bolshevik municipal soviet and the Social Revolutionary frontline
committee were on opposite sides. As early as October 25 (Novem-
ber 7) the workers and soldiers soviet assumed power in Minsk, and
with the Bolsheviks who had resigned from the frontline committee,
it established a military-revolutionary committee of the western front.
During temporizing deliberations with the opposition “committee to
save the revolution,” the Bolsheviks stopped troop movements to
Petrograd. New army committees, with Bolshevik and Left Social
Revolutionary majorities, were elected at the congresses of the
Second, Third, and Tenth Armies in mid-November. Two-thirds of
the delegates supported the Bolsheviks at both the western frontline
congress and the regional congress of western soviets, held con-
currently in early December. A council of people’s commissars of the
western region was elected as supreme soviet organ, prevailing against
the White Russian autonomous movement and its organ, the Hro-
mada.304

At the front far from the revolution’s focal points the Bolsheviks
had less support. The Ukrainian Rada acted effectively at the south-
western front (Eleventh, Seventh, and Special Armies) and at the
Rumanian front (Eighth, Ninth, Fourth, and Sixth Armies), recalling
the Ukrainian units from the front and taking command. At the extra-
ordinary congress of the southwestern front, in late November in
Berdichev, 267 Bolsheviks, 213 Social Revolutionaries (50 of them
Left), 47 United Social Democrats, 73 Ukrainians, and 42 unaffili-
ated delegates were present. The congress split over the power
question; 322 Bolsheviks and Left Social Revolutionaries called for
assumption of power by the frontline army committees, while 232
Ukrainians, Social Revolutionaries, and Mensheviks voted against
the proposal. The newly elected frontline revolutionary committee,
in which the Bolsheviks held 18 of 35 seats, failed against the
Rada.3%5 At the Rumanian front and its rear lines the “Rumdcerod”
(Ispolnitel'nyj komitet Rumfronta, Cernomorskogo poberez’ja i Odes-
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skoj oblasti) controlled the highest authority before the October
Revolution. The non-Bolshevik parties commanded a majority in it,
while the Bolsheviks won the new elections in the autumn to the
Odessa workers, soldiers, and sailors soviets. On November 10 a
revolutionary committee was established as a coalition of the Rum-
Cerod, the Odessa soviets, the socialist parties, and the Ukrainian
Rada, but its heterogeneous composition paralyzed it. On December
23 the second congress of soviets of the Rumanian front met, with
854 frontline delegates, 106 from urban soviets, and 87 from the
peasantry. The Bolsheviks with 396 delegates and the Social Revolu-
tionaries with 220 were strongest, trailed by 187 right-wing Social
Revolutionaries, 76 independents, 74 Ukrainian Social Revolution-
aries, 68 Mensheviks, 37 Social Democrat-Internationalists, and
various smaller groups. On the first day a hotly contested vote of 509
to 327 rejected the motion to send a welcoming address to the con-
stituent assembly. The congress elected a new Rumcerod, which the
Mensheviks and right-wing Social Revolutionaries refused to join.
The pro-soviet resolutions of the congress encouraged the united
presidium of the Odessa soviets on December 25 to assume power in
the city.3%® Around the same time the Bolsheviks also gained a
majority at the second congress of the Caucasian Army in Tiflis,
which recognized the decrees of the Second All-Russian Congress of
Soviets and the authority of the Council of People’s Commissars. The
elected army soviet opposed the Menshevik-dominated regional ex-
ecutive committee of the Caucasian workers and soldiers soviets
(kraevoj centr).807

Following the Bolshevik uprising in Petrograd, the highest elected
soldiers organ, the All-Army Committee (obsCearmejskij komitet) at
headquarters in Mogilev, attempted negotiations for a new socialist
coalition government under Chernov. It appealed for restitution of
all political freedoms, convocation of the constituent assembly at the
scheduled time, transfer of land to the land committees, and immedi-
ate peace negotiations.38 Thereupon the Council of People’s Com-
missars sent to Mogilev the newly named supreme commander,
Krylenko, who occupied the headquarters and dissolved the army
committee. On December 24 an army congress met that represented
all fronts except the Caucasus, and was dominated by the Bolsheviks.
A central military-revolutionary committee was elected, and Kry-
lenko was confirmed as commander-in-chief.3®

The central organization of all sailors committees, the Centroflot,
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also took a neutral position during the October Days and then con-
demned the Bolshevik insurrection. The two most important fleets—
the Baltic Fleet and the Black Sea Fleet, however, were predomin-
antly Bolshevik. On orders of the All-Russian Central Executive
Committee, a naval revolutionary committee was formed with Bol-
shevik sailors; it demanded dissolution of Centroflot, since it no
longer reflected the masses’ feelings. Some members of Centroflot
joined the Bolsheviks, the others were forcibly idled. On December 1
the first All-Russian Sailors Congress met, dominated by the Bol-
sheviks. Although some delegates advocated formation of a broadly
based socialist government and condemned the Bolshevik violation of
democratic principles, an overwhelming majority of 160 to 2, with 28
abstentions, expressed full support for the Council of People’s Com-
missars.310

The peasants soviets experienced a unique development during the
October Revolution. They were independent, coexistent with the
workers and soldiers soviets, with their own executive committees
and central organs. Therefore only a few random peasant delegates
were present at the Second All-Russian Congress of Workers and
Soldiers Soviets on October 25. Social Revolutionaries continued to
dominate in local and regional peasants soviets, and after the Bol-
shevik coup d’état, they tried to use this strength against Lenin. Im-
mediately after the Bolshevik uprising the executive committee of the
All-Russian Soviet of Peasants issued several appeals against recogni-
tion of the new soviet power. “The seizure of power three weeks
before the constituent assembly means a usurpation of the rights of
the entire people. . . . The Petrograd workers and soldiers soviet
has thus started a fratricidal war.”3!! To oppose the slogan “All
power to the soviets” the peasant soviet proposed “All power to the
constituent assembly.” The local peasants soviets, the self-governing
bodies, and the army were urged to disobey the new government.
By a vote of 33 to 26 the Executive Committee adopted a resolution
calling for formation of a socialist government without the Bolsheviks.
The 26 dissenting votes by Left Social Revolutionaries favored in-
cluding the Bolsheviks,?1?2 and urged the Executive Committee to
convene an all-Russian peasant congress. This congress was called
for November 23 in Petrograd, but its opening session was so poorly
attended that it was considered merely an extraordinary congress. Of
the 335 voting delegates, 195 were Left Socialist Revolutionaries,
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65 right-wing Social Revolutionaries, 37 Bolsheviks, 22 anarchists,
with the remainder from smaller groups. At the very beginning the
congress refused to listen to Lenin in his capacity as chairman of the
Council of People’s Commissars. Both times he spoke, Lenin had
difficulty making himself heard. The congress adopted a resolution
(the Bolsheviks abstaining) demanding participation of all socialist
parties in the soviet government, clearly the overwhelming desire of
the peasantry. In the meantime, however, Lenin persuaded the Left
Social Revolutionaries to participate in the Council of People’s Com-
missars. The peasant congress resolved to amalgamate its executive
committee with the All-Russian Central Executive Committee of the
Workers and Soldiers Soviets.313

With this the Bolsheviks split the united front of the peasants and
significantly strengthened their own weak position by enlisting the
Left Social Revolutionaries. At the Second All-Russian Peasant Con-
gress, which met from December 9 to 25, immediately following the
extraordinary congress, two equally strong groups were facing each
other. Of the 789 delegates, there were 305 right-wing Social Revolu-
tionaries, 350 Left Social Revolutionaries, 91 Bolsheviks, and mem-
bers of lesser socialist parties.3'* Almost 300 delegates came from
the army, 300 from the district peasant soviets, 189 from the pro-
vincial organizations. The central districts were the best represented
of the 53 Russian provinces attending the congress. The strongly
debated vote gave a slight lead to the Left Social Revolutionary
Maria Spiridonova over Viktor Chernov for the chairmanship, with
deliberations concentrating on the constituent assembly. The rightist
faction demanded an unequivocal commitment to the assembly, and
passed a resolution to this effect by a vote of 359 to 314.3!5 Lenin,
on the other hand, emphasized the democratic nature of the soviets,
which he called “a hundred times higher than the constituent as-
sembly.” To flatter the representatives of “peasant democracy,” he
even declared: “We are told that the revolution of October 25 has
given power only to the Bolsheviks. . . . If the people find that their
representatives in the soviet are not carrying out their will, they can
simply recall their representatives. In this way the soviet will always
express the people’s will.”316 The reply to this was given to Lenin by
a Social Democratic delegate: “Comrade Ulianov knows that, if you
do not agree with him, he will scatter you with bayonets. . . . You
speak of the power of the soviets, and in the meantime the actions
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of the commissars undermine the power of the soviets. In the place
of soviet power we have the power of Lenin, who is now in the
place formerly occupied by Nicholas.”317

On December 17 the peasant congress split. The right-wing Social
Revolutionaries and their followers walked out, elected their own
executive committee headed by Chernov, and called a new congress
for January 21, 1918, which was to protect the constituent assembly.
The left-wing majority for its part elected an executive committee of
81 Left Social Revolutionaries and 20 Bolsheviks, which merged with
the All-Russian Central Executive Committee of the workers and
soldiers soviets. The delegates were told to agitate for soviet power in
their home localities, to remove right-wing parties from the peasants
soviets, and to advocate the union of peasants soviets with the
workers and soldiers soviets.3!® Nevertheless, months passed before
the soviet organizations in the countryside gained in strength and
the right-wing socialist parties were ousted from the provincial and
district soviets. The class struggle unleashed by the Bolsheviks in the
spring of 1918 defeated genuine democratic representation of the
peasantry.

The Bolshevik battlecry for the October Revolution was “All
power to the soviets.” A review of the historical facts, however,
reveals that the assumption of power was desired and executed by
only some workers, soldiers, and peasants soviets. The majority of
soviets and the masses they represented welcomed the overthrow of
the Provisional Government, but they rejected sole rule by the
Bolsheviks. Nevertheless, Lenin and Trotsky by force and demagogy
eliminated this opposition and laid the groundwork for their party
dictatorship behind the fagade of the soviets. Only six weeks after
the Bolshevik October insurrection, Maxim Gorky’s newspaper, No-
vaja Zizn', published a sharp critique of the new rulers: “Power has
passed to the soviets only on paper, in fiction, not in reality. The
Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets faced the accomplished
power seizure by the Bolsheviks, not by the soviets. The sessions of
the congress proceeded in an atmosphere of insurrection, the Bol-
sheviks relied on the force of bayonets and guns. . . . In the pro-
vincial cities, where the soviets hesitated, where no Bolshevik majority
was assured, the Bolsheviks sought to intimidate the soviets and to
confront them with the alternatives of submitting or of causing civil
war within the ranks of democracy. The slogan ‘All power to the
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soviets’ had actually been transformed into the slogan ‘All power to
a few Bolsheviks.” . . . The soviets are already losing their effective-
ness, the role of the soviets shrinks to nothing. . . . A soviet republic?
Empty words! In reality it is an oligarchic republic, a republic of a
few People’s Commissars. How have the local soviets changed? They
are limited passive appendages of the Bolshevik ‘military-revolution-
ary committees’ or of commissars appointed from above. And those
soviets still independent, that stubbornly refuse to recognize the
‘Council of People’s Commissars,’ are blacklisted as suspect, oppor-
tunist, almost counterrevolutionary institutions. . . . The soviets de-
cay, become enervated, and from day to day lose more of their
prestige in the ranks of democracy.”3!?



CHAPTER FIVE

The Establishment
of Soviet Dictatorship

1. CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY OR
SOVIET REPUBLIC?

From the beginning of the Russian revolutionary movement the
constituent assembly was the highest liberal and socialist aspiration.
It was both emblem and fulfillment of the decades-long struggle
for liberation from czarist autocracy, the hope for greater justice
and freedom, the ideal of generations of revolutionary fighters. In
the February Revolution of 1917 convocation of the assembly as
the “mistress of Russia” was demanded by all political parties; the
Petrograd soviet concluded its first programmatic appeal with a refer-
ence to the constituent assembly, and the Provisional Government
promised its prompt convening.

One of the most serious and fateful errors of the bourgeois-socialist
coalition government was that time and again mainly legal considera-
tions persuaded it to postpone the election and opening of the na-
tional assembly.! When the election finally took place on November
25, 1917, the political situation had radically altered: barely three
weeks earlier the Bolsheviks had seized power in Petrograd and
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declared soviet rule. Elections to the constituent assembly were there-
fore strongly contested although the broad masses had little idea of
what had happened in the meantime and saw no difference between
soviet power and the assembly. The rapid change in the popular mood,
bolshevization of the soviets, and growing adherence in the villages to
the Left Social Revolutionaries was only partially evident, given the
election procedure. Social Revolutionary party lists generally showed
left-wing and right-wing Social Revolutionaries amicably side by side,
led by the old party leaders. The right-wing Social Revolutionaries
still dominated the peasants soviets and land committees, which gave
the party important and influential bases. Nevertheless, there is no
proof for the later Bolshevik claim that had they appeared on separate
slates the Left Social Revolutionaries and Bolsheviks would have
topped the right wing and won a majority.2 On the contrary, the
Bolsheviks in the cities made a better showing, with press bans,
arrests, and interference with elections, than with entirely free elec-
tions.3

The elections to the constituent assembly resulted in the following
distribution of votes and seats (only the major groups being listed) :*

Party Votes
Russian Social Revolutionaries 15,848,004
Ukrainian Social Revolutionaries 1,286,157
Ukrainian Socialist Bloc 3,556,581
Total Social Revolutionaries and adherents 20,690,742
Bolsheviks 9,844,637
Mensheviks 1,364,826
Other Socialists 601,707
Constitutional Democrats 1,986,601
Russian conservative groups 1,262,418
Ethnic groups 2,620,967
Party Seats
Russian Social Revolutionaries 299
Ukrainian Social Revolutionaries 81
Left Social Revolutionaries 395
Bolsheviks 168

Mensheviks 18
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Other socialists 4
Constitutional Democrats 15
Conservatives 2
Ethnic groups 77

In the most notable result of the elections the Bolsheviks, with
23.9 percent of all votes, entered the constituent assembly as the
second-strongest party, but without the majority support of the Rus-
sian people. On the other hand, the bourgeois middle classes, the
conservative landowners and officials, and all earlier monarchic institu-
tions were unequivocally weak. The struggle took place within the
socialist camp; with four-fifths of all votes, the revolutionary socialist
parties had broad popular support.®

If the Bolsheviks could gain barely one-fourth of the nationwide
votes, the regional distribution gave a different picture. The Bol-
sheviks held an absolute or relative majority in big cities, industrial
centers, and inland garrisons, and controlled the armies at the northern
and western fronts, as well as the Baltic fleet. They were able to win
many of the peasants in Central Russia, northwest Russia, and
White Russia. Their influence was small in the black-soil region and
in the Caucasus. In the latter the Mensheviks retained their lead
though they were beaten everywhere else; in the former the Social
Revolutionaries prevailed, as they did in Siberia and the central Volga
region. Only in Moscow and Petrograd did the bourgeois parties play
a role, taking second place to the Bolsheviks. Considered as a whole,
local election results for the constituent assembly coincided with the
various parties’ strength in the respective soviets. The Bolshevik
majority in most urban workers and soldiers soviets paralleled the
Bolshevik electoral successes, while the predominance of Social
Revolutionaries in the peasant organizations corresponded to their
agrarian electoral victory.” The election results generally anticipated
the geographic distribution of forces during the civil war; the Bol-
sheviks held the center of the country, while their adversaries had to
operate from the periphery.

The elections to the constituent assembly, held under extraordinary
political conditions in a country engaged in revolution and war, was
a political declaration of allcgiance which might have come out quite
differently a few months later. Nevertheless, even under normal con-
ditions, democratic development of Russia would have come about
through the confrontation and interplay of the predominantly agrarian
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Social Revolutionaries and the overwhelmingly urban Bolsheviks. In
the meantime Lenin had already decided against parliamentary de-
mocracy and for the soviet system, and for sole rule by his party
within that system. That left the question of what to do with the con-
stituent assembly.™

The Bolsheviks had always been guided entirely by expediency in
their attitude toward the constituent assembly and parliamentarianism.
At the 1903 party congress of Russian Social Democrats Plekhanov,
who was then close to Lenin, declared that during the revolution the
interests of the proletariat might make it desirable to restrict universal
suffrage and to dissolve a “bad” parliament. Lenin agreed un-
reservedly with this subordination of democratic principles to party
interests.® In 1905 the constituent assembly was expected to crown
the dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry emerging from
armed popular insurrection. The assembly, Stalin wrote, was “to
sanction the transformation that the Provisional Government will
have brought about with the help of the rebelling people.”® “The
question of the constituent assembly is subordinate to the course and
outcome of the class struggle between the bourgeoisie and the prole-
tariat,” Lenin wrote in late July 1917.1© At the same time Stalin ex-
pressed the point still more clearly: “The constituent assembly is of
the greatest importance. But the masses outside are even more im-
portant. Power does not lie in the constituent assembly itself but in
the workers and peasants who will fight for a new revolutionary justice
and a constituent assembly.”'* A popular Bolshevik pamphlet put
it in altogether unmistakable terms: “The constituent assembly must
meet in Petrograd, so that the revolutionary people, and especially
the revolutionary garrison, can watch it and direct it.”!2

After Lenin’s turn to the soviet system as a “higher form of democ-
racy,” the constituent assembly lost even its relative value in his
program and inevitably took second place to the new slogan, “All
power to the soviets.” It is not mentioned in the April Theses, and
at the meeting at which they were set forth, Lenin explicitly stated,
“Life and the revolution push the constituent assembly into the back-
ground.”3 Lenin nevertheless continued later to demand the assembly.
Bolshevik agitation even linked the assembly with the soviet slogan,
asserting that only strong and triumphant soviets would guarantee
convocation of the national assembly.!* Lenin accused the govern-
ment and the “bourgeoisie” of deliberately postponing convocation to
the end of the war, and he even spoke of “counterrevolutionary”
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attacks on the assembly. In reality, however, postponement suited
him very well; as early as April 1917 he wrote, “The longer Lvov
and company [i.e., the Provisional Government] postpone the con-
stituent assembly, the more easily the people will decide in favor of
the Republic of Soviets (through the mediation of the constituent
assembly, or without it if Lvov postpones its convocation much
longer).”!5 Lenin’s “revolutionary realism”!¢ prompted retention of
the rallying cry for a constituent assembly, as propaganda for the
masses; he did not want the new slogan of soviet power directly op-
posed to traditional revolutionary demands. “Outside the soviet dic-
tatorship and until its arrival, the constituent assembly had to appear
as the highest achievement of the revolution,” Trotsky thought.” He
had predicted a soviet republic as early as 1906 but had still held
also to the idea of a constituent assembly.!8

Not all Bolsheviks were convinced that the new call for soviet
power had supplanted the old demand for a constituent assembly.
As in April 1917 the party only slowly and hesitantly assimilated
Lenin’s new theory, and the constituent assembly was retained in the
background of the Bolshevik revolutionary program. Resolutions of
the all-Russian conference of April mention transfer of power to the
soviets or “other organs,” among them the constituent assembly.1®
Lenin himself sometimes advocated the temporary federation of
soviets throughout the country, headed by the assembly.2 He could
all the more easily coddle these revolutionary reminiscenses because
to him both the constituent assembly and the soviets were only tactics
in the struggle for power. For the “old Bolsheviks” of Kamenev’s
stamp, however, the “combined type” of soviets and constituent as-
sembly, proposed by Kamenev and Zinoviev on the eve of the insur-
rection as an alternative to Lenin’s plan,?! meant much more. The
combination of soviets and assembly was to guarantee the peaceful
transition of the ruling power to a socialist coalition government, but
also, many Bolsheviks thought, to establish a national authority su-
perseding the soviet congress. The democratic revolution, of which
the Bolsheviks considered themselves executors, was to be crowned
by the revolutionary assembly. Lenin and Trotsky, on the other hand,
already saw the soviets leading to the next phase, toward socialism,
with the constituent assembly representing only an obsolete remnant
of the “bourgeois” revolution.

Although the Bolshevik October insurrection proclaimed this
socialist goal, it was in no way officially directed against the con-



The Establishment of Soviet Dictatorship 213

stituent assembly (which did not yet exist). The Council of People’s
Commissars called itself a “Provisional Workers and Peasants
Government” to rule Russia until the assembly could meet. The
other resolutions of the soviet congress and the first decrees of the
new government also mentioned the constituent assembly as final
authority.?22 On November 20 Rykov, answering a question in the
Moscow soviet, said that the Bolsheviks guaranteed free elections
and would surrender power to the constituent assembly.?2 The Bol-
shevik newspapers during those days were outraged over their
opponents’ “slanderous allegations” that the Bolshevik insurrection
had killed the assembly.2*

Lenin and his firmest followers had long been determined not to
let any parliament divert them from the road they had chosen. Lenin
first considered postponing the election set for November 25 (the
very thing of which he had accused the Kerensky government),
lowering the voting age, revising the slates of candidates, and banning
the bourgeois parties. His proposal was rejected, however, when the
majority of the party’s Central Committee pointed out the unpopular-
ity of such measures immediately after the Bolshevik seizure of
power.2> Thereupon Lenin pinned his hopes on the heaviest possible
vote for the Bolsheviks. But when early returns proved sparse, the
Central Executive Committee of the soviets issued a decree concern-
ing the right of recall and new election of deputies.2® The assembly’s
opening, originally planned for December 11, was postponed until at
least 400 delegates could be in Petrograd. The Council of People’s
Commissars dissolved the old election commission and transferred
its duties to a soviet commission headed by Uritsky.2” On December
11 an anti-Bolshevik demonstration honoring the assembly caused a
ban of the Constitutional Democratic Party and arrest of several of its
leaders.28

Along with these government interventions the Bolsheviks after
mid-November unleashed a bulldozing press and propaganda cam-
paign against the “new idol,” the assembly.?® Even before the election
Volodarsky, at a session of the Petrograd party committee, said that
if non-Bolsheviks won a majority, the national assembly might have
to be dispersed with bayonets.?® On November 30 Pravda wrote that
the constituent assembly should proclaim the republic of soviets am_i_L
then dissolve itself.31 On December 12, in the Bolshevik Central
Committee, Bukharin proposed that the left-wing section of the
assembly proclaim itself a revolutionary convention.3? An increasing
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number of resolutions by the Bolshevik factions demanded that the
assembly either confirm the basic decisions of the Second Congress
of Soviets and the Council cf People’s Commissars or disband.?? The
[™Moscow regional conference of Bolsheviks declared that the masses
must recognize the assembly’s impotence and abandon “constitu-
tional illusions” by force and terrorism if necessary.3* On December
7 at a soldiers assembly in Petrograd Zinoviev called the constituent
assembly a front for counterrevolutionary antisoviet forces, to which
the soviets would not bow.3’ Finally, two days before the opening of
f%e assembly, Pravda wrote: “If the constituent assembly comes out
on the side of the people, then long live the constituent assembly. If
Li_t turns against the people, then down with this fraud.”3¢
r On December 26 Lenin published his Theses Concerning the Con-
stituent Assembly, in which he gave final form to the Bolshevik
tactics. Starting from the proposition that “revolutionary Social
Democracy . . . has repeatedly stressed that the republic of soviets is
a higher form of democracy than an ordinary bourgeois republic
with a constituent assembly” (Second Thesis), Lenin argued that the
election returns did not correspond to the actual will of the people.
Since the October Revolution, he claimed, the masses had moved
further to the left, a change not expressed in the assembly. The be-
ginning civil war had “aggravated the class struggle and prevented
formal democratic decisions” (Thirteenth Thesis). If, therefore, the
constituent assembly would not submit to new elections and did not
declare that it unreservedly “recognizes soviet policy on peace, land,
and workers control,” then “the crisis over the constituent assembly
can be resolved . . . only by revolutionary means, by the most
vigorous, quickest, firmest, and most determined soviet power”
L&Eighteenth and Nineteenth Theses).37
In practical terms this meant that the Bolsheviks were determined
to disperse the constituent assembly. On January 4, 1918, the Central
Executive Committee of the soviets fixed the opening date of the
assembly for January 18, the Third All-Russian Congress of Workers
and Soldiers Soviets for January 21, and the Third Congress of
Peasants Soviets for January 28.38 The two highest organs of the
revolution were to confront each other. The soviet congress was to
replace the doomed assembly and declare Russia a soviet republic.
The mounting battle and the alternative proposed by Lenin—
“constituent assembly or soviet power”—forced the non-Bolshevik
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socialist parties as well to take a clear stand. Their rejection before
October of sole power for the soviets3? became even more rigid after
the Bolshevik insurrection, when the right-wing Social Revolution-
aries’ newspaper, Delo Naroda, wrote: “We chiefly stressed that an
insurrection nominally for soviet power penalized the working class,
and that we face the constituent assembly elected by universal, equal,
direct, and secret suffrage. . . . Answering the Bolshevik slogan ‘In-
surrection for soviet power,” we cry, ‘Long live the constituent as-
sembly.” . . . A revolutionary-democratic power must be based on
the most important sections of democracy: the workers, peasants,
and soldiers soviets, urban and rural self-administration, and the
army. Only a state founded equally on these democratic organizations
will be strong enough to secure peace, land reform, and convocation
of the constituent assembly.”#? The right-wing Social Revolutionaries
did not go so far as to deny all justification to the soviets and demand
their transformation into pure trade-union-type organizations, as did
the People’s Socialists, for example.4! Rather, Chernov said in his
speeches and articles, that the conflict between soviets and constituent
assembly had been artificially created by the Bolsheviks, while in
reality the two were supposed to work hand in hand. Chernov main-
tained that the soviets, with trade unions, cooperatives, and political
parties, were working-class organizations established for specific pur-
poses, with specific functions. They were to unite the working popula-
tion, safeguard revolutionary gains, and show a revolutionary
initiative. On the other hand, the constituent assembly was to legislate
and to define the society. All political parties must be represented in
the assembly; a genuine democracy should not seek the political
monopoly of one group.*? Chernov thought that the democratic
parliament clearly held first place, rather than the class-bound and
improvised soviets, which were incapable of public administration.
The Social Revolutionaries believed that most administrative func-
tions should be transferred to local self-governing organs, rural and
urban, and that these also must cooperate with local soviets.
Among the Mensheviks opinions differed. At the extraordinary
party congress that opened on December 13 in Petrograd, a minority
centered around Liber and Potresov advocated a tightly knit popular
front of all non-Bolshevik forces (including the Constitutional Demo-
crats) under the banner of the constituent assembly. The majority,
however, adopted Martov’s resolution acclaiming the October Revo-
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lution and its demands as correct in principle and advocating a
coalition extending from Bolsheviks to Social Revolutionaries. “All
power of the state belongs to the constituent assembly,” read one
point in the Menshevik program. But Martov opposed the demand
by Dan, Liber, and others, that the Mensheviks abstain in the soviets.
His resolution enjoined party members to remain in those soviets
that were not simply instruments of Bolshevik rule and that cooper-
ated with the municipal dumas. Entry into the Bolshevik committees
or the anti-Bolshevik “rescue committees” was forbidden.*? Thus the
Mensheviks assumed a neutral position between the Bolsheviks and
their complete opponents; basically they were to continue this attitude.

Of the socialist parties, only the Left Social Revolutionaries joined
the Bolshevik fight against the constituent assembly, an ideological
agreement resulting from the two parties’ practical collaboration in
the soviets during the October revolt. At the Third All-Russian Con-
gress of Soviets in January 1918, Maria Spiridonova declared that
the Left Social Revolutionaries also had long believed in the assembly
as “the crown of the revolution” and that therefore they were equally
guilty “of deluding the masses by the belief that the constituent
assembly would be their salvation.” Only recently had the “illusions”
begun to disperse “that any parliamentary arrangement, with its
lengthy resolutions, endless debates, monotonous roll calls, and so
on . .. could bring about mankind’s social freedom.”# Instead, the
soviets were the unique creation of the working people and the
defenders of their real interests; therefore the soviets had the right
“to confirm a genuine workers constituent assembly that possesses
all executive and legislative power.”#5 For this same reason the Left
Social Revolutionaries resolved on December 11 to support the con-
stituent assembly only if it would recognize workers and peasants
power as defined by the Second Congress of Soviets.#¢ On the whole
the Left Social Revolutionaries wanted to let the constituent assembly
convene and then discredit itself in the eyes of the people.t”

In spite of the unmistakable Bolshevik threats to disperse a re-
calcitrant constituent assembly, the majority parties persisted in an
almost fatalistic passivity. On arrival in Petrograd the strongest fac-
tion, the right-wing Social Revolutionaries, busied themselves on
various commissions with preparation of legislative prosposals, and
refused to act to safeguard the assembly. Fear of civil war, aversion
to extraparliamentary weapons, and belief in the validity of democratic
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principles which even the Bolsheviks would not dare tamper with,
allowed the delegates to forget that the Bolsheviks held power. Out-
side the official party organs, several energetic people agitated in
various regiments and factories for protection of the assembly.*® An
armed demonstration planned for the opening day was changed by a
Social Revolutionary resolution into an unarmed demonstration that
could easily be dispersed by the Bolsheviks. Nevertheless anti-Bol-]
shevism was growing, as shown by the hundreds of workers who
supported the appeal for assembly protection and opposed the Bol-
shevik takeover of the soviets.4?

The circumstances surrounding dissolution of the constituent
assembly after its single session on January 18, 1918, are well
known.50 After the majority refused (by a vote of 237 to 136) to
accept the Bolshevik “declaration of the rights of the working and
exploited people” and resolved instead to stick to its own agenda, the
Bolsheviks and Left Social Revolutionaries left the meeting. Debate
and approval of the most important laws for the new order in Russia
continued until the small hours of the morning. At about the same
time the Central Executive Committee of the soviets decreed dis-
solution of the assembly. The decree, written by Lenin, named the
reasons once more: “The working classes concluded from their own
experience that the old bourgeois parliamentarianism has become
obsolete and cannot be reconciled with socialism’s aims, that only
class institutions (such as the soviets), and not national ones, can
break the resistance of the propertied classes and lay the foundations
for the socialist society.”5! _J_

When the Third All-Russian Congress of Workers and Soldieﬂ
Soviets met on January 23, 1918, to be followed three days later by
the Third Peasant Congress, it was officially the single supreme organ
of power. The Bolsheviks had a large majority; the opposition had
melted away.?? In his opening address Sverdlov stated: “Dissolution
of the constituent assembly has to be compensated for by the congress
of soviets, the sole sovereign organ that genuinely represents the inter-
ests of the workers and peasants.”® He said the congress was to
legalize the definitive break with bourgeois democracy and establish
the dictatorship during socialist reconstruction. On January 28, 1918,
despite weak opposition from Menshevik-Internationalists led by

Martov and other small groups, the soviet congress proclaimed forma- ‘
tion of the Russian Socialist Soviet Republic.54
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Dissolution of the constituent assembly and the Third Congress of
Soviets marked the end of the transition from the Bolshevik seizure
of power in October 1917 to final formation of the new state. In less
than a year, the attempt at parliamentary democracy had failed. The
almost total absence of popular protest against the Bolsheviks’ violent
measures resulted not only from the intellectual and physical Bol-
shevik terror, still relatively “mild.” Equally important, the Bolsheviks
had largely anticipated the assembly’s resolution of the vital ques-
tions of peace and land. The masses of peasants and workers, who
never quite ceased to view the constituent assembly as a distant and
abstract concept, tended to prefer the practical measures of the new
rulers to the paper resolutions of an assembly backed by no real
power. The lack of a “formal aspect” of the Russian revolution (un-
like revolutions in Western Europe, with their emphasis on con-
stitutional discussions) was not from its proletarian character, as
Pokrovski believed,?® but because conditions needed for a Western-
type parliamentary democracy were altogether absent.’¢ Russia had
little or no tradition of local democratic self-government or of a na-
tional parliament, so that the new revolutionary bodies of workers,
soldiers, and peasants soviets could easily be established in their
place. In spite of the soviets’ inept and undemocratic methods, the
masses regarded them as “their” organs, and could not have been
mobilized against them. Even later, the anti-Bolshevik forces opposed
not the soviets as such, but the Bolshevik dictatorship ruling in the
name of the soviets. During the 1917 revolution the Bolsheviks for
their part exploited the soviets’ preeminence against the assembly
and the concept of parliamentary representation. Soviet democracy,
replacing “bourgeois democracy,” remained only a promise, however;
and the soviet constitution increasingly masked party dictatorship.

2. THE BOLSHEVIK SOVIET SYSTEM

a) Expansion of the Soviet System
and the Soviet Constitution of 1918

The Bolshevik October Revolution turned the Russian soviets from
militant revolutionary organs into pillars of the new state power. In
some places the soviets’ transformation had been under way before
the Bolsheviks seized power.5” Thus the Bolsheviks found some ready-
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made forms on which to base the new state after dispensing with
“dyarchy.” “We only needed to issue a few decrees to turn soviet
power from its embryonic state early in the revolution into the legally
recognized form which is now the Russian state—the Russian soviet
republic,” Lenin stated at the beginning of March 1918.58

The Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets had in general terms
transferred authority to the soviets throughout the country.’® On
November 18 Lenin appealed to the workers to take over all govern-
ment affairs. Their soviets were now all-powerful and would decide
everything.8® In the following weeks further decrees of the Council
of People’s Commissars were issued, as were regulations of the
People’s Commissar of the Interior on type of representation, soviet
structure (sections for workers, soldiers and peasants; election of a
presidium and executive committee; etc.), and internal separation
of functions.®! A circular of January 5, 1918, from the People’s
Commissar of the Interior states: “In all localities the soviets are
the local organs of power and administration, and all agencies with
administrative, commercial, financial, and cultural functions must
submit to them. . . . All former local organs, such as regional, pro-
vincial, and district commissars, the committees of social organization,
the volost administrations, etc., must be replaced by the correspond-
ing soviets of workers, soldiers, peasants, and rural laborers deputies.
The whole country must be covered with a network of soviets, and
they must maintain close relations. Each of these organizations, down
to the smallest, is completely autonomous in local matters, but it
coordinates its activities with the general decrees and regulations of
the centralized supreme soviet. In this way a coherent and fully inte-
grated soviet republic will emerge.”%? These regulations were issued
before the constituent assembly convened, and they were incorporated
in the constitution of July 1918. In the first few months of 1918 the
organizational framework was established on provincial, district, and
volost levels, though only slowly, especially in rural areas.¢® In Perm
province, for example, about 500 volost councils were established in
the first quarter of 1918; in Voronezh province, with eight districts
containing 84 volosts, 16 volost soviets were created in January, 46
in February, and 16 in March.%¢ The separate peasants soviets and
their executive committees on district and provincial levels merged
with corresponding workers and soldiers soviets.83

In general, the months immediately following the October Revolu-
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tion presented a jumble of coexisting diverse local administrative
bodies, until gradually the old institutions were abolished and replaced
by soviets. The rural zemstvos especially, which had extensive rights
of local self-government granted by the Provisional Government, and
the municipal dumas remained for months alongside the soviets. Bol-
shevik treatment of the autonomous rural and municipal organs
varied, depending on local political attitudes. Where they actively
opposed Bolshevism, local bodies were simply dissolved or refurbished
by new elections which usually resulted in a pro-Bolshevik majority.
In Petrograd the municipal duma, a center of anti-Bolshevik opposi-
tion during the October Days and later in charge of municipal main-
tenance, was dissolved on November 30. The new elections, which
excluded the bourgeois parties, produced 188 seats for the Bolsheviks,
10 for the Left Social Revolutionaries, and 2 for minor groups. In
February 1918 the municipal duma was eliminated altogether.®¢ The
dumas and zemstvos with pro-soviet majorities collaborated and
merged voluntarily, following a regulation of January 9, 1918, which
transferred their funds and inventory to the soviets.®” Thereafter the
local soviets replaced the zemstvos and dumas; in December 1917
the zemstvos were dissolved in 8.1 percent of all volosts, in January
1918 in 45.2 percent, in February in 32.2 percent, and from March
to May in the remaining volosts.8® Some zemstvo personnel shifted to
the new soviet adminstration, and in the cities many municipal em-
ployees were absorbed too. The collaboration of such administrative
and technical personnel helped the soviets suddenly shoulder enormous
new tasks, but also greatly accelerated bureaucratization and detach-
ment from the masses.

Transfer of local government to the soviets was only one aspect of
the “smashing” of the old public order by the Bolsheviks after the
October Revoiution. In the army and navy the soviet principle was
also thoroughly imposed. Decrees of December 21 and 29, 1917,
transferred full power to the soldiers committees in all army units;
the committees elected all superiors up to the regimental commander.
All naval administration and even the military leadership was given
to the central navy committees; the admiralty was abolished.®® These
measures, however, represented merely a half-reluctant Bolshevik
recognition of the enormous decay within Russian military forces,
rather than conscious application of the principles of soviet democ-
racy as developed by Lenin in State and Revolution. Soldiers and
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sailors no longer tolerated any higher authority, now that the Bolshe-
vik slogans had fueled their hatred of officers and the October
Revolution had proclaimed the rule of the masses. Unauthorized
demobilization of the Russian army could not be prevented by the
soldiers soviets; at most it could be made less chaotic here and there.?®

An equally elementary movement was the workers’ seizure of the
factories. Workers’ control of management, advocated by the Bolshe-
viks before their takeover and decreed on November 27, 1917, very
frequently turned into direct administration through the factory com-
mittees. The decree envisaged special councils of workers as superior
authorities within the factories, allied to the general soviets.”* These
plans, however, were seldom enforced; in reality anarchy prevailed
in factories, or from another point of view, “a genuine dictatorship of
the workers.”*2 The factory committees, one of the Bolsheviks’ main
supports among workers long before the October Revolution,™ de-
manded sole decision-making power in all factory affairs, with little
consideration for the national economy. After the October Revolution
the central councils of factory committees from various cities at-
tempted to form their own national organization to secure actual
economic dictatorship. Here the Bolsheviks first faced the self-created
danger of radical industrial democracy applying Lenin’s formula of
soviet rule. To prevent the economy’s imminent collapse into many
autonomous factory units, the Bolsheviks called on the trade unions,
in which they now held a majority and which were already competing
with the factory committees. The unions prevented convocation of
an all-Russian congress of factory committees and instead absorbed
the factory committees at the lowest level.* Thus direct rule by factory
committees ended after a very few months, but for years relations
between trade unions and state power remained a difficult problem for
the Bolsheviks.™

Perhaps the strongest expression of the soviet principle of direct
mass rule and “the most frankly syndicalist measure ever contained
in soviet legislation”*® was the decree of January 23, 1918, on
workers’ control of the railroads,”™ which specified soviets of railroad
deputies with executive committees, to elect the next-higher territorial
organs and finally an all-Russian railroad soviet. The Bolsheviks
passed this measure to create a counterweight to the Vikzhel (All-
Russian Union of Railroad Workers), which was still dominated by
Social Revolutionaries; during October it had stayed neutral and iater
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spoke out for the constituent assembly. The chaotic transportation
system was only worsened by the new organs’ rivalry with the old
Vikzhel, and Lenin a bare two months later restored individual man-
agement and responsibility in the rail system, limiting the railroad
soviets to advisory functions.?®

The soviet principle was extended to other areas of public life in
the months after the October insurrection. A decree of December 14,
1917, established a Supreme Economic Council to manage the entire
Russian economy; it was to lead and unify the economic departments
of all local soviets, and later formed territorial councils.’® Other
decrees of December 1917 and February 1918 abolished the old
courts, replacing them with people’s courts; at first judges were
elected, but later they, too, were appointed by the local soviets.8°
Thus emerged a widely differentiated system of soviets, whose back-
bone was the political workers, soldiers, and peasants soviets, to
which were added the various economic and military soviets. Their
responsibilities, not always clearly defined, consisted equally of liqui-
dating the old political and social order and of preparing—gropingly
at first—a new order which the Bolsheviks called “socialist.” Soviet
rule during the early months did not subdue but increased the political
and economic chaos brought about by war and revolution.

The revolution weakened centralization and encouraged local
autonomy. The Bolshevik slogan “All power to the soviets” involun-
tarily contributed to that effect. “Early in the October revolution, re-
action against the old bureaucratic state created a tendency to solve
all problems through local forces, though with no idea of seceding
from soviet Russia. This process led to the formation of semi-inde-
pendent republics, autonomous regions, etc.”8! The respective “soviet
republics” formed their own councils of people’s commissars and
often paid very little attention to decrees from Petrograd and Moscow.
After the Treaty of Brest Litovsk the Siberian Council of People’s
Commissars even declared itself still at war with the Central Powers.32
Thus the revolution created many independent and equal “com-
munes,” typifying the first phase of soviet rule in Russia.

These anticentralist tendencies within the soviets were held chiefly
by the Left Social Revolutionaries, with some support among the
Bolsheviks’ left-wing communists.8® They feared that a strong cen-
tral power with its authority from above might endanger the inde-
pendence of local soviets and the “commune state” created from
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below. “The local soviets carry full state power; they have the right
to decide all questions, except those voluntarily delegated to the
exclusive authority of the central power,” a draft constitution of the
Left Social Revolutionaries states.8* Accordingly, the individual
soviets were to be autonomous in voting procedures, ratio of repre-
sentation, internal organization, etc.®> The Social Revolutionary
Maximalists, who had espoused the idea of communes during the
first Russian revolution,®® proposed “a decentralized society with
broad autonomy of the various regions and ethnic groups” as the
ideal of a “workers republic” (trudovaja respublika) .57 In their view,
as in that of the Left Social Revolutionaries, the soviet system was
only a transitional step toward the classless society and the “wither-
ing away of the state” which—unlike Lenin—they wanted at once.
A “federation of economic soviets” was therefore to parallel the
political structure, with the smallest cells in the factories and villages,
which would gradually absorb the other soviets. In spring 1918 the
Left Social Revolutionary Reisner, who for a time was People’s
Commissar for Justice, drafted a soviet constitution which provided
for a “federation of workers” within an “all-Russian workers com-
mune” instead of a territorial structure.!® Combining Western Euro-
pean syndicalism with the old rural mir constitution, which the Social
Revolutionaries interpreted as an early stage of the soviet system,®®
supposedly would bring about a specifically Russian form of socialism,
which nevertheless claimed universal recognition.??

The anticentralist and syndicalist ideas of the Left Social Revolu-
tionaries were not incorporated in the final constitution of the Union
of Soviet Socialist Republics of July 10, 1918. Rather, state central-
ism (in spite of formal concessions to the autonomy of local soviets)
and the territorial principle prevailed, as advocated by the Bolsheviks.
The constitution of 1918 institutionalized the soviet principle and
transformed the soviets from purely revolutionary organs into pillars
of state power, thus determining the entire future development of
soviet Russia. Nevertheless the 1918 constitution already masked the
true character of the soviet state, which can only “be understood
in the dialectical polarity of a formal legal constitution and a total
political system; in the dialectical polarity of the soviets as trans-
mission and lever and the party as guiding force in the system of pro-
letarian dictatorship.”®? The definitive role of the Communist Party
under Lenin is not revealed in a single word of the constitution, though
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the party then possessed a political monopoly. The legal particu-
larities of the Russian soviet system, overestimated for a time, there-
fore play a relatively minor part; here they will be dealt with only
insofar as their roots lie in the preceding revolutionary soviet move-
ment.®2

The Soviet constitution of 1918 essentially only codified the new
political forms developed from below since the February Revolution
of 1917 and established from above since the October Revolution.
The pyramidal structure of indirect elections, the restriction to work-
ers, peasants, and soldiers, and the union of legislative and executive,
were revolutionary expedients that became only retrospectively ideo-
logical “superstructure.” The Declaration of the Rights of the Toiling
and Exploited People which prefaced the constitution, having earlier
been adopted by the Third Soviet Congress in January 1918, was
consciously a counterpart to the Declaration of Human Rights of
the French Revolution.?® Individual civil rights were replaced by the
proletariat’s class rule, with the aim of “removing any exploitation
of man by man” and “completely abolishing society’s division into
classes.” The temporary nature of “dictatorship of the urban and
rural proletariat and the poorer peasantry” was specifically reiterated
in article 9 of the constitution.

For the duration of the dictatorship of the proletariat in the “de-
cisive battle between the proletariat and its exploiters, the latter were
to find no place in any government organ” (article 7). The suffrage
regulations limited the franchise and eligibility to “those who earn
their living by productive and socially useful labor” (article 64) and
excluded all persons who employed wage earners or lived on un-
earned income, merchants, and clergy (article 65). These regulations
were applied with flexibility. The peasantry especially was affected by
this to a greater or lesser extent depending on what the tactics were
at any one time.

Limitation of the franchise to the urban and rural proletariat (in-
cluding salaried employees) and the poor peasantry logically resulted
from the dictatorship of the proletariat, for which Lenin had laid the
theoretical groundwork before October 1917. Lenin, however, did
not consider universal suffrage or its limitation very important. After
the establishment of soviet dictatorship Lenin explicitly stressed that
disfranchisement “is a purely Russian problem, and not a problem
of the dictatorship of the proletariat as such.”®* He left open the
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possibility that in other countries the dictatorship of the proletariat
could be reconciled with universal suffrage. The reestablishment of
universal suffrage by the Soviet constitution of 1936 and conditions
in the Eastern European Communist states prove that a dictatorial
regime can maintain itself even with universal suffrage, when it can
use all other resources for controlling and dominating public opinion.

But the class franchise of the first Soviet constitution was practical
as well as theoretical. From the outset the soviets were restricted class
organizations, closed to the bourgeoisie, the big landowners, and the
nonsocialist intelligentsia. In practice the soviet system actually em-
braced only a minority of the class in question, because it lacked a
firm organizational structure. Small artisan enterprises were very
poorly represented, not to mention the peasantry, which was included
effectively only after the October Revolution. Nor did the 1918
constitution change this situation: participation in soviet elections
remained small for years, attaining its 99-percent quota only under
Stalin.®s

Another characteristic of the suffrage regulations originated in
soviet practices of 1917. Article 25 of the constitution pegged the
number of delegates to the All-Russian Soviet Congress at one to
each 25,000 voters for the urban soviets and one to each 125,000
inhabitants for the provincial soviet congresses, delegates to the
latter being sent by the rural district and municipal soviets. This
regulation was based on the election rules of the First All-Russian
Congress of Soviets of June 1917 and the corresponding rules of the
First Peasants Congress of May 1917, which provided one delegate
for each 150,000 inhabitants. After the two soviet bodies merged in
January 1918, the two different ratios continued in force. Elections
to provincial soviet congresses were also held on the ratio of one
deputy to 2,000 voters in the cities and one to 10,000 in the country-
side. This unequal ratio clearly favored the industrial proletariat
and introduced a quota system within “soviet democracy,” to com-
pensate at least partially for the immense numerical superiority of
the peasantry and to advertise the historic proletarian mission in
establishing socialism.

Internally the soviets on all levels combined the legislative and
executive functions. Karl Marx had already applauded unification of
powers as a principle of the Paris Commune.?® Lenin adopted this
principle with the concept of the commune state, and saw it realized
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in the soviets.?” The soviets of 1917 were legislative through reso-
lutions of the plenum or the executive committee, and executive in
that soviet members themselves executed the resolutions. The con-
centration of powers was legally sanctioned in the constitution. The
occasional comparison of the All-Russian Soviet Congress or the
Central Executive Committee with a parliament (as the legislative
branch) and of the Council of People’s Commissars with a cabinet
(as the executive) is therefore not justified.?® Although the constitu-
tion called the Council of People’s Commissars merely an executive
organ, responsible to the Central Executive Committee, an important
qualification states that “measures requiring immediate execution”
may be “directly undertaken by the Council of People’s Commissars”
(article 41). From the first days of Bolshevik rule, the Council of
People’s Commissars independently issued decrees of fundamental
importance without prior approval from the Central Executive Com-
mittee. Answering complaints on this score by the Left Social Revolu-
tionaries, the Bolshevik majority declared that “The soviet parliament
[meaning the All-Russian Soviet Congress] cannot abrogate the right
of the Council of People’s Commissars to issue decrees of extreme ur-
gency without previously submitting its proposal to the Central Ex-
ecutive Committee.?® Indeed, the constitutional “last resort” of the
soviet republic, the All-Russian Soviet Congress, as early as the Third
Soviet Congress of January 1918 had played out its independent po-
litical role and increasingly turned into pure window dressing for
Bolshevik rule, a change probably abetted by the fact that it met only
irregularly for short periods rather than as a permanent institution
with its own committees, definite rules of procedure, etc.

Contrary to suggestions of the Left Social Revolutionaries on the
constitutional commission, functions of local soviets were much more
narrowly defined in the constitution than they were in practice during
the early months of soviet rule. A primary obligation of “local organs
of soviet power” was the “execution of all decrees of the respective
supreme organs of soviet power” (article 61). Though the soviets
could decide purely local questions, they were controlled by the next-
higher organs which could cancel soviet decisions. Financially, local
soviets depended on appropriations from the Central Executive Com-
mittee or from corresponding central people’s commissariats. The
soviets were increasingly demoted and lost the autonomy enjoyed in
1917.100
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b) Soviets in the Civil War and the Road
to the One-Party State

From the beginning the constitution of the Russian Soviet Republic
was outdated by the political realities of mid-1918, even though the
soviets were officially the new state’s cornerstone. The establishment
of Bolshevik Party dictatorship, civil war, and economic chaos de-
stroyed the rudiments of genuine democracy achieved during the
revolution of 1917, and the gulf between official Bolshevik ideology
and soviet practice was deepened, not closed. The end of this period
saw open conflict between the enduring revolutionary soviet idea
and “soviet power,” which had become a party dictatorship.

The Bolsheviks’ departure from previously-proclaimed principle
was forced by the disintegration of Russia into numerous small inde-
pendent “communes” which contradicted Bolshevik centralist princi-
ples. In 1917 Lenin had for tactical reasons advocated “revolutionary
self-government” and far-reaching decentralization, but he had not
relinquished his fundamental view that only “proletarian centralism”
could establish the socialist order.!%? Such practical exigencies as
the military threat and economic chaos, added to these theoretical
considerations, led to a return to centralism beginning in the spring
of 1918. Trotsky became the ruthless defender of so-called “revolu-
tionary” centralism; in his speech of March 28, 1918, under the
characteristic title, “Work, Discipline, and Order Will Save the Soviet
Republic,”192 he signaled the end of direct soviet rule and its re-
placement by centralized Bolshevik party dictatorship.1® Lenin’s
work of April 1918, “The Next Tasks of Soviet Power,” stated the
new program. Russia, he wrote, was beginning the enormous task
of erecting a new socialist order. Destruction of the old order, the
“immediate expropriation of the expropriators,” until now primary,
must yield to “the organization of accountability and control,” which
required the cooperation of bourgeois “specialists,” technicians, and
administrators. The workers must increase productivity, organize in-
ternal competition, and observe strict discipline. None of this would
be possible without unified leadership. Lenin bluntly asked “whether
appointment of individuals who are given the unlimited authority of
dictators” could be “reconciled with fundamental principles of soviet
power,” and he gave an unequivocal answer: “If we are not anarchists,
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we must acknowledge need for the state to enforce the transition from
capitalism to socialism. . . . Therefore there is not the least contra-
diction between soviet (i.e., socialist) democracy and the use of
dictatorial power by a few persons.”'%¢ The present moment, he
claimed, demanded “unconditional subordination of the masses to the
unified will of the plant managers in the interest of socialism.”105
The party must educate the masses in this inevitable readjustment
during the period “of parliamentary democracy that overflows its
banks.”1%¢ What Lenin here disparagingly branded “parliamentary
democracy,” however, was the essence of the soviets, which in 1917
he had characterized as “the structuring of the entire state adminis-
tration from the bottom up through the masses themselves, their active
participation in every step of life.”197 Insofar as the Bolsheviks dis-
ciplined the spontaneous soviet rule, they discouraged soviet democ-
racy. For they were trying not only to shore up the divergent forces
that were threatening to degenerate into anarchy, but also to assure
absolute Bolshevik preeminence within this centralized soviet power,
which necessarily changed the genuinely democratic and representa-
tive soviets into extensions of party dictatorship.

The first breach in the soviet system took place by mid-1918 with
the creation of the Red Army.1® Election of officers—this special
soviet principle—was abolished, rights of soldiers committees were
curtailed, former czarist officers were increasingly given responsi-
bility.199 According to the Bolshevik justification for these measures:
“When power belonged to the great landowners and the bourgeoisie,
the officer was the soldiers’ enemy. It is perfectly natural that, as
soon as czarism was cast off, the soldiers demanded introduction of
the elective principle in the army. It is quite another matter in a
socialist state. Here the government exists through the will of the
proletariat. . . . It is self-evident that the workers, by trusting their
government, also grant it the right to appoint officials and various
authorities. It is equally self-evident that the government appoints
army commanders.”!!? These words should be compared with Lenin’s
demands for popular elections, abolition of the army and police, and
their replacement with a universal people’s militia—in short, his
entire 1917 program—to measure fully the distance between the
October Revolution’s ideology and its reversal six months later.

The army’s reorganization under the war commissariat’s central
leadership was paralleled in 1918 by the restructuring of Russian
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industry with leadership from above, instead of through factory com-
mittees.!1! Industry-wide associations increased centralized control;
workers control in the plants was restricted; and new managers were
appointed.!12 Also introduced were piece rates, compulsory overtime,
strict control of labor mobility, measures intended to balance the
catastrophic decline of the urban work force resulting from military
service and a drift back to the villages.!13 These economic measures,
later called “war communism,” culminated in Trotsky’s proposal of
1919-1920 to militarize labor by forcible draft and deployment.11#

Soviet political development in 1918-1920 was marked by three
features: the gradual elimination of non-Bolshevik parties; bound up
with this, actual subordination to Communist Party leadership; finally,
increasing centralization and bureaucratization.

The old majority parties of the soviets, Mensheviks and right-wing
Social Revolutionaries, strongly opposed the soviet government after
the Second All-Russian Soviet Congress of October 1917, where they
remained a minority. If at first they had still pinned their hopes on
the constituent assembly, after its dissolution they saw themselves
robbed of all political mobility. True, neither the Mensheviks nor the
right-wing Social Revolutionaries were yet officially excluded from
the soviets, and they were still represented at the Fourth All-Russian
Soviet Congress in March 1918, but their newspapers were sup-
pressed, numerous party members were alternately arrested and re-
leased, and their election campaigns for soviet seats were impeded.
Conditions during early 1918 varied widely; while in some places the
Mensheviks and right-wing Social Revolutionaries themselves refused
participation in the soviets, in others the Bolsheviks excluded them.
Frequently they appeared in the soviets as “unaffiliated” members.113
In some localities, as in Tambov and the large industrial settlement
of Izhevsk in Vyatka province, the two parties even won a majority
in the new soviet elections of April and May 1918.116

The Mensheviks won new adherents among urban workers as dis-
appointment over the continuing economic plight and indignation at
the Bolsheviks’ arbitrary acts grew. In Petrograd and Moscow the
Mensheviks organized so-called nonpartisan conferences in the spring
of 1918 to elect “spokesmen for factories and workshops.” Since the
Petrograd soviet was completely dominated by the Bolsheviks, these
assemblies of spokesmen were to represent the true interests of the
proletariat. In May 1918 the Mensheviks, declaring that for the
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people the soviets had come to embody unbearable tyranny and
political oppression, demanded restoration of true representation to
the soviets.117

On June 14, 1918, the All-Russian Central Executive Committee
excluded Mensheviks and right-wing Social Revolutionaries and in-
structed the local soviets to do likewise,!’8 because of the Social
Revolutionaries’ participation in the uprising of the Czech legion and
the establishment of the “committee of constituent assembly members”
in Samara.l1? Thereafter the two socialist parties were squeezed out of
the local soviets; their candidacies were forbidden in new elections.
In the meantime the relationship between the Bolsheviks and Left
Social Revolutionaries had also changed. On March 19, 1918, pro-
testing conclusion of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, the Left Social
Revolutionaries resigned from the Council of People’s Commissars,
but continued in the Central Executive Committee.!2® By propaganda
in the army and peasantry, they sought to obstruct the peace treaty.
Conflicts with the Bolsheviks on agrarian policy and the death penalty
further deepened the antagonism. On July 4, 1918, the Fifth All-
Russian Soviet Congress, at which the Left Social Revolutionaries
had 470 delegates out of 1,425 (868 of them Bolsheviks), opened
amid excitement and tension.!?! On July 6 two Left Social Revolu-
tionaries assassinated the German ambassador in Moscow, Graf von
Mirbach; at the same time an attempted putsch against Bolshevik
rule was quickly put down,?2 and most Social Revolutionary delegates
were promptly arrested. The constitution of the Russian Soviet Re-
public was passed by the congress on July 10 with the second-largest
party absent. Earlier a resolution declared that future soviets would
exclude those groups of the Left Social Revolutionary Party that
were connected with the assassination and the putsch.1?? On July 15
the All-Russian Central Executive Committee ratified this resolu-
tion,'2¢ making the Bolsheviks the only legal party in Russia aside
from small impotent leftist groups that were tolerated.!?%

The Social Revolutionary risings and assassinations in July and
August 1918, and the Bolshevik countermeasures culminating in the
official proclamation of Red terror, also ended what was left of soviet
democracy. As late as June and July the Left Social Revolutionaries
were quite strong in the local soviets, and in some rural districts
even had the majority.12¢ Their disbarment left the local soviets under
Communist control after autumn 1918. For example, following
a Bolshevik motion, the soviet of Vyatka decided in September 1918
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that only the Communists (Bolsheviks) and People’s Communists
(a splinter group that existed for a few months) could be represented
in the soviets. “All other parties [among them the Left Social Revo-
lutionaries, anarchists, and Social Revolutionary Maximalists] being
counterrevolutionary parties, cannot nominate candidates. In those
factories and troops where party cells exist, these will compile the
slates; where such cells are not present, the slates of candidates must
be approved by the party committees. The party organizations are
entitled to send one official party representative with the right to
vote to the soviet for each ten deputies.”??” The soviets were con-
stantly admonished to take care lest, under “masks of sympathizers
or independents, enemies of the soviet power, most especially kulaks,”
gain influence.1?8

These direct interventions and a number of other measures main-
tained Communist control over the soviets. Often election dates were
announced on very short notice; delegates out of favor could be re-
moved; the soviets were enlarged by appointing representatives of the
trade unions, and the Red Army.'?® Thus the Bolsheviks built a crush-
ing majority in most urban soviets and provincial congresses. Among
the more than 1,800 deputies to the Petrograd soviet at the end of
1919, there were 1,500 Communists, 300 independents, 3 Mensheviks,
and 10 Social Revolutionaries.!3% In October 1920 the Saratov soviet,
of 644 deputies, consisted of 472 Communists (72.9 percent), 172
independents (26.5 percent), and 4 members of other parties (0.6
percent).13! According to official information, in the first half of
1918 the proportion of Communists in the district soviet congresses
of the Russian Soviet Republic was 48.4 percent, against 19.5
percent of other parties and 32.1 percent of independent deputies.
In the second half of 1918 the Communists rose to 72.8 percent, and
the other parties fell to 8.9 percent, the independents to 18.3 percent.
At the provincial congresses the Bolsheviks held an absolute majority
as early as mid-1918, with 52.4 percent against 24.5 percent of other
parties (16.8 percent being Left Social Revolutionaries) and 23.1
percent independents. After the summer’s events the Communist share
rose to 90.3 percent; the other parties accounted for only 4 percent
and the independents for 5.7 percent of the delegates.!32 In later years,
until 1921, the percentage of non-Communist soviet deputies rose
or fell by a few points, depending on Bolshevik tactics toward the
socialist parties and the peasantry.133

The parties that were largely excluded from the soviets led a
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semilegal existence until the civil war ended.!®* The Bolshevik atti-
tude toward them was dictated by the general political and military
situation; in crises the loyalty or conditional support of these groups
was valued but when danger diminished, they were ignored. The
socialist parties themselves disagreed: Should priority be given to
defense of the revolutionary soviet republic against the Whites and
foreign intervention, or to the struggle against the Bolshevik dictator-
ship, if need be even with nonsocialist and foreign support? Except
for the right-wing Social Revolutionaries, the socialists preferred the
first option; the common revolutionary heritage and the idea of
national defense were stronger than opposition to Bolshevism. Even
the growth of scattered popular support for the Mensheviks and
Social Revolutionaries had no political effect.

Among the opposition parties allowed by the Bolsheviks, the Left
Social Revolutionaries unconditionally supported the soviet system
in its “pure” form and accused Lenin and the Bolsheviks of corrupt-
ing and discrediting the soviets. In autumn 1918, Maria Spiridonova
wrote in an “open letter” from prison that, because of their cynical
attitude toward the soviets and their disregard of constitutional rights,
the Bolsheviks were “the true rebels against soviet power. . . . The
soviets must be like a sensitive barometer connected to the people;
therefore unconditional freedom of election, the free play of the
people’s spontaneous will must prevail; only then will creative energy,
a new life, a living organism come into being. Only then will the peo-
ple feel that everything that happens in the country is truly its own
business, and not somebody else’s. For this reason we fought exclu-
sion of the right-wing socialists from the soviets.”13> In 1920 a group
surrounding former people’s commissar Steinberg was allowed to
issue a periodical, Znamja; among other matters it proposed a “genu-
ine soviet democracy” that would be a “dictatorship of the working
classes.”3¢ The Left Social Revolutionaries turned against the Bol-
shevik Party monopoly and the betrayal of the “socialist principles
of the October Revolution,”'37 and with the left-wing Communists,
were the first internal critics of the Bolshevik soviet system, in a long
evolution that continues to Tito and the Polish events of October
1956.

The attitude of the right-wing Social Revolutionaries toward the
existing soviets was not uniform. Before convocation of the constitu-
tional assembly, Chernov pleaded for harmonious cooperation of
assembly and soviets;!3% after the assembly’s dissolution and the
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progressive Bolshevik domination of the soviets he became more
decidedly antisoviet. In a circular letter of October 24, 1918, Chernov
called the civil war “a struggle between soviet Russia and the Russia
of the constituent assembly, between ochlocracy and democracy.”!3®
The anti-Bolshevik governments of Samara, Omsk, and Archangel,
which emerged in the summer of 1918 with right-wing Social Revolu-
tionaries as leaders, decreed dissolution of the soviets in their region
and reinstated the municipal dumas and zemstvos.!4® A section of
the party, however, refused to fight the Bolsheviks, and in February
1919 agreed to a compromise that enabled them to publish briefly the
old newspaper Delo Naroda and to send several representatives to
the next soviet congresses. But the majority persistently resisted the
Bolshevik soviet regime and remained outlawed. The right-wing Social
Revolutionaries’ policy on the soviets remained ambiguous, with
primary emphasis on the constituent assembly.!4!

Unlike the Social Revolutionaries, the Mensheviks refused armed
struggle against Bolshevik rule. At the party conference of May 1918
the group around Martov (Menshevik-Internationalists) rejoined
the general party, which condemned allied intervention and demanded
convocation of the constituent assembly and free elections to the
soviets.}*2 Although they restricted themselves to legal opposition, the
Mensheviks were excluded from the soviets on June 14, 1918, by
resolution of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee. But the
civil war exacerbated party conflicts and a Menshevik move to the
left, embodied in the October 1918 theses of their Central Committee,
led to reinstatement on November 30. The October theses rescinded
the demand for convocation of the constituent assembly or, that
failing, for new elections, since “now the rallying cry of the con-
stituent assembly” could be used ‘“as a banner and mask of the
counterrevolution.” The Menshevik party acknowledged as the basis
of its policy “the form of the soviet state as it exists, not the prin-
ciple.”?4® The party was only half-heartedly tolerated thereafter and
suffered constant arbitrary interference by the Bolsheviks,#* in its
role as the legal opposition. In July 1919 the Mensheviks published a
manifesto under the title What To Do?, designed to unite all revolu-
tionary forces against the White movement. They first demanded uni-
versal suffrage and free agitation preceding free elections by secret
ballot to all municipal and village soviets, periodic new elections of
soviets and executive committees, and rescinding of all discriminatory
measures. The All-Russian Central Executive Committee was to re-
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assume its old prerogatives of debating and passing all laws; freedom
of the press and of assembly was to be restored, with abolition of the
death penalty and dissolution of the Cheka.!*®* The Bolsheviks them-
selves had to admit that nearly all Menshevik demands grew out of the
articles of the soviet constitution of 1918, but explained that “in a
beleaguered fortress” there could be no “developed democracy” and
that the Mensheviks were “sabotaging the revolution.”46
Representing the Mensheviks as legal opposition, Martov and
Dan participated in the Seventh All-Russian Soviet Congress in
December 1919 and the Eighth Soviet Congress a year later as
advisors, as did several Social Revolutionaries (among them Stein-
berg), anarchists, and Maximalists.!4” Their attendance could not
greatly change the “lifeless atmosphere” and “showcase nature” of
the congresses;!® nevertheless, theirs were the last free words spoken
in the supreme soviet assembly. In several urban workers soviets the
Mensheviks at times elected a relatively sizable number of deputies; in
1920 they won 46 seats (one of them for Martov) in the Moscow so-
viet elections, in Kharkov they won as many as 205, in Ekaterinoslav
120, in Kremenchug 78, in Tula 50, and in a number of other cities
over 30 seats.!4? There can be little doubt that free elections would
by the end of the civil war have given the Mensheviks more soviet
seats than the Bolsheviks; even the Bolshevik leaders admitted freely
that the majority of Russian workers were anti-Communist.3?
Compared to the two Social Revolutionary parties and the Men-
sheviks, the smaller leftist socialist groups were minor,!3! though the
Social Revolutionary Maximalists, the Revolutionary Communists, and
the People’s Communists all unconditionally believed in the soviet
system and accepted the class nature of the new soviet state. They
wanted to “push [the Bolsheviks] leftward, toward immediate
realization of socialism and the workers republic,”*3? and favored
direct plant management by the workers “under control of the central
and local soviets,”'%® agricultural communes, and an economic-
political federation of all agrarian and industrial groups.3* The three
leftist-socialist splinter parties were not constrained by the Bolsheviks
and most of their members later joined the Communist Party, but open
antagonism reigned between Bolshevism and anarchism, and the deep-
rooted enmity was only partially masked by Lenin’s ideological
rapprochement to the anarchist program in State and Revolution and
by use of some anarchist slogans in 1917. From 1918 to 1920 the
fragmented anarchist groups were almost constantly persecuted, with



The Establishment of Soviet Dictatorship 235

only occasional concessions.!3® Echoing Bakunin’s animosity to any
organized ruling power, the anarchists fought Bolshevik “dictatorship
of the proletariat” and its threatening centralism, commissars, and
terror. They considered soviets a first step toward the anarchist com-
mune, but thought existing soviets were flawed and usually refused
to cooperate in them. The leading Ukrainian anarchists in Nestor
Makhno’s partisan movement!>¢ raised the cry of “Free soviets with-
out ruling power” (vol'nye i bezvlastnye), against the “subservient
and partisan Bolshevik soviets.”*57 The group of anarcho-syndicalists
active in Petrograd and Moscow called soviet power an “exploitation
machine for subjugation of most workers by a small clique.”!58 Many
anarchist slogans and demands subsequently turned up during the
Kronstadt revolt.1%®

Aside from the exclusion of non-Bolshevik parties from the soviets
there were other ways by which the soviets lost their character as a
broad mass organization during the the civil war. Even before the
Bolsheviks seized power in October 1917, actual political authority
had been shifted to the Executive Committee, while the soviet plenum
was left with only approval or rejection of ready-made resolutions
and with decisions on basic questions. This trend toward concentra-
tion continued. Alongside the Executive Committee, and partly in its
place, emerged the presidium which consisted of only a few people
and took care of all current business. In provincial and district capitals
(except for Moscow and Petrograd), urban executive committees
merged with the respective district and provincial executive com-
mittees. The borough soviets in the major cities disappeared.!®® In
areas near the front and in territories conquered by the Red Army,
special revolutionary committees with unrestricted powers replaced
constitutionally provided soviet organs.!6!
identical with the Bolshevik Party committee.

At the Seventh All-Russian Soviet Congress in December 1919,
Kamenev painted the following dark picture of the soviets during the
civil war: “We know that because of the war the best workers were
withdrawn in large numbers from the cities, and that therefore at
times it becomes difficult in one or another provincial or district

capital to form a soviet and make it function. . . . The soviet plenary
sessions as political organizations often waste away, the people busy
themselves with purely mechanical chores. . . . General soviet ses-

sions are seldom called, and when the deputies meet, it is only to
accept a report, listen to a speech, and the like.”162
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1921 the presidium of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee
announced in a circular letter that the cessation of hostilities now
called for “the training of broad masses of workers for reconstruction
based on the constitution,” that therefore new elections to the soviets
would be scheduled, and that the soviets must meet regularly to deal
with all important questions.163

Centralization at the expense of the local soviets increased and
the new central bodies, especially those dealing with the economy,
created their own subordinate organs, which clashed with local
soviets.18¢ The resulting friction and conflicts could not be cleared
away even by a legal determination of competences and by the prin-
ciple of so-called dual subordination (to the soviet executive com-
mittee and to the respective technical central organ).!®> The Red
Army and the Cheka, the powerful terrorist instrument, in any case
stood outside soviet control for all practical purposes.

The rural soviets continued to occupy a special position. The
soviet organization in the villages was poorly developed when the
Bolsheviks assumed power.1®® In spite of numerous decrees, con-
stitutional provisions, and party agitation, soviet organizations at the
lowest level made slow progress. Instructions for the formation of
volost and village soviets deliberately harked back to the old institu-
tion of the skhod, the peasant assembly, to help the peasants under-
stand the new soviet form.187 Nor were the village soviets very
different in practice from the former schody, except that wealthy
farmers were not admitted. Complaints about disintegration of urban
soviets were supplemented by reports of the sad rural situation, such
as the following from a member of the district soviet of Iur'evez: “I
must note, to my regret, that in some places there are actually no
soviets at all; they exist only on paper. And even where they do exist,
they have no life, there are no meetings, no resolutions or decisions
are arrived at.”168
countryside, the several authorities worked without any plan, all issued
instructions, the volost executive committees were flooded with paper,
and so on. At the congress of chairmen of the volost executive com-
mittees of Ivanovo Voznesensk province in May 1919, for example,
there were complaints that rural soviets had no qualified employees,
that some of the peasants were hostile, and that the commissars be-
haved rudely.’®® The provincial revolutionary committee of Vyatka
described the situation very candidly: “It is fortunate for the village
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that none of the authorities tries to find out if its orders have been
followed. The village therefore becomes completely independent. . . .
Hardly anything is known in the countryside of the soviet system,
actions, or aims.”

Bolshevik agrarian policy did its part to prevent the idea of soviets
from taking hold among the peasants. After the first phase of the
spontaneous agrarian revolution, which was politically determined
by the Left Social Revolutionaries, the Bolsheviks proceeded to bring
the “socialist” revolution to the countryside. A decree of June 11,
1918, created special “committees of village poverty,” and assigned
them and armed detachments of factory workers to confiscate grain
from the wealthier peasants, to requisition livestock and tools, to
distribute them among the rural poor, and even to redistribute land.1
The poverty committees—called organs of the “dictatorship of the
proletariat” by the Bolsheviks—displaced the existing peasants soviets
and established their own arbitrary regime. Often they did not con-
tent themselves with excluding from the soviets the kulaks and all
other anti-Bolshevik elements, but simply dissolved soviets they con-
sidered “antisoviet.” After a few months the Bolsheviks themselves
spoke of “dyarchy” in the villages. On December 2, 1918, to remedy
this situation, the All-Russian Central Executive Committee ordered
new elections for the village and volost soviets. The poverty com-
mittees were to direct the elections, and could exclude any person out
of favor. In this way “revolutionary” soviets were to be elected,
representing only the rural poor and the loyal segments of the
middle peasants.?
mittees and new Bolshevik tactics to win the middle peasants, the
soviets were rejected by the majority of Russian peasants. The soviet
structure, which in its simplicity and originality could hark back to the
traditional institutions of peasant “democracy,” was compromised by
its link to the Bolshevik fight against the peasantry. For years to come
the peasantry distrusted the soviets, which it rightly considered instru-
ments of the Communist Party.

c) Soviets and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat

The Bolsheviks had called their state a ‘“dictatorship of the pro-
letariat” and the soviets organs of this dictatorship. The new state’s
theoretical principles had been originated by Lenin in his writings of
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1917, especially State and Revolution.'™ In later years Lenin,
Trotsky, Bukharin, Zinoviev, Stalin, and others expanded those early
principles into a theory of the soviets and of the soviet state which
was elaborated in the 1920s and—with Stalinist restrictions—in the
1930s.17* Although the Bolshevik theory, in its idealized abstraction,
diverges widely from reality, it nevertheless explains soviet responsi-
bilities and functions within the system of proletarian dictatorship, as
seen by the Bolsheviks themselves. This self-image of the soviet sys-
tem can also serve as the starting point for its critique. The two main
problems are the relationship of the soviets to the Communist Party
-and the question of soviet democracy. Neither was new; both con-
tinued older views and modes of behavior acted upon by Lenin from
the beginning of his political career through 1905 and especially
during the revolution of 1917. The earlier discussion of the relation-
ship of Bolshevism and soviets in 1905 and 1917 allows us to
concentrate here on the most important aspects.

In the spring of 1918 Lenin called soviet power the “Russian
form of the dictatorship of the proletariat.}” Soviet power is nothing
but the organizational form of the dictatorship of the proletariat, the
dicatorship of that advanced class which lifts millions upon millions of
exploited workers to the level of the new democracy and independent
participation in the state’s administration, and which helps the prole-
tariat understand that the disciplined and class-conscious vanguard is

. their true dependable leader.”*7¢
A few months later, in his polemic against Kautsky, Lenin wrote
that “The soviets are the direct expression of the working and ex-
ploited masses, making it easier for them to organize and manage the
state. It is precisely the avant-garde of workers and exploited people,
the urban proletariat, which is favored, since it is most closely united
in the large factories; it is easiest for this group to vote and to control
elections. The soviet organization automatically facilitates the as-
sociation of all workers and exploited people around their avant-
garde, around the proletariat.”*"?
Thus Lenin separates soviet power into three steps or components:
1) the mass of working and exploited people, who must be
“lifted,” “attracted,” “unified”;

2) the avant-garde of workers, the urban proletariat;

3) the vanguard of the proletariat and the leader of the working
masses, the Communist Party 178
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These are old views of Lenin, antedating the first revolution to
What Is To Be Done? and expressed, in 1904 for example, as follows:
“Surely it would be wrong to confuse the party as the vanguard of
the working class with the whole class. . . . We are the class party,
and therefore almost the whole class (and in times of war, in the era
of civil war, the whole class without exception) must act under the
leadership of our party.”'?

During the transition from capitalism to communism (dictatorship
of the proletariat), therefore, the soviets of workers, peasants, and
soldiers deputies, under communist leadership, must attract, organize,
and hold the masses of workers (including the proletariat), who on
their own have not yet fully achieved “socialist consciousness.” The
soviets do not exist to express the “vacillating” political will of the
masses, but to establish contact between them and their “vanguard,”
the Communist Party. Starting from Lenin’s concept, Stalin developed
his “transmission theory” in the 1920s; it defines the relationship
between soviets and party as follows: “The party achieves the dictator-
ship of the proletariat, not directly, but only with the help of the
trade unions, through the soviets and their branches. Without these
‘transmissions’ any kind of firm dictatorship would be impossible.”18°
Other Bolshevik leaders also openly admitted that the dictatorship
of one party reigns in Russia, which uses the soviets (and other
organizations) as “levers” and “transmissions.” Trotsky, for example,
when he was still at the height of power, declared unmistakably:
“General control is concentrated in the hands of the party. It does not
rule directly, because its organization is not geared that way. But it
decides all basic questions. More than that—our practice has brought
it about that in all disputes of any kind . . . the last word lies with the
party’s Central Committee. . . . We have often been accused of faking
the dictatorship of the soviets and of practicing in reality the dictator-
ship of our party. On this point it can be truly said that the soviet
dictatorship was only made possible by the party dictatorship;
thanks to the clarity of its theory and its firm revolutionary organiza-
tion, the party changed the soviets from amorphous labor parliaments
into an apparatus of labor rule.”'8! Trotsky did not mention that the
“amorphous labor parliaments” were free democratic workers organi-
zations and genuine organs of self-government, while the “apparatus
of labor rule” in reality was an instrument of Bolshevik Party rule.
Zinoviev admitted quite candidly “that soviet rule in Russia could
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not have been maintained for three years—not even for three weeks—
without the iron dictatorship of the Communist Party. Any class-
conscious worker must understand that the dictatorship of the work-
ing class can be achieved only by the dictatorship of its vanguard, i.e.,
by the Communist Party. . . . All questions of economic reconstruc-
tion, military organization, education, food supply—all these
questions, on which the fate of the proletarian revolution depends
absolutely, are decided in Russia before all other matters and mostly
in the framework of the party organizations. . . . Control by the
party over the soviet organs, over the trade unions, is the single
durable guarantee that any measures taken will serve not special
interests, but the interests of the entire proletariat.”82

The workers and soldiers councils of 1917 furnished the spring-
board for the Bolsheviks’ seizure of power, and they were determined
to retain it irrespective of any change in the popular political mood.
They forestalled any non-Bolshevik majority in the soviets by banning
the other socialist parties. The Bolshevik Party could therefore have
ruled alone and without the soviets after the summer of 1918. On the
eve of the October Revolution Lenin had written that the 240,000
members of the Bolshevik Party were as able to rule Russia as 130,-
000 landowners had been.183 But Lenin did not abolish the soviets,
although “from the beginning” they were “a foreign body in Bolshevik
Party doctrine.”18 Earlier Bolshevik agitation under the slogan “All
power to the soviets” had linked the concept of soviets too closely with
Bolshevism; the rulers’ need to legitimate their reign democratically
through the soviets was too strong. But the Bolshevik victory im-
mediately and fundamentally changed the soviet concept. The Russian
soviets turned from organs of proletarian self-administration and
bulwarks of radical democracy to organs used by the party elite to
guide the masses. The party as “the power pointing the way” and the
soviets as “transmissions” are something quite different from the
concept of self-government by the masses, with its abolition of dif-
ference between “top” and ‘“bottom.” Lenin described that self-
government in theory in 1917, and agitated for it, but the soviet state
never put it into practice.

In the Bolshevik soviet system the soviets exist, in Trotsky’s words,
not to “reflect the majority statically, but to form it dynamicaily.”!85
This “dynamic formation of a majority” is the task of the Communist
Party. According to the basic resolution of the Eighth Party Congress
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of March 1919 “The Communist Party has undertaken to win defini-
tive influence and unquestioned leadership in all organizations of
working people, in the trade unions, cooperatives, village communes,
etc. The Communist Party strives especially to carry out its program
and to exercise unlimited leadership in the present government organi-
zations, the soviets. . . . By practical daily dedicated work in the soviets
and by filling all soviet positions with its best and most loyal mem-
bers, the Russian Communist Party must win undivided political rule in
the soviets and practical control over all of its activities.”*8 In the
system of “democratic centralism” the Communist Party factions in
the soviets were bound by the orders of their superior party authori-
ties. Although independents continued to dominate the lowest levels
of the soviet pyramid, the Communists controlled numerical majori-
ties in the executive committees from the volosts upward.’87 The
same people directed administration of both soviet and party organs.
The day-to-day work repeatedly caused problems of precise dis-
tinctions between state and party organs although the highest political
control, and the right of immediate intervention by the party in
soviet activities, were never affected.18®

A major thesis of Lenin’s soviet theory maintained that the soviets,
as democratic labor organizations, are far superior to the correspond-
ing institutions of bourgeois-parliamentary democracy. “Proletarian
democracy is a million times more democratic than any bourgeois
democracy; soviet power is a million times more democratic than the
most democratic bourgeois republic.”!8® This “millionfold” superiority
of soviet democracy rests, in the Bolshevik view, on the fact “that in
ruling, the soviets’ constant liaison with the mass organizations of
the workers and peasants allows the broadest popular participation
in governing the state.”19° According to Bolshevik theory, the methods
of primitive democracy in the spontaneously formed revolutionary
soviets were to erase the contradiction between people and govern-
ment. “The soviet system tries always to involve people in government,
the economy, culture, etc., by refusing to allow management to
become the privilege of a single, closed, bureaucratic group, isolated
from the communal life of society.”'®! Lenin spoke unceasingly of
the need to induce workers and peasants to participate in the admini-
stration, and educate them to “do things on their own.” The party
repeated this in hundreds of resolutions.

The attempt at democratic administration through the soviets
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nevertheless failed. Very shortly after the “destruction” of the old
state apparatus, the Bolsheviks, in order to get their own machinery
going, were forced to reinstate the same people it had earlier branded
as class enemies. Officials of the previous administration made them-
selves indispensable in numerous departments of the soviets, and the
bureaucracy in the many new central authorities grew by leaps and
bounds. Control over the new bureaucracy constantly diminished,
partly because no genuine political opposition existed. The alienation
" “between “people” and “officials,” which the soviet system was sup-
posed to remove, was back again. Beginning in 1918, complaints
“about “bureaucratic excesses,” lack of contact with voters, and new
proletarian bureaucrats grew louder and louder.!®? They are part of
the history of the soviet state to this day.
Lenin himself, in the final years of his life, had to admit the failure
of the first revolutionary attempt to abolish bureaucracy. In 1922
he wrote, “We took our practical apparatus from the old regime,
since it was utterly impossible to reorganize it from scratch in such
a short time, especially during war and famine.”1®® By expanding
the party’s Central Committee and establishing the central control
commission (at the party level) with workers and peasants inspection
(at the government level),'®* would wipe out the flaws which
in Lenin’s words arose because “the same Russian apparatus which
we took over from czarism” had been “only superficially anointed
with the holy soviet 0il.”195 Lenin thought the bureaucracy survived
primarily because Russia’s low cultural level which turned “the
soviets, which had been planned to be organs of government by the
workers into organs of government for the workers, into a government
by the proletarian vanguard, but not by the working masses them-
selves.”'% Only prolonged education would enable the backward
Russian people themselves to govern. Stalin later described the soviets
as “schools for the art of government for tens and hundreds of thou-
sands of workers and peasants.”!97
As early as 1919 a keen Western observer wrote: ‘“Perhaps in
the last resort the soviets only mean an increase in bureaucracy . . .
and are a way station leading to the replenishment of bureaucracy by
working-class elements.”1%8 Future developments in Soviet Russia
bore him out. The soviets, designed to prevent bureaucratization
through constant control by the voters, their right to recall deputies,
and the union of legislative and executive branches, turned into
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bureaucratic authorities without effective control from below. Achiev-
ing their aim required the free play of political forces, which the
Bolsheviks had foreclosed by their party monopoly. Lenin’s idealiza- ",
tion of “soviet democracy,” and his utopia of a state without officials
and without police, from the outset contradicted his theory of the
party’s unconditional leadership. The Bolsheviks were caught in a
real dilemma. If attracting the masses to administration and govern-
ment required lcosening their tight political rein on the soviets,
opposition forces might win the soviets. But with Communist dictator-
ship, the people, especially the peasantry, participated only mini-
mally in the soviet elections, since no change or improvement resulted.
Although the Bolsheviks tried to arouse popular interest by periodic
“stimulation campaigns,” they would not relinquish their autocracy
and reestablish genuine soviet democracy. Thus the Russian soviets
never had a chance to prove their viability and capabilities. The
“soviets,” allegedly ruling in Russia since 1918, are only powerless
adjuncts of the party bureaucracy, “silent walk-on players.”1%®
Removing the ruling Communist Party from power by a democratic
soviet decision seems unthinkable.

The cause for the soviets’ developing into purely decorative
institutions was never revealed more clearly than by a leading mem-
ber of the Bolshevik Party. During the internal party debates around
1920, Aleksandra Kollontai wrote: “We are afraid to let the masses
do things themselves. We are afraid of allowing their creativity. We
fear criticism. We no longer trust the masses. Therein . . . lies the
origin of our bureaucracy. Initiative wanes, the desire to act dies out.
‘If that’s the way it is, let the officials take care of us.’ In this way a
very damaging division grows up: we—that is, the workers—and
they—that is, the soviet officials, on whom everything depends. Here
is the root of all evil.”2®® And no one better foresaw the future
degeneration of the soviets, only a few months after their elevation to
official state power, than Rosa Luxemburg, who retained her critical
sense despite all her admiration and appreciation of the Bolshevik
revolution. Her judgment of the Bolshevik soviet system is contained
in the following sentences: “Lenin and Trotsky have presented the
soviets as the only true representation of the working masses in place
of representative bodies elected by universal suffrage. But with
nationwide suppression of political activity, soviet activity must also
diminish. Without general elections, unlimited freedom of the press
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and assembly, and open debate, life dies in any public institution,
becomes a pseudolife in which only bureaucracy remains. Public life
gradually goes to sleep, a few dozen party leaders of inexhaustible
energy and boundless idealism control and rule, a dozen outstanding
minds among them are in charge, and an elite from among the
workers are occasionally bidden to conventions to applaud the leaders’
speeches, unanimously to approve resolutions put before them—at
bottom, therefore, government by clique. True, a dictatorship; but
not the dictatorship of the proletariat, rather the dictatorship of a
handful of politicians—dictatorship in the bourgeois sense, in the
sense of Jacobin rule.”20!

3. END OF THE COUNCIL MOVEMENT:
THE KRONSTADT INSURRECTION OF 1921

During the winter of 1920-1921 the Bolshevik regime suffered a
dangerous internal crisis. Russia’s catastrophic economic situation
at the end of the civil war, and the rigorous centralization, growing
bureaucratization, and dictatorship by party leaders, created general
discontent among workers and peasants and even within the Bolshe-
vik Party. The “working masses,” in whose name the Bolsheviks
ruled, had for three years gone hungry, been cold, endured privations
of every sort; now they hoped that the end of fighting would bring
an improvement in the economy and a loosening of the strict dictator-
ship—in short, true fulfillment of the revolutionary promises of 1917.
The Bolshevik leadership fully recognized the necessity of progressing
from “war communism” to peaceful reconstruction, but party mem-
bers disagreed on methods, particularly in the so-called trade-union
discussion that dominated the Communist Party in the winter months
of 1920-1921.202

The controversy was in essence over the division of power between
the trade unions which encompassed the majority of the proletariat,
and the party, which represented only a minority. While the leaders
of the Workers Opposition (Shliapnikov, Kollontai, and others), who
advocated production management by the trade unions, were them-
selves Communists, and the clash of opinions took place within the
party, among its “heads,” they also voiced a genuine dissatisfaction
among the masses. The Workers Opposition slogan of “production
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democracy” protested the factory-manager system, the dominant
state bureaucracy, and the “supraclass policy which is neither more
nor less than ‘adaptation’ by the leaders to the contradictory interests
of a diverse population.”2°® The economy was to be organized by an
“all-Russian congress of producers, formed by professions or branches
of industry. They are to elect a central organ to manage the entire
economy of the republic.”2%¢ At the lowest level, in the factories, the
factory committees were once again to have the last word.

What the Workers Opposition raised was simply the problem of
proletarian democracy within the dictatorship of the proletariat,
though in official Bolshevik doctrine the two systems were identical.
Reality, however, taught the workers that the soviet state was not a
proletarian state in which they could control their own fate. The
Workers Opposition wanted self-government through trade union
participation in economic management. They gave as yet no thought
to democratizing the state—the soviets—or of relinquishing the
Communist Party’s monopoly. Rather, the group demanded the
broadest kind of freedom and open discussion within the party, the
consistent application of the suffrage principle, and cleansing from
the party of all nonproletarian elements.2?> In this it came close to
another opposition group, the Democratic Centralists, who fought
the Central Executive Committee’s dominance over local soviets and
demanded restoration of the soviets’ rights that had been granted by
the constitution but ignored in practice during the civil war.208

Lenin recognized the potential danger from such opposition to the
party’s unity and leadership. Despite the popular mood he was deter-
mined unconditionally to maintain the dictatorship, if necessary
through concessions to the peasants. Lenin specifically stated that
Russia was not a pure workers state but a workers and peasants
republic, and that therefore the trade unions must remain special-
interest representatives of the proletariat, even while they served as
“schools of communism.”2°" Thus he also opposed Trotsky, who
wanted the trade unions formally integrated into the state apparatus,
entrusted with administrative duties, and incorporated into his
militarized labor system.2°8 But on the issue of unconditional party
monopoly, Trotsky and Lenin were united against the Workers
Opposition. “The Workers Opposition has come out with dangerous
slogans. They have made a fetish of democratic principles. They
have placed the workers’ right to elect representatives above the
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party, as it were, as if the party were not entitled to assert its dictator-
ship even if that dictatorship temporarily clashed with the passing
moods of the workers’ democracy.” Trotsky invoked the “revolu-
tionary historical birthright of the party,” which obliged it “to main-
tain its dictatorship, regardless of temporary wavering in the spontane-
ous moods of the masses.”2%° At the Tenth Communist Party Congress
in March 1921 a resolution written by Lenin stigmatized the Workers
Opposition theses as “anarcho-syndicalist deviations,” and the party’s
unity was restored by severe decrees against the formation of fac-
tions.210 The Bolsheviks strengthened their dictatorship at the very
time when they were forcibly opposed by the proletarian masses, in
whose name they ruled.

While the discussions about trade unions took place internally
and the opposition remained legal, “other workers’ and peasants’ sons
in uniform had no such scruples.”?1! Discontent and latent unrest
among the proletarian-peasant masses erupted in the Kronstadt in-
surrection. This event rang down the curtain on the Russian revolu-
tionary movement and ended any organized mass rising against
Bolshevism. More effectively than anti-Bolshevik criticism from the
outside, the Kronstadt uprising illuminated the internal contradiction
of the “dictatorship of the proletariat” that supposedly reigned in
Russia. The rising therefore became so dangerous for the Bolshevik
rulers that to this day they conceal or falsify the facts.212

The Kronstadt movement must be seen in the context of the
regime’s political and economic crisis at the end of the civil war. In
the weeks before the Kronstadt rising there were numerous peasant
disturbances in the countryside and workers strikes in the cities.?!3
In mid-February 1921 dissatisfaction among Petrograd workers
reached a climax. The party organization, weakened by factional dis-
putes during the trade-union discussion, lost control over the factories.
The workers, embittered by drastic reductions in food rations and
the closing of numerous factories, with ensuing unemployment, vented
their exasperation in demonstrations. They demanded liberalized
trade to improve urban food supplies. When demonstrations were
prohibited, a protest strike began in several factories on February 23;
it spread quickly, and on February 25 it led to street demonstrations
and even a few armed clashes. On February 24 the Bolsheviks had
placed the city under martial law. On February 26 the strike move-
ment was harshly condemned by a defense committee formed under



The Establishment of Soviet Dictatorship 247

Zinoviev by the Petrograd soviet. The Bolsheviks called in troop
reinforcements, since they could not trust units based in the city. The
strikes nevertheless continued to spread until February 28; on that
day the workers of the famous Putilov Works also downed tools.?!4

The workers’ demands, at first limited and purely economic,
quickly became political. The semilegal groups of Mensheviks, Social
Revolutionaries, and anarchists published leaflets and appeals and
sent speakers to the workers meetings. Contrary to subsequent Bol-
shevik assertions, however, the socialist party groups, which were
weak in any case, had no thought of a violent insurrection, since they
considered that futile. The Mensheviks, for example, did not share
the hope, widely held in Petrograd during those days, for a second
“February”—that is, the overthrow of Bolshevik rule. They wanted
a partial success of looser party dictatorship, and then a gradual de-
mocratization. “Free elections to the soviets as a first step to replacing
the dictatorship with the rule of democracy—that was the political
slogan of the day,” wrote Dan, who was active in Petrograd during
the February Days until his arrest on February 26.2!3 An appeal
issued on February 27 similarly stated: “A complete change in
government policy is necessary. First of all the workers and peasants
need freedom. They want not to live under Bolshevik decrees but
to determine their own fate. . . . Organize and demand relentlessly the
release of all jailed socialist and unaffiliated workers; suspension of
martial law; freedom of speech, press, and assembly for all workers;
free new elections to the factory committees, trade unions, and
soviets.”216

The Bolsheviks were able to settle the Petrograd strikes and dis-
turbances in a few days by threats and material concessions. But the
spark jumped to Kronstadt, the naval base outside Petrograd’s gates,
the old revolutionary center, whose radical sailors had always been
counted among Lenin’s most loyal followers. Their revolutionary
tradition, however, made the workers and sailors especially sensitive
to the methods of the Bolshevik dictatorship, which not only opposed
the common class enemy, but also restrained the proletarian masses.
The radical sense of freedom of the Kronstadters—among whom the
Left Social Revolutionaries and anarchists had considerable influence
by 1917—also infected the young Ukrainian recruits who had been
newly enrolled in the fall of 1920. They had brought with them
from home the widespread peasant discontent with Bolshevik agrarian
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policy, and later they became the revolt’s activists. The Communist
Party organizations in the Baltic fleet and in the city were half
decayed, had little influence among the sailors, and themselves
partially opposed their superior party organs. A party conference of
February 15 demanded democratization of party activity; some
delegates openly opposed the party units in the navy.2!?

News of the Petrograd strikes alarmed the Kronstadt sailors. While
Zinoviev and Kalinin, with difficulty, kept the sailors at the Petrograd
naval base from joining the workers movement, the Kronstadt sailors
made contact with the strikers. On February 28 the sailors on the
battleship Petropavlovsk formulated a resolution demanding, among
other things, free new elections to the Kronstadt soviet, whose term
was about to expire. Simultaneously the sailors sent a delegation to
Petrograd, to get firsthand information of the situation there. Other
ships joined the Petropavlovsk resolution, and on March 1 over
10,000 sailors, soldiers, and workers assembled for an outdoor mass
demonstration. Kalinin, chairman of the All-Russian Central Execu-
tive Committee, took part in the assembly at which was read the
sailors delegation report openly denouncing suppression of the
workers’ legitimate demands. Kalinin and the naval commissar
Kuzmin tried and failed to calm the sailors, and the outraged crowd
unanimously adopted the Petropavlovsk resolution.

The resolution stated, in part: “Because the present-day soviets do
not express the will of the workers and peasants, new elections should
immediately be held, after a period of free agitation. . . . Freedom of
speech and press for workers, peasants, anarchists, and leftist socialist
parties; freedom of assembly for the trade unions and peasant as-
sociations; release of all socialist political prisoners and of all workers,
peasants, soldiers, and sailors arrested on account of their political
activity. Abolition of all political units in the army, since no single
party should have special rights to propagandize. Equalization of all
workers’ rations. Peasants’ free right to control their soil and to keep
livestock as long as they do not employ paid workmen.”2!8

The following day, March 2, a spontaneous movement organized.
A conference of about 300 delegates of sailors, soldiers, and workers
elected a S-man presidium, headed by the naval clerk Petrichenko
of the Petropavlovsk; it acted as a provisional revolutionary committee
and within a few days was enlarged to 15 members.?!® The assembly
further decided to arrest the Bolshevik soviet chairman Vasilev, the
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naval commander Kuzmin, and the battleship commissar Korsunin.
The most important task ahead was the preparation for new elections
to the soviet. The revolutionary committee stopped there. Aside
from the three named above, no Communist was taken into custody.
On the contrary, the sailors tried to attract as many party members
as possible from the ranks. And in fact, during the next few days
numerous Bolsheviks—776 altogether, almost one-third of the mem-
bership—officially resigned from the party.22° It was not until
the uprising’s critical days that about 70 Communists were arrested,
none of them being harmed.?2

The higher military echelons, among them former czarist officers
appointed by the Bolsheviks themselves, now joined the mutinous
sailors, thus providing for the Bolsheviks an excuse to denounce a
White Guard and counterrevolutionary conspiracy against soviet
power. A wave of slander through the press and radio burst over
Kronstadt. On March 4 the Petrograd soviet condemned the move-
ment as a counterrevolutionary crime, and on March 5 Trotsky, in his
capacity as commissar of war, addressed an ultimatum to the naval
base demanding unconditional surrender.222 The insurgents refrained
from offensive military action. Social Revolutionary leader Viktor
Chernov radioed from Reval an offer to come to Kronstadt and to
support the city with shipments of essential goods, which was refused
by the revolutionary committee.223 They also rejected proposals by
the military to storm the fortress of Oranienbaum across the Gulf.
Bloodshed was to be avoided at all costs, and an accommodation
with the soviet regime was strongly anticipated. At the same time the
Kronstadters vaguely hoped to ignite a general popular revolution
against Bolshevism. This belief seemed justified by simultaneous
peasant unrest in various regions of Russia, especially in Tambov
province, and the strikes in Petrograd. The insurgents’ passive be-
havior, combined with the naval base’s isolated strategic location,
made a military success for the insurrection impossible. Nevertheless,
more than ten days passed before the Bolshevik attack across the ice
of the Gulf of Finland conquered the fortress. Most of the participating
Red Army troops were politically unreliable, and there were protest
meetings and open refusals to fight. It took massive political prop-
aganda—in which 300 delegates to the Tenth Party Congress par-
ticipated, the activity of military tribunals, and the dispatch of
elite troops to conquer the town on March 17, after an earlier attack
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on March 7 had been unsuccessful. In the early morning hours of
March 18 the last defenders had to give up their resistance. Hundreds
were shot on the spot, hundreds more were sent to the Petrograd
prisons, a few thousand escaped to Finland.224

What were the aims of Kronstadt? The movement arose spontane-
ously out of the masses’ discontent with Communist rule. At the
beginning it was anything but a deliberate armed action against the
regime. Only the inflexible attitude of the Bolshevik government
worsened the situation and drove the Kronstadt sailors to call for a
“third revolution” to abolish the Communist dictatorship. The fact,
for example, that Lenin was never personally criticized is significant;
of all the Bolshevik leaders, it was primarily Trotsky and Zinoviev
who were attacked and held responsible for the bloody conflict.??
Events left the insurgents no time to formulate a detailed program.
Their demands, as expressed more or less lucidly in issues of the
revolutionary Izvestija, reflected the most urgent immediate desires of
the workers and peasants. Aside from the restoration of political free-
dom, the demands included the end of Communist agrarian policy,
with its forcible interventions in peasants’ property, and abolition of
unequal food rations in the cities. The prerogatives of the party
and state bureaucracy were to be eliminated, and Communist domina-
tion of the army was to be abolished.

All these demands were offshoots of the one fundamental: free
elections to the soviets. This demand winds like a red thread through
all the insurgents’ proclamations, from the first appeal of the
Petropavlovsk. It virtually symbolized the Kronstadt movement, turn-
ing the one-time Bolshevik slogan “All power to the soviets” against
the Bolsheviks themselves. “Soviet power must express the will of all
the workers without the rule of any political party,” an article in
Izvestija stated. “Kronstadt, the avant-garde of the revolution, made
the beginning. . . . It is not here that mean intentions toward the
soviets are harbored. The Communist rumors that the insurrection is
antisoviet are not true. . . . The rule of a single party must not
continue. Our soviets must no longer express the will of the party
but rather the will of the voters.”226 The Kronstadt sailors were un-
conditional adherents of the soviet system, but they believed it should
be independent, democratic, free of one-party monopoly. The Bol-
sheviks, having triumphed in October 1917 with the slogan of soviet
power, did not effect soviet democracy, and therefore the insurgents’
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hatred was directed against them. “Down with commissars’ rule! In
assuming power, the Communist Party promised all goods to the
workers. And what do we see? Three years ago we were told,
‘Whenever you want, you can recall your delegates, you can have
new elections to the soviets.” And when we in Kronstadt demanded
new elections without pressure from the party, the newly emerged
Trepov-Trotsky gave the order: Don’t spare the bullets!”227

The Kronstadters stood by the October Revolution of 1917. They
were definitely leftist, and expressly rejected a parliamentary republic
with a constituent assembly. “The soviets, not the constituent as-
sembly, are the bastions of the workers.” They did not demand free-
dom for former landowners, officers, and capitalists. But they saw
themselves cheated of the fruits of the revolution, and its ideals be-
trayed by the Bolsheviks. The programmatic article, “What We Are
Fighting For,” in Izvestija of March 8, 1921, clearly expressed these
feelings: “The working class had hoped for emancipation through
the October Revolution, but found only greater enslavement. The
police power of the monarchy fell to usurpers—the Communists,
who gave the workers not freedom, but constant fear of the Cheka.
. . . What is worst and most criminal, however, is the intellectual
enslavement, the spiritual subjection when everyone was forced to
think as the Communists command. . . . Even death is easier than
this life under Communist dictatorship. There is no middle way!
Victory or death! Red Kronstadt sets the example. . . . Here the
banner of insurrection has been raised for liberation from three years
of tyranny and oppression by the Communist autocracy, which puts
to shame the three-century yoke of the monarchy. Here in Kronstadt
the cornerstone has been laid for the third revolution, which will
free the worker from his last chains and will open a new, wide path
for socialist creativity.”22®

The visionary realm of freedom was to be achieved by the soviets.
“All power to the soviets and not the parties” was the most fre-
quently used slogan in the revolutionary Izvestija. Next to it were:
“Long live the power of freely elected soviets,” “The power of the
soviets will free the working peasantry from the yoke of the Com-
munists,” “Down with the counterrevolution of the left and the
right.”22® The slogan of free soviets, raised by revolutionary Kron-
stadt, showed the vitality of the soviet concept among the masses.
The revolt against Bolshevism was also the clearest possible proof of
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the great gap between Bolshevik dictatorship and the original ideals
of soviet rule. The realm of social equality proclaimed by Lenin in
State and Revolution; elimination of the bureaucracy, aimed at by the
first decrees of the soviet government; self-government by the masses,
which seemed embodied in the soviet slogan—all these were undone
by harsh reality during the years of Bolshevik dictatorship. The
Kronstadters thought that the existing soviets incarnated the betrayed
revolution, and that free elections to independent soviets would form
the overture of the “third revolution.” All written declarations of the
Kronstadt revolutionaries radiate an irrational faith in the soviet
idea, which was to renew Russia. The soviets that had been per-
verted, eroded, made the cloak of Bolshevik dictatorship, now cele-
brated their resurrection in beleaguered Kronstadt.

The idea was not enough to set all Russia afire. The insurgents
lacked support by an organized political movement, which no longer
existed in Russia. The echo of the Kronstadt events therefore re-
mained comparatively feeble; only a few anarchist clubs in Moscow
and Petrograd published leaflets advocating support of the Kron-
stadters,23° while the official Menshevik position consisted of pious
declarations of sympathy and demands for an amicable settlement.?%!
The Bolsheviks very clearly recognized the danger of the slogan
“Free soviets,” which threatened to pull the legitimacy of their power
out from under them. The pure soviet idea irreconcilably contradicted
their party dictatorship. The Bolsheviks therefore tried by every
means to prevent the fire’s spreading. The Tenth Party Congress,
which convened on March 8 under the threatening shadow of the
Kronstadt rebellion, restored iron discipline within the ruling
group.232 At the same time Lenin effected the great internal political
turn from war communism to the New Economic Policy. He had
considered the plan earlier, but the Kronstadt insurrection hastened
his decision. The Bolsheviks hoped to soften the masses’ dissatisfac-
tion by relaxing government coercion in the economy, especially in
agriculture. They even introduced a “stimulation campaign” to re-
vitalize the soviets.233 But this campaign included none of the Kron-
stadt demands, neither free elections, nor loosening of party control.
The remnants of the non-Bolshevik parties were finally eliminated
without a formal decision: their members either were arrested or
publicly recanted; some leaders were allowed to emigrate; others
were put on political trial.23¢
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Since 1921 there has been no organized political opposition to
the Bolshevik regime in Russia, only conflicts of power within the
Communist Party leadership itself. None has ever shaken the founda-
tions of the dictatorship.



Outlook

The soviet movement from 1905 to 1921 typifies the Russian
revolution, but in results transcends it. Because no democratic par-
liamentary system existed, the spontaneously formed soviets of
workers deputies automatically became all-encompassing representa-
tive organs of the “working” masses and then revolutionary organs
of the state, thus preparing for the “leap over,” the “bourgeois-
democratic” phase desired by Lenin and the Bolsheviks. The Russian
soviets further embody the revolution’s focus on the hitherto-disen-
franchised workers and peasants, led by an intelligentsia who wor-
shiped radical social theories. Bolshevism incorporated the soviet
tendencies toward social revolution and adapted them to the revolu-
tionary currents of 1917. However, Lenin’s party also sought to
subdue the antistatist and anticentralist forces inherent in the soviets
and to subordinate them to the exigencies and aims of dictatorial
“socialist” reconstruction. The result was alienation and finally open
conflict between Communism and the “pure” soviet principle. Stalin-
ism, with its coercive machinery of police, army, and bureaucracy,
was the final denial of the original soviet idea of the October Revolu-
tion. In the autumn of 1956 during the struggle against dictatorship
in Eastern Europe, a revolutionary rebirth of the soviets occurred,
this time directed against the “degenerate” Russian soviets.
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The Russian soviet movement was both economic and political,
the two facets being closely interwoven. Political freedom bordering
on anarchy went hand in hand with economic equality. Self-govern-
ment by elected factory committees and peasant cooperatives repre-
sented an economic democracy within a political framework of
decentralized autonomous communes. These inherent tendencies of
the Russian soviets were repressed and destroyed by the centralized
planned Bolshevik state economy. Was this development inevitable
at that stage of early industrial society in Russia, or were great future
possibilities simply cut off? The Yugoslav attempt to build a “socialist
market economy” based on self-management in the factories, and
similar efforts in Poland, may indicate that in Russia after 1917
a “production democracy” was not necessarily doomed from the
outset.

For Russian Communism the soviet problem is still very much
alive. The Eastern European workers soviets reopened a basic
question of Marxism and Leninism, which in the long run Bolshevism
cannot ignore. It is the key problem of the Bolshevik soviet system:
how can the ‘“dictatorship of the proletariat” be reconciled with
workers democracy? That this is not purely an ideological problem
which can be resolved “dialectically,” but an urgent practical prob-
lem of state and economy, is shown by the 1957 economic reorgani-
zation and the constant efforts to organize the “participation of
workers in the management of production” through existing organi-
zations, such as trade unions. Certainly the Russian workers want
industrial codetermination, and if the soviet leadership makes genuine
concessions, the soviet question may revive in Russia also, at least
in the economic sphere.
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Appendix A
The Soviets in the Revolution of 1905

The following list includes only soviets whose existence is unquestionably
verified by several sources and references in the literature. Strike committees
and other soviet-like organizations are not included. The list does not, there-

fore, lay any claim to completeness.

I = Izvestija (news) or Bulletin of the Soviet

1. SovIETs oOF WORKERS DEPUTIES

Alapaevsk (Perm province)
Aleksandrov (Vladimir province)
Aleksandrovsk

(Ekaterinoslav province)
Baku (I)
Bialystok
Ekaterinburg
Ekaterinoslav (I)
Golutvin (Moscow province)
Ivanovo Voznesensk
Kiev
Kostroma (I)
Kremenchug (I)
Libau
Lugansk
Mariupol
Moscow (I)
Motovilichinskij (Perm province)
Mytis¢i (Moscow province)
Nadezdinskij (Perm province)
Nikolaev

Nizhni Tagil (Perm province)
Novorossiysk (I)

Odessa (I)

Orechovo-Zuevo (Moscow province)
Perm

Reval (Tallinn)

Rostov

St. Petersburg (I)

Samara

Saratov

Smolensk

Soéi

Sulin (Novocerkassk province)
Taganrog (I)

Tver

Voronezh

Votkinsk (Vyatka province)

Vyatka (I)

Yuzovka (Ekaterinoslav province) (I)
Zlatoust (Ufa province)
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2. SOVIETS OF SOLDIERS DEPUTIES

Chita Moscow Vladivostok
Harbin Sevastopol

3. SovIETsS OF WORKERS AND SOLDIERS DEPUTIES

Irkutsk Krasnoyarsk

Appendix B
The Second All-Russian Soviet Congress
of October 1917

No exact count was kept of the delegates to the Second All-Russian Con-
gress of Soviets of Workers and Soldiers Deputies held on October 25 and 26
(November 7 and 8), 1917. Several diverging reports therefore exist.

Column I: Contemporary newspaper reports
Column II: Delegates’ questionnaires
Column I11: Preliminary count of the credentials commission
Column IV Statements of the faction offices at the beginning of the con-
gress
Column V: Count at the conclusion of the congress, after several groups
had resigned

Party 1 /4 141 v | 4
Bolsheviks 250 338 300 390 390
Social Revolutionaries 159 32 193 160 179
Left SRs 98
Moderate SRs 40
Right SRs 16
Ukrainian SRs 6 4 7 7 21
Mensheviks 60 14 68 72
Menshevik-Internationalists 35 6
Menshevik-Oboroncy 22
United Internationalists

(Novaja Zizn’) 14 16 14 14 35
Bund 11 10

Trudoviki 1
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Party 1 11 1111 v | 4
Anarchists 3 3
Independent Socialists 3
Polish Socialist Party (PPS)
and Polish Social Democrats 10
People’s Socialists 3
Lithuanian Socialists 4
Unaffiliated 22 23 36
Unknown 22
Totals 517 650 670 649 625

Vtoroji vserossijskij s-ezd sovetov rabocich i soldatskich deputatov, Moscow
and Leningrad, 1928, p. 171, n. 15.

Appendix C
Political and Social Structure of the Soviets,
1918-1922

— —

A. POLITICAL STRUCTURE

1. District Soviets 1918 1919 1920 1921 1922
1. Congresses Percentages

Communists 60.6 55.4 43.0 44.0 54.4

Other Parties 14.2 49 0.7 0.3 0.1

Unaffiliated 25.2 39.7 56.3 559 45.5
2. Executive Committees

Communists 83.5 85.9 79.9 74.4 81.2

Other Parties { 16.5 1.0 4.7 0.1 —

Unaffiliated 13.1 15.4 25.5 18.8
II. Provincial Soviets 1918 1919 1920 1921 1922
1. Congresses

Communists 71.4 79.9 78.6 74.8 78.8

Other Parties 14.2 4.7 0.2 0.1 —

Unaffiliated 14.4 15.4 21.2 25.1 21.2
2. Executive Committees

Communists 83.9 88.9 91.3 83.6 91.0

Other Parties 16.1 0.7 0.8 0.4 0.2

Unaffiliated — 10.4 7.9 14.0 8.8
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B. SoCIAL STRUCTURE

1. District Soviets 1920 1921 1922
Percentages

1. Congresses
Peasants 65.4 63.3 59.1
Workers 16.2 15.0 16.8
White-collar workers 18.4 21.7 24.1

2. Executive Committees
Peasants 20.8 28.4 24.4
Workers 32.8 28.7 31.5
White-collar workers 46.4 429 44.1

II. Provincial Soviets

1. Congresses

Peasants 36.7 36.5 34.7

Workers 33.3 31.0 34.0

White-collar workers 30.0 32.5 313
2. Executive Committees

Peasants 8.8 12.5 10.2

Workers 34.1 35.1 43.3

‘White-collar workers 57.1 52.4 46.5

Sovety, s-ezdy sovetov i ispolkomy, Moscow, 1924, pp. 25-52.
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controversy concerning the origins and nature of the soviets of 1905.
Nevskij dismissed “Gorin’s overly narrow and doctrinaire interpretation”
and declared that seizure of power could not be a definitive criterion for
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See Jaroslavskij, Proletarskaja revoljucija 2 (1940), p. 13.
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Petersburg soviet), 45-6, 52, 59,
60, 72, 86, 272 n., 283 n.
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labor movement (1905-7), 32-50,
119; Shidlovsky Commission, 36-7,

329

45, 46, 53, 67, 88, 99; Social Demo-
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missars, 195, 205, 230; soviets
(1917 and after), 143, 179, 182,
183, 184, 197, 198, 200, 201, 202,
204, 205, 216, 230, 231, 232; Treaty
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of People’s Commissars, 194, 205-6,
219, 222; Democratic Conference,
176, 185; and Engels, 14, 151, 153,
159, 185; in Finland, 169, 175,
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144, 145, 148-53 passim, 161, 163,
188, 228; Revolution (1917), Bol-
sheviks/Communists, and soviets,
Xv, xvi, 5,9, 10, 11, 14, 20, 21, 29—
30, 31, 64, 74, 76, 80, 83, 84, 86, 87,
90, 96, 99, 112, 121, 132, 140, 143,
144, 148-76 passim, 185-95 passim,
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labor movement in Russia (before
1905), 23, 27-32; and Lenin, 11,
14, 18, 28, 29, 72-3, 734, 151, 152,
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and soviets (1917), 65, 137, 156,
165, 170, 189, 191-2, 212, 238, 239,
240, 243; and trade unions, 245;
“Work, Discipline, and Order Will
Save the Soviet Republic,” 227

Tsaritsyn: soviet (1917), 137-8, 199

Tseretelli, Iraklii G., 108, 110, 133,
134, 138, 142, 163, 180

Tula: soviet (1917 and after), 115,
183, 198, 234

Tver: soviets (1905), 50, 53, 80, 259;
soviets (1917), 115, 182

Ukraine: Revolution (1917) and Bol-
sheviks, 200, 201, 202, 235, 247-8;
Social Revolutionaries, 200, 203,

INDEX

209, 260; soviets (1917 and after),
184, 200, 201, 235; Ukrainian Cen-
tral Rada, 201, 202, 203

Union of Liberation, 33

Union of Russian Factory Workers,
33, 38, 79

Union of Unions, 34, 35, 44, 67

United Internationalists, 260

United Social Democrats, 114, 140,
181, 202

Urals: soviets and workers organiza-
tions (1905), 22, 35, 38, 48, 49, 50,
63, soviets and workers organiza-
tions (1917), 137, 177, 182, 184,
199

Uritsky, Moisei S., 213

Vasilev, 248

Vladivostok: soviet (1905), 260; soviet
(1917), 137-8, 200

Volga region: soviets (1917), 184,
198, 210

Volodarsky, V., 213

Vologda: soviet (1917), 183, 197

Voronezh: soviets (1905), 259; so-
viets (1917 and after), 115, 121,
183, 198, 219

Votkinsk: soviet (1905), 259; soviet
(1917), 199

Vyatka: soviet (1905), 259; soviet
(1917 and after), 197, 230-1

Whites, 202, 210, 232, 233, 249. See
also civil war

Witte, Sergei, 23, 44-5, 58

Workers Opposition, 244-5, 245-6

workers soviets (1905), 20, 21, 36-43
passim, 45-64 passim, 72, 103, 259,
260; workers congress, plan for, 55,
67, 70. See also Moscow, soviets
and workers organizations; St.
Petersburg soviet; trade unions, Rev-
olution (1905) and soviets

workers soviet (1906-7), 62-3,
71-2

workers soviets (1917 and after), 64,
113-16, 118, 120, 121-2, 124, 184,
197-201 passim, 203, 206, 210, 218,
219, 221, 234, 240, 244-5, 246,
262; Kronstadt insurrection, Xxvi,
58, 235, 246-52 passim, 307 n. See



Index

also All-Russian Soviet Congress;
Moscow, soviets and workers or-
ganizations; Petrograd, soviets and
workers organizations; Petrograd
soviet; trade unions, Revolution
(1917) and soviets

World War, 98-103 passim, 117-19,
122, 123, 129, 131-2, 141, 146-50
passim, 154, 166, 177, 179, 182,
183, 184, 189, 194, 202-3, 214;
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, 222, 230,
304 n.-305 n.

Yaroslavsky, Emilian M., 195
Yugoslavia, xvi, 232, 255

337

Yuzovka: soviet (1905), 259; soviet
(1917), 116, 201

Zasulich, Vera, 30

Zborovskij, 46

Zimmerwald program, 131, 149

Zinoviev, Grigori E., 172; Kronstadt
insurrection, 248, 250; Petrograd
disturbances (1921), 246-7, 248;
and soviets, 126, 186-7, 212, 214,
238, 239-40

Zlatoust: soviet (1905), 259; soviet
(1917), 199

Znamja (periodical), 232

Zubatov, Sergei, 26, 27, 33



	007
	008
	009
	010
	011
	012
	013
	014
	015
	016
	017
	018
	019
	020
	021
	022
	023
	024
	025
	026
	027
	028
	029
	030
	031
	032
	033
	034
	035
	036
	037
	038
	039
	040
	041
	042
	043
	044
	045
	046
	047
	048
	049
	050
	051
	052
	053
	054
	055
	056
	057
	058
	059
	060
	061
	062
	063
	064
	065
	066
	067
	068
	069
	070
	071
	072
	073
	074
	075
	076
	077
	078
	079
	080
	081
	082
	083
	084
	085
	086
	087
	088
	089
	090
	091
	092
	093
	094
	095
	096
	097
	098
	099
	100
	101
	102
	103
	104
	105
	106
	107
	108
	109
	110
	111
	112
	113
	114
	115
	116
	117
	118
	119
	120
	121
	122
	123
	124
	125
	126
	127
	128
	129
	130
	131
	132
	133
	134
	135
	136
	137
	138
	139
	140
	141
	142
	143
	144
	145
	146
	147
	148
	149
	150
	151
	152
	153
	154
	155
	156
	157
	158
	159
	160
	161
	162
	163
	164
	165
	166
	167
	168
	169
	170
	171
	172
	173
	174
	175
	176
	177
	178
	179
	180
	181
	182
	183
	184
	185
	186
	187
	188
	189
	190
	191
	192
	193
	194
	195
	196
	197
	198
	199
	200
	201
	202
	203
	204
	205
	206
	207
	208
	209
	210
	211
	212
	213
	214
	215
	216
	217
	218
	219
	220
	221
	222
	223
	224
	225
	226
	227
	228
	229
	230
	231
	232
	233
	234
	235
	236
	237
	238
	239
	240
	241
	242
	243
	244
	245
	246
	247
	248
	249
	250
	251
	252
	253
	254
	255
	256
	257
	258
	259
	260
	261
	262
	263
	264
	265
	266
	267
	268
	269
	270
	271
	272
	273
	274
	275
	276
	277
	278
	279
	280
	281
	282
	283
	284
	285
	286
	287
	288
	289
	290
	291
	292
	293
	294
	295
	296
	297
	298
	299
	300
	301
	302
	303
	304
	305
	306
	307
	308
	309
	310
	311
	312
	313
	314
	315
	316
	317
	318
	319
	320
	321
	322
	323
	324
	325
	326
	327
	328
	329
	330
	331
	332
	333
	334
	335
	336
	337
	338
	339
	340
	341
	342
	343
	344
	345
	346
	347
	348
	349
	350
	351
	352
	353
	354
	355
	356
	357
	358
	359
	360
	361



