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ABBREVIATIONS AND GLOSSARY



	Bolsheviks
	Majority faction of the RSDLP, founded in 1903



	Central Committee
	Soviet Communist Party supreme body, elected at Party congresses



	Cheka (or Vecheka)
	Chrezvychainaia Kommissiia (All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combatting Counterevolution and Sabotage); the original Soviet secret police, 1917–22, whose members were called Chekists even after many name changes



	Comintern
	Communist International organization



	Gestapo
	Geheime Staatspolizei (secret state police, also called Staatspolizei or Stapo)



	GPU-OGPU
	Gosudarstvennoe Politicheskoe Upravlenie (State Political Administration)-Obedinennoe Gosudarstvennoe Politicheskoe Upravlenie (Joint State Political Administration); the Soviet secret police, 1922–34



	Gulag
	Glavnoe Upravlenie Lagerei (main camp administration); eventually in charge of Soviet concentration camps



	ITK
	corrective labor colony (USSR)



	ITL
	corrective labor camp (USSR)



	Kadets
	Russian Constitutional Democratic Party (liberals)



	kolkhoz
	(pl. kolkhozy) collective farm



	KPD
	Communist Party of Germany



	Kripo
	Criminal Police



	kulaks
	“rich” peasants



	lishentsy
	Soviet people “without rights”



	Mensheviks
	Minority faction of the RSDLP, founded in 1903



	NEP
	New Economic Policy (1921–29) introduced by Lenin



	NKVD
	Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs), but widely used initials for the secret police when, from 1934, the GPU-OGPU was reorganized into the NKVD and named GUGB NKVD



	NSDAP
	National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nazi Party)



	OKH
	High Command of the German Army



	Okhrana
	tsarist secret police



	OKW
	High Command of the German Armed Forces



	Politburo
	main committee of the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party



	Pravda
	main newspaper of the Bolsheviks, and later the semiofficial paper of the Communist Party



	RSDLP
	Russian Social Democratic Labor Party, the main Marxist party




	SA
	Sturmabteilung (the Nazi Brownshirts)



	SD
	Sicherheitsdienst (Security Service of the Nazi Party)



	Sipo
	Sicherheitspolizei (security police); founded in 1936 as the umbrella organization for the Gestapo and Kripo



	Sopade
	Executive of the Exile SPD, with headquarters in Prague (1933–38), Paris (1938–40), and London (1940)




	soviet
	Russian for “council;” in German, Rat



	Sovnarkom/SNK            
	Council of People’s Commissars; the government body established by the Russian Revolution



	SPD
	Social Democratic Party of Germany, briefly fractured into the MSPD (Majority wing) and the USPD (Independent wing)



	SS
	Schutzstaffel; Himmler’s Black Corps



	Stavka
	High Command of the Soviet Armed Forces



	vozhd’
	leader



	Wehrmacht
	German Armed Forces



	zek
	slang for zaklyuchennyi, Gulag prisoner








NOTE ON RUSSIAN SPELLING AND DATES

I have generally used the most common translations of Russian names, such as Leon Trotsky; Maxim Gorky, rather than Gorki; Georgy, rather than Georgii. I have omitted diacritical marks and other such features of the Russian language in the endnotes. Dates in the Russian section of the book prior to February 1918 are given according to the Julian calendar (or “Old Style”), which was twelve days behind the Western calendar in the nineteenth century and thirteen days behind it in the twentieth. January 31, 1918, was the last day of Julian calendar in Russia, with the next day becoming February 14.
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INTRODUCTION

The names of Lenin, Stalin, and Hitler will forever be linked to the tragic course of European history in the first half of the twentieth century. Only weeks after the Russian Revolution the Bolsheviks created secret police forces far more brutal than any that had existed under the tsar. The Nazis followed suit and were no sooner in power than they instituted the dreaded Gestapo. Under both regimes millions of people were incarcerated in concentration camps where they were tortured and frequently worked to death. The Nazis invented camps equipped for the industrial killing of millions of Jewish women, men, and children on the basis of supposed racial criteria.

The Soviet and Nazi dictators were themselves products of the structural changes generated by the Great War. Before 1914 they were marginal figures and would not have had the slightest hope of entering political life. Only in their dreams could they have imagined themselves as powerful rulers and leaders of mass movements. But once the “war monster” was released in 1914, the social and political crisis that swept across Europe opened up wholly new opportunities for the radicals and utopians.1

Every corner of Europe was affected by catastrophe that enveloped the continent for the next three decades. There were two world wars, the Russian Revolution and civil war, the Fascist takeover in Italy, the Nazi seizure of power, and the Holocaust. As well, there were numerous other uprisings and coups. The dark energies released by the hatreds, anxieties, and ambitions can be gleaned in part from the enormous scale of the killing. Far more men in uniform and still more civilians were struck down than in any comparable period in history. This book focuses on the dominant powers of the time, the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, but analyzes the catastrophe itself in global terms, in an effort to lay bare its large-scale political and ideological nature. From this perspective, we can see that the tragedies endured by Europe were much more than discrete events. They were inextricably linked and an integral part of the bitter rivalry waged by the Communists and the Nazis for world domination.

In the First World War something on the order of eight million men were killed in action, seven million permanently disabled, and another fifteen million seriously wounded. An estimated five million civilians lost their lives through “war-induced causes,” such as disease and malnutrition. These civilian casualties do not include those of Russia, where the situation was worst of all, magnified ultimately by (two) revolutions in 1917, followed by a civil war and famine.2 All this happened in what was to be only the first phase of the great social and political catastrophe. The next round was to be deadlier still.

The First World War’s social effects cannot be underestimated. “All inhabitants of Europe were exposed to the militarization of life and language, the erosion of individual freedom and social differences, the disruption of economic life, the drain of wealth, the hardships caused by food shortages, the growth of collectivization and bureaucracies, the collapse of the international system, and the release of huge reservoirs of aggressivity and violence.”3

There would be no returning to the old ways. In tsarist Russia the regime had been tottering before 1914, and after more than three years of sacrifice the national will to carry on was all but dissipated. By early 1917 despair and resentment had led directly to the overthrow of Tsar Nicholas II. A new provisional government disastrously tried to carry on the war, but the army’s morale and will to continue went from bad to worse. By October, Lenin and the Bolsheviks, seizing the moment to their own political advantage, had succeeded in taking power almost without firing a shot; there was no one left to defend the government. The war had opened the door to revolution and Communism. Thereafter, Lenin and the Bolsheviks combined terror and missionary zeal at home with a fervent belief that it was their destiny to bring the blessings of Communism to the West.

Russia was not alone in losing its monarchs. In 1918 and 1919 in Central Europe, Socialist and Communist revolutions followed the lost war and drove out the old leaders. There were also unsuccessful attempts to establish Communist regimes in Berlin, Munich, Vienna, Budapest, and elsewhere. In the early 1920s there were several renewed efforts, with Soviet encouragement and assistance, to bring about a Russian-style revolution in Germany.

The postwar “normality” in Europe was marked by political violence, attempted (and successful) coups, assassinations, bands of uniformed thugs in the streets, and general instability. This climate was conducive to the rise of new parties, and above all to the emergence of radicals and dictators of the right and the left who, backed by the enraged, the zealots, and notably also by young “idealists,” tried to turn the general crisis to their own advantage. After 1918, when the war ended, there was a persistent feeling of living merely in an interregnum between wars.

The war monster was prepared for the next round that began in September 1939. The Second World War was, however, anything but a rerun of the old conflicts that had been in abeyance since 1918. From the mid-1930s, the ideological and political conflict between Nazism and Communism that had raged for more than a decade was reflected in growing international tensions. The new conflict erupted over Poland, and it escalated across Western Europe until ultimately the world descended into a maelstrom of destruction and horror that was far deadlier than even the Great War.

In Europe the ideological clash between Nazism and Communism added an entirely new dimension to the conflict that had engulfed the same nations during the Great War. There was a new viciousness, as the armed forces threw aside the conventions of war and national and ethnic hatreds roared out of control. Ethnic cleansing, “population transfers,” deliberate targeting of civilians, and mass crimes became the order of the day. One way or another every country on the continent became entangled in the Holocaust.

The systematic mass murder of the Jews at the hands of German forces during the Second World War was at the heart of the great catastrophe I deal with in this book. The Jewish people in Europe became caught up in the hatreds and emotions following the First World War. They were killed in the hundreds of thousands in the Russian civil war (1918–21). Those crimes, committed mainly by “White” forces against the “Reds,” were the worst pogroms in Russian history, far deadlier than anything that had been seen in the days of the tsars.

The sheer scale of the calamity that befell Europe in the Second World War defies the imagination. A sense of being immersed in the great catastrophe was conveyed in numerous ways by many people, few more strikingly than a Russian artist during the siege of Leningrad. She wrote in her diary:


In all this worldwide phantasmagoria, I feel some kind of satanic romanticism, and in addition, grandeur, a head-long irrepressible rush to death and destruction.

Some horrible and violent whirlwind has landed on earth, and everything has gotten mixed up and has started to spin in black smoke, fire, and snowstorm.

And we, we Leningraders, choking in the siege, are microscopic grains of sand in this whole, immense cyclone.4



  A monster like the one unleashed in 1941 could not be chained up so easily, and the war did not end abruptly with V-E day, on May 8, 1945, when the Allies celebrated their victory. Social strife in the form of brutal acts of retribution, ethnic cleansing, and civil wars raged on until 1953 and the death of Stalin.5

This book began as a study of the conflicting ideologies of Communism and Nazism and the murderous rivalries of Stalin and Hitler. I did not initially include Lenin as a major figure. However, as I conducted my research and tried to reconstruct the events leading up to the Second World War, I began to see that much of what I wanted to say was leading me back, over and over, to Lenin and the beginnings of the Soviet dictatorship.

The two best studies dealing with Soviet Communism and German National Socialism focus on Stalin and Hitler and hardly mention Lenin at all. Their point of departure is to compare the two regimes through a methodology that takes Hitler as the principal figure and then examines the parallels with Stalin. But it is never explained why Hitler is placed before Stalin. After all, long before anyone had ever heard of Hitler, Stalin was politically active, and he was a powerful Soviet dictator many years before the Nazi leader became chancellor of Germany.6

My book deviates from the standard approach by giving significant attention to Lenin and by putting the story in proper chronological sequence. It also corrects for the tendency of most studies of Stalinism to ignore Lenin or relegate him to a background role. Too often Lenin comes across as a prudent and wise, or at least well-intentioned, founding father whose vision was polluted by the murderous Stalin. Yet Lenin is central not just to the foundation of Soviet Communism but also to its subsequent development. It was precisely his will to power that drove on the doubters among fellow Bolsheviks in 1917. Without a hint of moral scruple or sense of national loyalty, Lenin desperately hoped for Russia’s defeat in the First World War and ridiculed fellow Bolsheviks who thought they should defend their country.

In March 1917 the world of the tsars came crashing down, and for a short while, under the new provisional government, Russia became one of the freest countries in the world. At the time Lenin was nowhere near Petrograd, the capital; he was living in Switzerland. Emboldened by events, he now returned to his homeland. He was determined to destroy what remained of the old social and political order in Russia and intent on killing any chance that the new Russia would become a liberal democracy.

Lenin, the man born Vladimir Ilych Ulyanov on April 10, 1870, “Old Style,” grew up in a family of comfortable means. He had been an early convert to revolutionary activism and was perhaps the most intransigent practitioner of Russian Marxism in the prerevolutionary period. As the founder of Soviet Communism, he was the key advocate of establishing the one-party state, the concentration camps, and the terror. He insisted, within days of the October Revolution, that civil and legal rights had to be curtailed. Only weeks later he pushed for a new secret police (the Cheka). He set the intolerant tone of the new regime and relentlessly pursued a widening circle of enemies. Nor were terror and dictatorship simply reactions to the exigencies of governing, for Lenin embraced both more than a decade before the Russian Revolution. When the tsarist regime came under pressure in 1905, for example, Lenin was not satisfied with the idea of reforming it into a constitutional monarchy or even liberal democracy.7

When they met for the first time in mid-December 1905, Stalin was already in tune with Lenin but disagreed with Lenin’s change of tactics to participate in elections made possible by the October reforms. Nevertheless, Stalin learned to take his cues from the “great man,” for the two agreed that the ends justified any means and that the ultimate aim was dictatorship of the proletariat—with the emphasis on the former.8

Lenin had remarkably little empathy for the hopes and aspirations of the common people, whether they were peasant farmers or members of the industrial working class. He believed that the workers were the only “revolutionary class” but, if left to their own devices, they would want “merely” better wages and social improvements—in other words, tradeunion demands that, in his eyes, betrayed their limited imagination. The Russian writer Maxim Gorky accurately summed up Lenin’s attitude in November 1917, at the very start of the new regime, when its character was barely defined. “The working class is for Lenin what ore is for the metalworker. Is it possible, under all present conditions, to mold a socialist state from this ore? Apparently it is impossible; however—why not try? What does Lenin risk if the experiment should fail?”9

Leninism was based on the idea that professional revolutionaries would form an avant-garde or vanguard party and rule in the name of the proletariat. They would not waste time on the “sham” of liberal democracy, which they regarded as nothing more than the government of the hated bourgeoisie. Getting rid of the absolute monarchy and replacing it with a constitutional system was merely a prelude to a more authentic revolution. None of this was going to happen without bloodshed, and Lenin took it as self-evident that the class struggle meant civil war. He was convinced that Communism had to be forced through violently. His followers were elitist to the core and assured of their own superiority. They took it upon themselves to create a new world from top to bottom.

Joseph Vissarionovich Dzhughashvili, or Joseph Stalin, was born December 21, 1879, according to the official biography published during his lifetime, but historians now agree that the real date was December 6, 1878. We have no idea why he lied about the date of his birth. The man himself had undeniable gifts, but originality was not one of them. He proudly and intentionally built on Lenin’s foundations. To put it another way: Stalin initiated very little that Lenin had not already introduced or previewed. Stalin was Lenin’s logical successor, priding himself on being a true disciple, though he was to transform the Soviet Union in ways his idol could only dream about.

The myth of the “good Lenin”—the savior—was built into the political culture of the Soviet Union from the start, and Stalin shrewdly played it to his own political advantage. Lenin was actually merciless and cruel. Even the inner circle of the Bolsheviks shuddered at his ferocity and the executions he ordered without any compunction. We should understand the figure of the “good Lenin” as a political instrument, meant to inspire followers at home and abroad.

The “good Lenin” existed before there was a “bad Stalin.” Stalin came from a peasant family in Georgia and was a seminary student prior to taking the path of a professional revolutionary. But his career in the distant Caucasus had little direction until he adopted Lenin as his leader. When Stalin fought for supremacy among Soviet Communists in the early 1920s, he did so not by laying out his own aims but by proclaiming himself Lenin’s most loyal follower and interpreter.

There has been some talk that Lenin, who was growing more seriously ill by the day, wanted to get rid of Stalin in December 1922–January 1923. In his so-called political testament Lenin complained that Stalin was “too rude” and wrote of “removing” him as general secretary of the Party. Lenin’s annoyance with Stalin can be traced to a private event: Stalin had had a personal confrontation with Lenin’s wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya. However, as much as he demanded an apology and muttered about Stalin’s manners, he said nothing about removing him from the most important committees in the country (the Politburo and Central Committee), and there is no documentary evidence to suggest he was looking to another possible successor. His main concern was about a split in the Party around the two powerful personalities of Stalin and Leon Trotsky. But he appreciated Stalin deeply. He had fostered him in important ways and ultimately favored him above all the other rivals at the top of the Party.10

The first dictator of the Soviet Union and his future successor had no major theoretical or political differences in the area of Communist doctrine, least of all on the wholesale and ruthless use of terror. Stalin stayed on as general secretary of the Party. In the struggle for power after Lenin died, he easily pushed aside Trotsky, his main rival. From the mid-1920s, when he asserted his dominant position, Stalin justified every zigzag in policy, every twist of the screws, every dose of terror, by tracing it to some statement or other that Lenin had made. I show in this book that far from perverting or undermining Lenin’s legacy, as is sometimes assumed, Stalin was Lenin’s logical heir.

After Stalin’s death in 1953, the “good Lenin” was resurrected to chase out the “bad Stalin” and his personality cult. Something had clearly gone wrong with Communism: there were obvious abuses and a gigantic concentration camp system with more than two million prisoners, and the rights of citizens meant nothing. The question was how all that had come to pass. Nikita Khrushchev’s famous speech in 1956, which signaled a “thaw” in the Soviet Union, claimed that Stalin had corrupted Leninism. Khrushchev trotted out the myth of Lenin the noble and good to save the “inner truths” of Communism from association with what were belatedly recognized as “Stalinist evils.” Everything that had gone wrong in the country was now placed squarely on Stalin’s shoulders. Khrushchev brought up Lenin’s “testament” and his charges about Stalin’s rudeness to “prove” that the brilliant Lenin had been right all along. Khrushchev asked rhetorically: “Were our Party’s holy Leninist principles observed after the death of Vladimir Ilich?” That they were not was Stalin’s fault, because there was supposedly nothing wrong with Leninism itself.11

This fable about Lenin no longer convinces, as is made abundantly clear from the content and character of the documents coming out of the newly opened Russian archives.12 They reveal Lenin to be the most extreme of the radicals, and the leader who pressed for terror as much as, and probably more than, anyone.

The image of Lenin that emerges from the pages of this book, even the mere mention of him in the title alongside Stalin and Hitler, will disturb some people. A good friend at my American publishers said the very thought of putting Lenin next to Stalin and Hitler in the book’s title would be enough to make her Russian grandmother turn in her grave.

Communism has not suffered the same obloquy as Nazism, notwithstanding all we have come to learn about persecution and mass murder in the Soviet Union, China, and elsewhere. That may be because Communism was meant to have a universal liberating purpose. It was to bring the end of inequalities and establish real social justice. To many of its adherents, it did not seem to matter much that the Soviet regime produced the exact opposite on almost all counts.13

Like Stalin, Adolf Hitler (born April 20, 1889) was a man of modest origins. For the first three decades of his life, he gave no thought to a career in politics and was instinctively a loner who dabbled in art. He was not even a German citizen, but an Austrian with an odd southern accent who set out in his twenties for Germany, where he continued to peddle his artwork. His personal qualities were not the stuff of the born leader. He was painfully shy, spoke little in public, and wrote less. He served as a volunteer in the German army during the entire First World War but rose no higher than the rank of corporal. He was an outsider even in the trenches at the front.

At the close of the war, Hitler became uncannily attuned to the wave of resentment and bitterness that swept over the defeated country. He spewed hatred for the “November criminals,” those who were allegedly responsible for Germany’s loss, and like many others he wanted to tear up the Treaty of Versailles, which shackled his adopted country with the guilt for the Great War. Unlike the Marxists, Hitler had no grand theory that posited an end point “beyond” history. For Hitler, history was all there was, a constant striving in which German survival and supremacy could only be ensured through the creation of a racially pure “community of the people,” cleansed of Communists, Jews, criminals, social outsiders, and those classified as racially unfit.

We do not know much about Hitler’s views before 1919. What is certain is that as he grew up in Austria, he held a highly romanticized understanding of all things German, developed contempt for Austro-Hungarian governmental officials, and had an unmistakable, if vaguely defined, yearning to have his people find a home in a Greater Germany. On the eve of the Great War he was living in Munich and overjoyed in his belief that Germany was at last going to establish itself as the world power he felt to be its birthright. The war eventually threatened to put an end to his nationalist aspirations. At that point the corporal who had heretofore led an uneventful life became politically awake to the meaning of defeat and humiliation and joined the chorus that laid the blame on the Jews.

It should not surprise that Hitler fell into league with nationalist groups, given his long-standing emotional attachment to Germany. But his passionate commitment to a “rebirth” of the nation was fundamentally tied to the view that the Jews were responsible for its betrayal. He had no difficulty adopting a biological racist outlook, though his social Darwinism was in all probability little more than a convenient rationale for his increasingly bitter anti-Semitic views. Growing up in Austria, Hitler likely did not differ from many of his generation in tending toward anti-Jewish attitudes, though it was not until after the Great War that he became the type of rabid anti-Semite we associate with the Nazi movement.

Hitler stood out among the disaffected after the war not just because of his rhetorical skills but, more important, because of the radical nature of his politics, the all-or-nothing attitude he was to demonstrate the rest of his life. By September 1919, it was already on his agenda to “remove” the Jews from Germany “altogether.” It is extremely doubtful that even he, at that time, could have imagined how that impulse would play out in the Second World War, but those who thronged to hear him speak in the 1920s could sense that fanatical right-wing politics—a crackdown on “law and order,” the Communists, and above all the Jews—would be at the heart of a Hitler leadership.

Hitler’s anti-Semitic phobia soon became entangled with a feverish anti-Bolshevism. He followed the pattern of other anti-Semites in grossly exaggerating the number of Jews involved in Communism in Germany and the Soviet Union, but his hatred of the Jews could not be reduced to their supposed sympathy for Communism. More significantly, he portrayed them as the natural enemies of the nation.

On August 13, 1920, in Munich, Hitler gave what amounted to his “programmatic” statement on anti-Semitism. He invited his audience to envision what great heights of culture and art Germany might reach if the nation came together. He claimed that the Jews could never be part of this effort because, unlike Germans (more generally “Aryans”), they did not see work as a social and moral obligation. He maintained that the Jews would always live as outsiders in another state, as agents, businessmen, and dealers.14 He continued to hone this theme. For example, on November 2, 1922, he described the Jews as a people who were by nature international. They were able to thrive throughout history in so many diverse environments, speaking different languages, always having a sense of themselves as a people, he said. His greatest fear was that this “race,” which he regarded as “lower,” might well be capable of undermining German culture and thus its national identity. He believed the Jews had been “destroyers of culture” from the earliest times, in Egypt, Palestine, Greece, and ancient Rome.15

Whereas many observers might perceive capitalism and Communism as deadly enemies, with little in common, Hitler saw both as infused with the spirit of internationalism and thus as sharing a common ground of natural enmity against the nation. From this perspective, one simply could not be both for internationalism and for Germany. Hitler held stubbornly to the view that the Jews, as a people with no homeland of their own, had no stake in belonging to the nation because their real interests lay elsewhere, with capitalism or Communism.

It was with this inflexible belief in the Jews as the natural enemies of Germany that Hitler became the most resolute opponent of Lenin and Stalin and what he disparagingly called “Jewish Bolshevism.” He fought for more than a decade to get into power, and thereafter set out to reshape Germany and then Europe according to an ideology to which he had committed himself early and held on to until the end. He was intent on war almost from the day of his appointment as chancellor on January 30, 1933, and in 1939 he got it. The clash of Nazi and Communist ideologies reached critical proportions in June 1941 and became the Vernichtungskrieg— or war of annihilation against Jews and Communists—for which he lusted.

This book, then, holds that Hitler’s anti-Semitism was rooted in his radical and racially tinged German nationalism and that his war against Communism was an extension of his war against the Jews. My position is strictly opposed to that of Ernst Nolte, who believes that Nazi anti-Semitism was a reaction to Soviet Communism and that the crimes of the Nazis, including the annihilation of the Jews, were “copies” of crimes committed by the Soviets. Nolte goes so far as to maintain that there was a “rational core” to Hitler’s persecution of the Jews in that as a group they were active in the Communist movement. He suggests that the Jews could be taken as having declared war on Germany, with the implication that Nazi Germany was put in the position of defender of the homeland. Nolte’s statements are an astonishing and reprehensible replication of Nazi rhetoric, notwithstanding his unsuccessful maneuverings to distance himself from the racist ideology of the Third Reich. Suffice it to say he has been roundly and rightly condemned not only for advancing the untenable and shocking position that the Jews were somehow to blame for their own destruction but also for denying against all the evidence that Nazi anti-Semitism was rooted in German nationalism.16

For Hitler, anti-Semitism was a fundamental plank of Nazi ideology. It drew for its sustenance on nationalist aspirations in place before the Great War and was heightened to a maddening degree by the country’s defeat. With Hitler’s idea of Soviet Communism as yet another Jewish plot to destroy the nation, Nazi ideology soon overreached the national dimensions of a country fretting over the lost war and despised Versailles Treaty. As he created the Nazi movement and built the Third Reich, with continuing scrutiny of the Soviet Union, his determination to “remove” the Jews from Germany assumed a mission of worldwide scope.17 It is only by examining Hitler’s venomous attitudes toward the Jews and how these were connected to his anti-Bolshevism that we can get a sense of the viciously obsessive nature of his anti-Semitism and its primacy in Nazi ideology and politics, nationally and internationally.

In the 1930s the struggle between Communism and Nazism became a deadly rivalry for world domination. It was above all this clash that led to the darkest chapters of the great social and political catastrophe of the century. The democratic European countries were no match for these two power-hungry upstarts, and it was only the entrance of the Americans into the Second World War, albeit on the side of the Soviet Union, that managed to overcome the might of Germany. In return, the United States would have its hands full with the Communists in the ensuing Cold War, which was to last half a century.

This book provides a social-historical account of the Soviet and Nazi dictatorships and documents their similarities and differences. I agree with Charles Maier that it is crucial to preserve the distinctions and contrasts.18

Russia in 1914 was arguably the most politically repressive state on the continent. It was still an agricultural and undeveloped society, with more than one hundred languages spoken by its multiethnic population. Seventy-nine percent of them were illiterate according to the census of 1897. Germany by contrast was modern, highly cultured, ethnically homogeneous, and economically advanced. It had long since attained nearly universal literacy and was on the way to liberal democracy. Good citizens in Germany, as in most parts of Austria, prided themselves on the rule of law. “Social peace and good order” was a well-known German proverb, and in that respect it was quite unlike the far more violent and unruly Russian society. The uproar and chaos in the streets of Germany after the war—much of it caused by the Nazis—made people ready to embrace Hitler, who promised to bring an end to such unquiet times. The older contrasts with Russia did not disappear, but colored the Communist and Nazi dictatorships that emerged.

Stalin and Hitler have been viewed as “populist politicians.”19 My research does not support that perspective. In fact, the two dictators were very different. Hitler was a model example of a charismatic leader, a man with the gift of instant communication with the masses. Stalin was utterly lacking in charisma, at least until the end of the Second World War. He was a workaholic, the ultimate bureaucratic pencil pusher. In his concern for administrative details he was the exact opposite of Hitler, who wanted others to make most of the decisions “in his place” while he reserved the important ones—perhaps only 5 percent—for himself.20

Far from being “populists,” Stalin and Lenin before him were self-proclaimed leaders of the vanguard. They did not appeal to public opinion nor try to build on the popular mood. Even in their own minds they derived their legitimacy and authority not from the people but from Marxism and the laws of history, of which they supposedly had superior knowledge. Hitler, on the other hand, believed passionately that political authority had to be based on popularity and that no regime could be a true nation if not backed by the people belonging to it.

Hitler had nothing but contempt for the Soviet-style dictators and the terror they used on their own people, and in stark contrast he set out to win over the hearts and minds of all non-Jewish Germans in a communal bonding based on the “exclusion” of the Jews and others deemed racially unfit. What he wanted was dictatorship by the consent of the initiated.21 Hitler’s hybrid form of government can be called a consensus dictatorship.22 I agree with Ian Kershaw that Hitler’s popularity and authority “formed the central vehicle for consolidating and integrating society in a massive consensus for the regime.”23

Unlike his Soviet counterparts, Hitler proceeded relatively cautiously. For example, he tried to prepare popular opinion in advance of new initiatives, and when these ran up against objections, he frequently backed off. That point held true for the campaign against the churches and for the persecution of the Jews inside Germany. This tendency was in marked contrast to Lenin and Stalin, who never retreated in the face of opposition and often resorted to immediate and ruthless terror. The Orthodox Church, beloved by so many traditionalist Russians, was all but wiped out. The Communists burned down many ancient houses of worship and enslaved the priests, whereas the Nazis recoiled when a few people objected to some local radical’s decision to remove crucifixes from the schools.

In the USSR, Party purges and the rituals of public self-criticism and self-flagellation formed an integral part of Communist practice under both Lenin and Stalin. There was nothing of the kind in Nazi Germany. Hitler operated by heaping praise on the German spirit and cheering on good citizens as they responded in kind to him. He reserved his venom for the Jews, political opponents like Communists, and outsider groups like homosexuals and Gypsies. There was one (relatively small) purge in 1934, horrible, to be sure, but not to be overestimated. Hitler was loath to dismiss even corrupt Party officials, as if he did not want to admit his misplaced faith in them. To keep up morale during the war and also to avoid having Germans question his authority, Hitler merely asked generals to resign or take sick leave when he found them wanting, whereas Stalin had many such people shot. The popular field marshal Erwin Rommel was allowed to take poison in October 1944 because of his suspected involvement in the attempt to assassinate Hitler in July.

Above all, Hitler despised the universal claims of Communism. His movement, like his regime, saw itself as anchored in “blood and soil,” in the here and now, even as it preached a future utopia for racially fit Germans only. The Nazi message was exclusivist or particularist. It opened its doors, but barely a crack, for a relatively few Nordic Europeans. Otherwise the Greater Germania of the future or the New Order—or whatever it would be called—would be sealed off, and the only contact with other “races” would be of the kind between masters and slaves. There would be no “brotherhood of man,” but what Hitler imagined as an inevitable and endless Darwinian struggle of the “superior” to fend off the “inferior.” (Needless to say, like many others before and since, he possessed only a crude understanding of Darwin.) The Nazi “final solution” took the lives of millions of innocent people before Hitler was finally stopped, in 1945, amid the rubble of a bombed and burning Germany.

Soviet and Nazi regimes both gained followers from among the idealists, the young, and the better educated. Such people virtually worshipped their leaders, and even the ice-cold rationalists among them could recall the ground seeming to tremble beneath their feet when they came into the presence of these men. One young Russian Communist, who was found guilty at war’s end of “showing pity for the Germans, for bourgeois humanism, and for harmful statements on questions of current policy,” was not only expelled from the Party but imprisoned. Actually the word “prison” could not be tolerated in the Soviet “utopia,” so he was sent to what was called Kharkov’s House of Corrective Labor. Remarkably enough, inside this “house” he said he “became even more consistent a Stalinist. What I was afraid of, more than anything else, was that my sense of personal injury would impair my view of what remained most important to the life of my country and of the world. That vision was essential to me as a source of my spiritual strength, of my conception of myself as part of a great whole.” Even if the judges and secret police were wrong, he “believed that no amount of mistakes or miscalculations or injustices could alter the aggregate or halt the coming triumph of Socialism.”24

The promise of material gain and improvement in their way of life won converts to Communism and Nazism. Both regimes had to provide a minimum of life’s necessities to win and maintain support. Moreover, many Soviet Communists and Nazis were fixated on making life comfortable for themselves and practiced every form of immorality, perversity, cruelty, and criminality imaginable. In the Third Reich the extent of profiteering and corruption knew no limits, above and beyond how Party leaders, members, and ordinary citizens gained at the expense of the Jews.25 In the Soviet Union the nomenklatura, or those whose names were entered on “lists,” had every possible privilege, from special apartments and stores to schools and dachas.26 They embodied the cruel commandment issued by the pigs in George Orwell’s satirical Animal Farm (1945): “All animals are equal but some animals are more equal than others.”

But materialist explanations for Communist or Nazi supporters are inadequate. Millions committed to the cause, not simply for personal gain but in spite of suffering and loss. Indeed, the spirit of self-sacrifice among committed Communists and Nazis was one of the features that make this era in Europe so striking. What is transmitted in diaries, letters, and autobiographies from the period was the faith and conviction of the “true believers.”

Contrary to some recent works, I believe the Nazi persecution of the Jews was not aimed primarily at acquiring their property in order to finance the Third Reich. In conversations with Goebbels, as elsewhere, Hitler comes across as someone who was fanatically focused on what he regarded as the anti-Semitic mission in defense of the fatherland. Killing all the Jews was a war aim in his mind and extended to the murder even of those Jews working for the armaments industry, where there was a short supply of labor by 1943. All were killed not for economic gain but in spite of economic losses. Materialist explanations for killing workingage Jewish males in 1943 and 1944, at a time when the regime needed their labor, are not plausible, and the claims do not hold up under scientific scrutiny.27

My previous work and research interests have been in social history, and this book is no exception. Once again I have placed special emphasis on the victims and their stories, but my account of what happened to them is by no means exhaustive. It is a harrowing tale, even if whole volumes of suffering and death could not be included within the constraints of one book. I have dwelled longer on what seem to me to be the representative mass crimes and tried to explain these as best I could.

The Soviet side of the story could not have been told before the collapse of Communism and the opening of the Russian archives. I gathered so much material on the period as a whole that I could not possibly include it all and had to cut much that was already written. I regret not dealing in depth with Soviet and German public opinion, and the cultural side of these dictatorships, but these matters must await another book. In addition, I have planned a sequel study that focuses in greater detail on the last part of the war and the first years of the peace that followed.



PART ONE

LENIN’S COMMUNIST DICTATORSHIP




1

THE FIRST WORLD WAR AND
THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

The First World War strained the regime of Tsar Nicholas II to the breaking point. Initially, in August 1914, the nation rallied around the flag. Politicians and the urban middle classes welcomed the war, and the army went off to defend their “Slavic brothers” in Yugoslavia against German and Austrian aggression. The Duma, Russia’s national assembly, dissolved itself to symbolize the country’s support of the government. But no one in Europe, let alone in Russia, visualized the war to come, the devastation it would cause, and how long hostilities would last.

The tsarist empire had the largest army in Europe but lacked the resources to fight a prolonged struggle. Before the first year of the fighting was over, there were shortages of all kinds. Replacement troops were being trained without rifles and sent onto the battlefield, where they were to go among the dead and wounded to pick up the weapons they needed.

By the beginning of 1917, widespread discontent over the ghastly sacrifices of the war, food shortages, and high prices led to bitter strikes and hostile demonstrations. A police report for January 1917 from Petrograd, the newly renamed capital, spelled out the darkening situation:

“These mothers, exhausted from standing endlessly in lines and having suffered so much watching their half-starving and sick children, are perhaps much closer to a revolution than Messrs. Miliukov, Rodichev, and Co. [leaders of the liberal Kadet Party], and of course much more dangerous.”1

The pent-up resentments and grievances were ignited by a demonstration in the capital on February 23, when a peaceful march for women’s rights was joined by striking workers. Cries rang out for bread, and people exclaimed, “Down with the tsar!” By February 26, under orders from the tsar, troops fired on demonstrators. Some of the soldiers were sickened by what they did, and then the next day the revolution began as mutinous troops rampaged through the streets killing or disarming police. Crowds shouting “Give us bread,” “Down with the war,” “Down with the Romanovs,” and “Down with the government” attacked police headquarters.

Instead of charging the crowds, tens of thousands of peasant soldiers, their mentality shaped by decades of grievances against the system, went over to the people. Together they exploded in a mixture of rage and revenge that rumbled on for days. The police put machine guns atop buildings, but even these were ineffective against the angry tumult.2

Tsar Nicholas II was informed, and on March 2, in a meeting at the front, Aleksandr Guchkov and Vasily Shulgin, deputies of the State Duma, laid out the stark options. Guchkov pronounced the home front and military out of control. The situation, he said, was not “the result of some conspiracy,” but represented “a movement that sprang from the very ground and instantly took on an anarchical cast and left the authorities fading into the background.”

The upheaval had spread to the army, Guchkov continued, “for there isn’t a single military unit that isn’t immediately infected by the atmosphere of the movement.” He believed that it might be possible to prevent the inevitable if a radical step was taken. He explained:


The people profoundly believe that the situation was caused by the mistakes of those in authority, in particular the highest authority, and this is why some sort of act is needed that would work upon the popular consciousness. The only path is to transfer the burden of supreme rulership to other hands. Russia can be saved, the monarchical principle can be saved, the dynasty can be saved. If you, Your Majesty, announce that you are transferring your power to your little son, if you assign the regency to Grand Duke Mikhail Alexandrovich, and if in your name or in the name of the regent instructions are issued for a new government to be formed, then perhaps Russia will be saved. I say perhaps because events are unfolding so quickly.3



Dismayed at this turn of events, Nicholas II accepted the inevitable, and on March 3, 1917, he abdicated, also in the name of his gravely ill son. The tsar stepped down in favor of his brother Grand Duke Mikhail, who tried to get assurances of support in the capital. He asked leading figures from the Duma, including Prince Georgii Lvov, Mikhail Rodzianko, and Alexander Kerensky, whether they could vouch for his safety if he accepted the crown. None thought they could, so Mikhail was left with little choice but to refuse the crown.4 In fact a third of the members of the State Duma formed a “provisional committee” on the afternoon of February 27, and by March 2, with the tsar’s abdication, that became the new provisional government.5

The American ambassador in Petrograd witnessed what he regarded as “the most amazing revolution.” He reported that a nation of 200 million living under an absolute monarchy for a thousand years had forced out their emperor with a minimal amount of violence. The three-hundred-year rule of the Romanov dynasty was over.6 In fact the revolution was not “bloodless,” for in Petrograd alone estimates of the new government put the killed or wounded at 1, 443. Even the higher figures mentioned were small in comparison with what was to follow.7

LENIN AND THE BOLSHEVIKS

The main Marxist party, the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party (RSDLP), including the Bolshevik and Menshevik factions, had nothing to do with this liberal revolution that swept away the Romanovs. Lenin was in Switzerland. Stalin was isolated in western Siberia, in exile since 1913. Most other top Bolshevik and Menshevik leaders were far removed from the action as well, with Leon Trotsky and Nikolai Bukharin five thousand miles away in North America.

But just over seven months after the February liberal revolution, the world learned of the October Communist revolution, headed by Lenin and the Bolsheviks. It was to change the course of world history, and the twentieth century was to be the bloodiest ever.

Lenin was born into a well-to-do family in Simbirsk. His parents named him Vladimir Ilych Ulyanov. Later, following the practice of Russian revolutionaries, he took Lenin as his pseudonym. His grandfather on his mother’s side, Dr. Alexander Blank, was Jewish, about which a great deal was made later on, but Lenin had no memory of him at all, and there was no connection with Judaism in his life. Lenin’s father was a higher civil servant, and the family lived in the style of provincial dignitaries. His father died from a sudden illness in early 1886.

Lenin’s older brother Alexander was at university in St. Petersburg at the time. He was involved with one of the many revolutionary groups and identified with Russia’s intelligentsia, who were raised on Western education and saw their own society as culturally and politically backward.

For decades the intelligentsia had striven to bring Russia up to Western standards. Each generation experimented with different revolutionary tactics. Sometimes the mood gave rise to nihilists who rejected everything, and at other times revolutionaries were inspired by the idea of going to the people to “instruct” them.8

The intelligentsia from the 1870s onward grew more radical. On March 1, 1881, one of many splinter groups assassinated Tsar Alexander 11, in hopes of stirring up massive social and political unrest and sparking revolution. Lenin’s brother joined another group intent on killing the successor to the throne, Alexander III. However, the ever-vigilant Okhrana, the secret police, got wind of the conspiracy. The plan had been to attack the tsar on March 1, 1887, the anniversary of the last tsar’s death. Arrests followed, and, shockingly for his family, Lenin’s older brother was hanged along with four others in May.

The young Lenin reacted quietly to these dramatic events. He had always been diligent in school, and he went back to his books and continued his studies. He registered as a student in the law faculty at Kazan University in the fall of 1887.

Little is known about Lenin’s extracurricular activities in this period, but as one might expect, he had some contact with student radicals and probably participated in protests against the government. As the brother of the conspirator and would-be assassin Alexander, he likely came under particular scrutiny from the tsarist authorities. While he was certainly not the student radical that subsequent Soviet lore made him out to be, he was duly rounded up by the police for the part he allegedly played in demonstrations. He was expelled from the university in December 1887 and exiled to Kokushkino, but by mid-1890 he was allowed to begin the process of registering as an external student at St. Petersburg University, from which he was awarded a law degree in November 1891. In the meantime, he had become a voracious reader of left-wing literature.

Lenin gravitated toward the fledgling Russian Marxist movement rather than the Russian populists, who emphasized agrarian Socialism. According to Karl Marx, the Socialist revolution was to be expected in the most advanced countries when the contradictions of mature capitalism reached a crisis that could not be resolved within the prevailing economic conditions. Even for committed Russian Marxists, it was certainly debatable whether Marx’s theories really fitted Russia, but Lenin took a doctrinaire approach and tried to “prove” that capitalism already existed there. He did not waver from this position and later, in 1899, published a large tome on the topic. Although it was filled with statistics and analysis of the driest kind, it surprisingly got the attention of young radicals in distant parts of the Russian Empire. Anastas I. Mikoyan, slightly younger (born 1895) than Lenin, but later to become a long-serving member of the Soviet government under Stalin, was given the book. His circle in the Caucasus first became acquainted and impressed with Lenin’s thought in that highly technical volume.9

No matter what the statistics were supposed to prove, the plain fact was that capitalism in Russia was still in its infancy. (Lenin admitted as much many times later in life.) For Russian Marxists, the dilemma was what to do in the here and now. They lived in a society that was more feudal than capitalist, and thus—according to Marx himself—was not yet “ready” for a Socialist revolution.

Lenin’s revolutionary activities got him arrested in December 1895 and held in a St. Petersburg prison. He was allowed to have books and was anything but mistreated. It was not until early 1897 that he was sent to “administrative exile” in Siberia. Nadezhda Konstantinovna Krupskaya (herself an exiled radical), one of Lenin’s staunchest supporters, called herself his fiancée and in 1898 asked the authorities if she could join him in Shushenskoe. They soon married. He was permitted considerable freedom to study and write, so exile for Lenin was more of an opportunity than a deprivation. Just after the turn of the century, when they left Siberia, Lenin’s self-image as a fighter for the cause had been strengthened, his Marxist convictions had taken a yet more radical turn, and he had written What Is to Be Done? That small pamphlet would make him widely known to the underground Russian Marxist movement just getting off the ground.10

The largest Marxist Party of the day was the German Social Democratic Party. It had hundreds of thousands of members, Party newspapers, and a substantial delegation of elected Socialist politicians. The Russian Social Democratic Labor Party (RSDLP) was founded at a congress held in Minsk in March 1898. The meeting hardly merited the title of congress, with a total of nine activists present, the low number indicating how marginal the Russian Marxists were at the time.

Lenin was in exile when the RSDLP was founded, but he won considerable attention when, in 1902, he published What Is to Be Done?11 He advocated a party of professional revolutionaries dedicated to the cause. In this model, revolution would be brought about not by elections and democracy but by small cells of dedicated revolutionaries who would use violence and any means necessary. Many young people like Stalin were attracted by Lenin’s “heroic idea” and by the optimism he and others found in Marxism.12 The full implications for political violence of this theory became clear only later. But Lenin was convinced early that revolution without terror and dictatorship, on the model of the French Jacobins, was all but impossible. In the meantime, his work struck a chord among radicals by fusing the European and Russian tradition of revolutionary terrorism with Marx’s idea of “dictatorship of the proletariat.”13

By the time of the second congress of the RSDLP, which was of necessity held outside Russia (first in Brussels, then in London), in July 1903, Lenin had attracted attention and gained followers. It was at this gathering that the fateful split took place between the Bolsheviks (majority) and the Mensheviks (minority). Lenin stood out, and while some of his more radical demands were defeated, he won a tactical political advantage when he cleverly named the group gathering around him the “Bolshevik” faction at the right moment during the meetings.

The Russian revolution of 1905 broke out on January 9, “Bloody Sunday,” when troops shot at peaceful marchers. The events that followed offered fresh hope to émigré radicals like Lenin who called on Russian Marxists to hold a unifying congress, even if in his heart his disdain for the Mensheviks was unchanged. The delegates met in London in April, albeit with few of the major Russian figures in attendance.

Lenin’s admiration of the previous generation of Russian terrorists led him to craft slogans that suggested Leninism was already taking shape. He advocated “armed insurrection” and “mass terror” and disdained any form of liberal democracy.14 In a pamphlet on tactics in July, he ridiculed those who did not want “a revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry.”15

The tsarist regime held on to power by granting a constitution in October, and Lenin assumed it was safe enough to return. The Romanov dynasty and its advisers merely bent before the storm, however, and as the unrest subsided, the regime clawed back many of the reforms. Lenin was always aware of historical precedents, particularly the French Revolution. He also drew lessons from the failed Paris Commune that had been defeated in 1871 (supposedly) because of reservations about using mass repression. He knew he might well fail in all his efforts, just like the Communards of Paris, and he wanted to leave behind a heritage that would inspire the next revolution.16 The lesson for him was that the only answer to the utter bankruptcy of the tsarist regime was to use every means available, including terrorism.

At the Fourth Party “Unity Congress,” held in Sweden in April 1906, Lenin managed (briefly) to bring the Bolsheviks and the Mensheviks together again. Although he favored participation in the system provided by the new constitution in Russia, he was unequivocal in calling for nationalization of the land, an armed uprising, and guerrilla operations.17 Increasingly, he advocated a “revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry” and dropped the caveat that it would only be “provisional.”18

After the 1905–6 revolution Lenin went into exile again in the West. Not everything on the revolutionary front lived up to his expectations. He bemoaned having to deal with so many compromisers and “legalists” whose will to power was not nearly steadfast and ruthless enough for him. He despised all opponents, including even left-wingers who merely disagreed with him. He wanted an elite party committed to him and the cause as he saw it. He had no time for vacillating Socialists, much less “philistine” liberals and democrats.

War in 1914 represented for Lenin the ultimate betrayal of Marxian internationalism. As he saw it, the war was waged in the interests of capitalism, but wrongly supported by Socialists and cheered by the masses. This turn of events was a vindication of his view that it was an illusion to attempt a democratic approach to Socialism. On the other hand, he was delighted with the coming of war, because he rightly saw that it would likely hasten the revolution he yearned for. That millions would die in the conflagration did not matter to him in the least.

However, against his expectations, the war dragged on interminably, and by early 1917 he had all but given up on seeing revolution in his lifetime. Thus he was taken completely unawares when the Russian monarchy suddenly collapsed, so little did he understand his native land and the government’s crisis.19 When the Romanov dynasty was deposed in February and a provisional government took over, he recognized that Russia had become “the freest of all the belligerent countries in the world.” The new regime was all the more hateful to him, because it might seem to represent progress to those who could not see the underlying social basis. To Lenin the new system functioned to reduce revolutionary energies and was a step backward. The provisional government carried on the war as before, and the people grew quiet again.

In a famous article published in Pravda on April 9, 1917, he remarked that “the basic question of every revolution is that of state power.” At the earliest possible moment that was what he wanted. He cared less about the fine words of the constitution makers or the advocates of civil rights. He preferred to say there was a “dual power,” embodied by the provisional government and the Soviets. The latter had emerged everywhere on the model of those in 1905. In the short run he bet on the Soviets, even though the Bolsheviks had little support among them. However, that was a tactic to make it appear he and his tiny group stood for the people, particularly the workers and peasants, while the provisional government represented the bourgeoisie. The Soviets, he insisted, had the power of the people behind them, in the tradition of the Paris Commune of 1871.20

The German government, in the meantime driven to desperation, came to Lenin in Switzerland and offered to send him back to Russia. The provisional government allowed even outlawed revolutionaries to return home. And so Lenin and the Bolsheviks made the trip to Petrograd. He and thirty-one others left Zurich on March 27 in a sealed train and, traveling via Sweden and Finland, arrived in Petrograd on April 3. There was a hullabaloo in Russia that the Bolsheviks would even travel through enemy territory, but a month later some Mensheviks and others took the same route.21

Recent revelations from Russian archives show that before and after the Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917, Lenin received millions of marks from the German government to make antiwar propaganda in Russia.22 He had disdain for patriotic Russians, including those in the revolutionary movement, for their “defensism.” In his view, they were wrongheaded and failed to see that only Russia’s defeat would lead to revolution.

The militants who gathered round him on his return to Petrograd were shocked by his demand that Russia leave the war at all costs, even if it meant giving away large tracts of territory to the Germans.

During the trip to Petrograd, Lenin composed what became known as his “April Theses,” which formed his platform for what needed to be done. He said it was mistaken to support the new democratic government and nonsensical to aim merely for a bourgeois revolution—stage three of Marx’s grand historical schema. According to Marx, history progresses through five stages closely tied to economic conditions: early forms of human community, feudalism, capitalism, Socialism, and international Communism. Lenin had been trying to prove for some time that capitalism already existed in Russia. He now urged his fellow revolutionaries to be bold and proceed immediately to stage four, that is, make the transition to Socialism. This conclusion had major ramifications not only for the coming revolution but for the development of Russia thereafter. What he really wanted was power, which he considered the crucial target in all revolutions.

Lenin’s program was summed up in the phrase “All power to the Soviets,” which was a cry to overthrow the provisional government. He expressly rejected a parliamentary republic and democracy as a “retrograde step.” He wanted a republic of workers, peasants, and other kinds of Soviets. To mobilize that support, he was prepared to confiscate all landed estates and to nationalize all land—to be handed over to the peasant Soviets. He said it would be no simple matter to “introduce Socialism” and that it would have to be fought for with violence. A hint of his growing confidence and radicalism was that he wanted a name change, from the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party to the Communist Party.23

Throughout 1917 Lenin used another slogan—“Peace, land, and bread”—to highlight the Bolsheviks’ social agenda. But he would not compromise with the Mensheviks, whom he saw as moderate and committed to issues like civil rights and mere reforms. Other leaders of the RSDLP (including Stalin) wanted the factions to merge.

The Bolsheviks thought Lenin mistaken to conclude that “bourgeois democracy,” or stage three of Marx’s historical schema, had already been attained when the provisional government took over from the tsar. They knew Russia as a vast, underdeveloped country, burdened with mass illiteracy and, despite what Lenin said, closer to a feudal than to a capitalist society. What they failed to understand was that Lenin’s schematic thinking provided a rationalization for attempting to take power immediately. Once back in Russia, however, Lenin won over most of the Bolsheviks and wanted to expel anyone who disagreed with him.24

Stalin was elected to the new Central Committee, despite differences with Lenin. While he soon became one of Lenin’s closest collaborators, he did not assume an important role in the events leading up to the revolution in October.

FAILURE OF THE PROVISIONAL GOVERNMENT

The pursuit of the utopian goals espoused by Lenin would never have had a chance if the provisional government had been able to make peace with Germany, but the new government put patriotism first, even as its armies were ground to dust.

The Petrograd soviet added to the crisis atmosphere when it immediately allowed soldiers to elect committees to run the army. They exceeded these instructions, abolished military codes of discipline, and even elected officers. Saluting became a thing of the past. Social hierarchies crumbled everywhere, including in factories, where bosses and owners were humiliated and assaulted. Peasants began seizing land and engaged in arson and murder. The old order was falling apart but still had surprisingly more support than is often assumed.25

The Bolsheviks tried to capitalize on demonstrations in Petrograd with slogans such as “All power to the Soviets” and “Down with the provisional government.” There was rebellion in Petrograd and Moscow on April 20–21, which some have likened to the first attempt at a Bolshevik coup. Either way, the provisional government barely managed to survive this first major crisis.26

Alexander Kerensky was named minister of war on May 5 as part of a shake-up to cope with the situation. Much was expected of him because of his charismatic personality and fiery temperament. He was the product of the revolutionary times, but he symbolized patriotism, not an end to war, which would in fact destroy the provisional government no matter what else he might try. Kerensky and the new commander in chief, Aleksei Brusilov, thought victory over Germany was possible and wanted to fulfill commitments made to the Allies for an early offensive. They believed success would win popular support for the new democracy and give the government a strong hand to deal with rebellion. They suffered from illusions (shared by many Russians) similar to those that had led the tsarist regime in July 1914 to risk what elites and the patriots supposed would be a “short little war.”27 Russian estimates put the total losses in the war at 900,000 dead and 400,000 wounded by 1917. These casualties, the apparent senselessness of the war, and shortages on the home front led to a crisis across the great land.

Kerensky’s gamble in June-July 1917 was that if Russia could win, all sins would be forgiven. The attack aimed at the Austro-Hungarian lines fell apart with the appearance of German troops. Again there were unacceptably high casualties, which came on the back of years of suffering. Kerensky reported from the front on June 24 that “after the first days, sometimes even after the first hours of battle,” the mood of a breakthrough “changed and spirits fell.” Desertions spread and mutinies threatened.28

These setbacks brought greater tensions than ever to Petrograd, and on July 4 as many as fifty thousand soldiers and workers prepared to storm the soviet and the provisional government. It is not possible to establish whether the Bolsheviks had planned a coup at that point or tried to take advantage of the chaotic situation. Lenin addressed a mass demonstration but, overwhelmed by the moment, failed to inspire the unruly crowd. He spoke only a few lines, issuing neither a call to arms nor a demand for the overthrow of the government.29

The crowds melted away, and loyalist troops restored order. The next day the press published a bombshell about Lenin’s collaboration with the Germans and blamed the Bolsheviks for reverses in the war. Lenin went into hiding, aided by Stalin, who became a kind of special assistant.30 They both branded the government the embodiment of counterrevolution but were sure Kerensky would continue the war, which would inevitably end in defeat.31

Indeed, on July 6, Kerensky returned from the front and just days later became the new prime minister after Prince Lvov resigned in disgrace. Kerensky named General Lavr Kornilov the new army commander in chief but kept the portfolios of minister of war and navy. His resolve to carry on the war was unbroken, but power went to his head, and he adopted scandalous habits for a Socialist leader. He lived in the luxurious Winter Palace and even slept in the tsar’s bed.32

On July 18the more radical Petrograd soviet was expelled by the government from the Tauride Palace and moved into the Smolny Institute, a former school for daughters of the nobility on the outskirts of the city. Whatever Kerensky’s intentions, the new quarters created a distance between “the people” and what many considered their “real” representatives and the provisional government. The soviet was incensed not only by this move but by harsh measures that were reintroduced to restore order and discipline in the army and on the streets.33

Lenin drew rigorous lessons from the failure in July. The slogan he advocated until then—“All power to the Soviets”—had not worked. Henceforward he demanded simply “the dictatorship of the proletariat established through the medium of the Bolshevik Party.” In a pamphlet he wrote in August-September 1917, he tried to disabuse his followers of the idea that there could ever be a peaceful “withering away of the state,” as some assumed to be the meaning of Marx and Engels’s famous phrase. The dictatorship of the proletariat, he told wavering comrades, could not be created without a “violent revolution.” The old state machine and the resistance of capitalist exploiters had to be smashed. An impressive-sounding dictatorship—“the organization of the vanguard of the oppressed”—would take over and go beyond “democracy for a minority” and strive for a Communist society.34

Lenin brushed aside the criticism of the doubters, even among his closest collaborators, and heaped scorn on longtime Marxists among the Mensheviks. His anger knew no bounds when it came to enemies beyond these ranks. He hated compromise and was impervious to argument. He insisted on aiming for the mythical Communist society as if it were a realistic option and damned anyone who questioned an assumption. He had the rigid mentality of an extremist convinced, despite all evidence to the contrary, that he is on the verge of victory.

In the summer of 1917 Lenin believed the government would have the Bolsheviks hunted down and shot—which is precisely what he would have done had the situation been reversed.35 But Kerensky faced a more immediate challenge than the handful of fanatical Bolsheviks, since the Germans, in a new offensive, had shattered what remained of the morale of the ten-million-strong Russian army. Between June and October as many as two million soldiers deserted, some even murdering their officers. The peasant army, fed up with war, wanted to go home and claim their share of the land redistribution. The Germans pressed their advantage until the Russian lines broke on August 22 and the way to Petrograd was open.

General Kornilov, now commander in chief of the army, was disgusted at the new government and on August 27 started toward the capital in mutiny. He did not want Russia to lose the war and at the same time was determined to stem the left-wing tide. He may or may not have hoped to depose the provisional government, but in any case ended up being branded as the embodiment of the counterrevolution. Kerensky sacked him and took over the post of commander in chief himself.36

If Kornilov had succeeded, he would have had the propertied classes on his side and driven out Kerensky. But social crisis was spreading by the minute, and it would have been impossible for such a right-wing government to keep the peasant army in harness and repress popular rebellion in the cities. Kornilov’s advance on the capital was stopped on August 30 when his troops were met by the Committee for the Struggle Against the Counterrevolution, which comprised Bolsheviks, Mensheviks, and Social Revolutionaries. They told the troops of their general’s treacherous plans. Kornilov was arrested the next day, and though the affair ended, it deepened the distrust of many soldiers, and tens of thousands began deserting each day.37

For months, and even years later, Lenin and the Bolsheviks used the phantom of the Kornilov affair as the right-wing conspiracy waiting in the wings to take back the gains made by the people. This supposed threat became one of the great excuses for introducing terror and putting off democratic reform.38

THE OCTOBER COUP

Kerensky’s dilemma was that if he withdrew from the war, no matter how disastrous the situation, he would be attacked by all sides, including the Bolsheviks. But to keep up the fight would fritter away his credibility. His only real hope was that the Western Allies would destroy Germany, and soon.

On April 6, when it looked as if Germany might win and Russia might be forced out, America finally entered the war. The United States did not want Germany dominating the continent, but to save the fledgling Russian democracy, America would have to defeat the kaiser’s army quickly. Yet Germany’s own greed for Russian territory precluded making anything but sizable annexations there. The war had taken on a momentum of its own, not stopping until it devoured hundreds of thousands of more lives.

Kerensky called for new elections to a Constituent Assembly, to be held on November 12. That was the democratic thing to have done. Lenin was hiding in Finland, but he was insistent that Bolsheviks reject such an approach. He knew they would do poorly in free elections because the peasants would vote for “their” Social Revolutionary Party.

In mid-September, in two letters, Lenin tried (in vain) to browbeat
the Central Committee into attempting another coup. Some comrades worried about preempting the forthcoming elections. But Lenin said, in a statement that represented his views perfectly, that “it would be naive to wait for a ‘formal’ majority.” He added that “no revolution ever waits for that. Kerensky and Co. are also not waiting and are preparing to surrender Petrograd…. History will not forgive us if we do not take power now.” He cursed comrades who wanted the democratic process to take its course as “miserable traitors” suffering “constitutional illusions.”39

The Bolshevik coup was precipitated by a German offensive in September. A month later the Germans were preparing to land troops and move on Petrograd. Faced with this crisis, Russian military leaders met with the government and drew up plans for the evacuation of key offices and industries from the capital to Moscow.

On October 6, when these plans were published, there was an immediate outcry on the left that they amounted to a “bourgeois” trick to defeat “Red Petrograd.” Three days later, in response, the Petrograd soviet—one of the few institutions where the Bolsheviks had real support—proposed the creation of the Military Defense Committee, subsequently renamed the Military Revolutionary Committee (MRC), to defend the capital. The Bolsheviks said the committee would carry the day against both German “imperialists” and the ever-present “counterrevolutionaries.” 40

Lenin was frustrated that other Bolsheviks would not agree to a coup. He was determined to get his way, however, and on October 10 returned to Petrograd for a meeting of the Central Committee. In an all-night session he won comrades over to the principle of making an attempt. He was too impatient to wait on the democratic process, which he knew he could never win. Thus he concluded, “It is senseless to wait for the Constituent Assembly which will obviously not be on our side, for this will only make our task more complicated.”41

At this meeting, on Felix Dzerzhinsky’s suggestion, a special politburo (political bureau) of seven was established. It included Lenin, Trotsky, Grigory Zinoviev, Lev Kamenev, Stalin, Grigory Sokolnikov, and Andrei Bubnov. Though Trotsky later said that nothing came of the committee and it never met, its creation showed that Stalin was already part of the inner circle.42

Another meeting of the Central Committee was held on October 16. Again Lenin argued they could not afford to dither about and put the alternatives simply: “either Kornilov’s dictatorship or the dictatorship of the proletariat and the poorer sectors of the peasantry.” The majority in the country might not be behind the Bolsheviks, but for Lenin that was no reason to wait. He ridiculed members of the Central Committee like Kamenev and Zinoviev, who disagreed, and, in a foretaste of the later Party purges, soon demanded their expulsion.43 That was too much even for Stalin, who offered to resign from the editorial board of the Party newspaper. (The offer was not accepted.)44

While the precise timing of the coup remained open, the general strategy was to avoid the kinds of mistakes made in July 1917, and not encourage large demonstrations, which were hard to control. The Bolsheviks also decided to act not in their own name but through the MRC, and thus in defense of the Petrograd soviet. The first meeting of the MRC was held on October 20. By then the inner circle of the Bolsheviks had decided to develop plans for a coup and to use the MRC to carry it out. Lenin himself was kept at arm’s length by the planners perhaps because they “thought he lacked the close knowledge and temperamental stability required.” At any rate, he was not in the driver’s seat during the last crucial days leading up to the revolution, but fuming away in isolation and writing frantic notes. He was not even invited to the three vital planning meetings held by the Central Committee between October 20 and 24.45

The key to success was keeping the provisional government and General Staff from calling out the garrison, as had happened in July. On October 20 the Bolsheviks sent two hundred commissars to speak with the garrison troops, and on October 21 the MRC arranged a meeting of regimental committees at the Smolny Institute, home of the soviet, to discuss the imminent danger of counterrevolution. Trotsky addressed the meeting. He was resolute in saying the country was “on the brink of doom. The army demands peace, the peasants demand land, the workers demand employment and bread.” The only option remaining was for the All-Russian Congress of Soviets, due to meet on October 25, “to take power into its hands and secure peace, land, and bread for the people.”46

The Bolsheviks promised troops the one thing they really wanted, which was peace with the Germans. Minister of War Alexander Verkhovsky spoke about demoralization in the army at a cabinet meeting on October 20, a message the government did not want to hear, and he was sent off on sick leave for daring to propose immediate peace. The General Staff began to lose its grip on most (not all) of the Petrograd garrison, which had 160,000 troops billeted in the city and another 85,000 stationed nearby.47

Some commentators have suggested that only a small percentage of these troops supported the Bolshevik agenda, but surely many were pleased with the slogan of the moment, “Peace, land, and bread.” It is true that most remained passive during the events that followed.48

Beginning on October 21, the Bolsheviks (through the MRC) quickly found ways to loosen the hold of the central authorities over the Petrograd garrison. Troops were unnerved by rumors that they would shortly be sent to the front. At the same time, the Bolsheviks used the MRC—in fact little more than a front for a similarly named Bolshevik committee—to claim authority over the garrison in the name of the Petrograd soviet. The MRC asserted through agents it sent to meetings with the troops that the provisional government and General Staff were weapons of the counterrevolution. The MRC supposedly would have no choice but to assume control.

By October 23 the MRC had devised a plan to send small armed detachments to occupy the strategic points in the capital. All that was needed was an act by Kerensky that could be taken as a sign that the counterrevolution had begun. Almost on cue the provisional government closed several newspapers, two of them Bolshevik. The next day Stalin published a short article demanding revolution to bring “peace, bread, land, and liberty.” He wanted a new government to “ensure the timely convocation of the Constituent Assembly.”49 It sounded democratic, but the revolutionaries would soon repudiate every word. The government responded by sending a small number of loyal troops to protect the Winter Palace and other vital buildings. The Bolsheviks portrayed these moves as the beginning of the long-forecast counterrevolution.50

Units of the army might still have been mobilized to stop the coup in Petrograd, had they been sent into action. There were loyal officers who rejected unauthorized orders from the MRC, and some members of the General Staff showed a willingness to resist. The MRC managed to blunt such opposition by keeping up a semblance of negotiations with the General Staff. On October 24, Kerensky vowed to prosecute the MRC and arrest Bolshevik leaders and mutinous sailors from Kronstadt. By that time, however, such threats were no longer realistic. He also put in desperate calls to frontline commanders but failed to get their help. He and many cabinet colleagues were still sitting in the Winter Palace but were defenseless against the coup already under way.51

In the early evening of October 24 and into the morning hours, the MRC used small bands of troops loyal to their cause or Red Guards (the latter created six months earlier) to take control of the railway station, telephone exchange, electricity plants, post offices, the state bank, and key bridges. The total number of insurgents was small, estimated at twenty-five to thirty thousand, or roughly 5 percent of the workers and soldiers in Petrograd. More were not needed, because the government was almost without defenders. Sometimes the revolutionaries merely posted someone with a picket in front of a government building or told the guards to go home.52

Late on October 24, Lenin finally came out of hiding and set off for the Smolny Institute, incongruously taking a streetcar to the world revolution. In disguise and with beard shaved, he was hardly recognized. Everything went like clockwork mainly because there was next to no resistance. His own belated role was important, but it was mainly to harangue, cajole, persuade, and plead with the Bolsheviks to go all the way.53

During lulls in the action and in anticipation of success, they began drawing up a new government. Trotsky suggested ministers be called “people’s commissars,” and Lenin chimed in to add that the cabinet be termed the “Council of People’s Commissars.” The labels stuck.54

By early morning on October 25, the coup was all but over. The only building of note still under the control of the provisional government in Petrograd was the Winter Palace. Kerensky slipped away in disguise at 9: 00 a.m. An hour later, Lenin issued a press release, in the name of the MRC, which stated that the government had been deposed. As he quite misleadingly put it, “The cause for which the people have fought—namely, the immediate offer of a democratic peace, the abolition of landed proprietorship, workers’ control over production, and the establishment of Soviet power—this cause has been secured.”55 In fact, none of these issues was settled.

There was no mythical storming of the Winter Palace as vividly portrayed in Sergei Eisenstein’s movie October, scenes from which have been repeated in numerous documentaries. Instead, ministers and troops inside the palace kept waiting for word that Kerensky was returning with support from the front.

A few halfhearted attempts by the insurgents to get inside the palace were easily rebuffed. At 6: 50 p.m. the MRC gave the remnants of the government an ultimatum, but that had no effect at all. They ordered shots from the battleship Aurora at 9: 00 p.m., but the ship used only blanks to shake the nerves of troops guarding the palace. The defenders gradually melted away, with three hundred or so remaining until midnight. Some offered to fight to the last, but ministers decided to avoid bloodshed and told the would-be martyrs (among them a battalion of women) to surrender. The capture of the Winter Palace involved little shooting and few casualties—estimated at the time by one observer to be about ten.56

Sporadic violence and plundering followed, as opportunists took advantage to loot. There were in addition an unknown number of crimes against people, including murder. For the most part, though, the city remained calm. Scheduled social events generally went ahead, and people carried on as if little had changed.

Back at the Tauride Palace, a ready-made national forum was due to meet in the afternoon of October 25 and provided the Bolsheviks an opportunity to proclaim the revolution. The Second Congress of Soviets was supposed to convene then, but there was a delay because the Bolsheviks wanted to be able to announce the fall of the Winter Palace. Of the 650 or so representatives (the figures vary) who finally assembled, the Bolsheviks had around 300. As it was, they ended up with more than their fair share of delegates, because many of their staunchest opponents among the peasants and the army had refused to participate in the elections, so their representatives were not there to speak for them.57

A new presidium was elected from the floor. If the Bolsheviks were to follow democratic procedures, they would not be able to govern on their own. They had the most seats (fourteen) in the Presidium but would have to share government with seven Social Revolutionaries, three Mensheviks, and one Internationalist.

Such a result was just what Lenin dreaded. He was relieved when, late in the night on October 25, the Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries walked out of the congress to protest the Bolsheviks’ “military conspiracy.”58

Yuli Martov, one of the leaders of the Social Revolutionaries, tried to prevent the rupture but was interrupted by Trotsky, whose words were recorded by the American eyewitness John Reed. Trotsky wanted no more compromisers and told the congress to let them go. “They are so much refuse which will be swept away into the garbage-heap of history.”59

The politicians who marched out of the congress rejected the coup as a blatant attempt to preempt democracy. Three weeks later the voice of the people was even stronger in the elections to the Constituent Assembly. The Bolshevik Party managed only 24 percent of the vote and 175 seats out of 715.

The victors, with 40 percent of the ballots, were the Social Revolutionaries, who stood for giving land to the peasants. The Bolsheviks’ electoral defeat was just what Lenin expected, and for that reason—no matter what he had said earlier—he had no intention of letting the Constituent Assembly meet.60

“Revolutions,” Lenin once said, “were festivals of the oppressed and the exploited” when the masses could be “creators of a new social order.” During such times the leaders of the revolutionary party had to act more boldly, “always be in advance” of the people, and provide slogans as beacons to show them “the shortest and most direct route to complete, absolute, and decisive victory.” What he claimed to want was “real freedom” as brought about by the “revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry.” He denounced all compromise, which he believed was based on fear of revolution and of taking the most direct path to the future.61

In December 1917, Lenin made the case for forcing through a vanguard dictatorship, in full defiance of the will of the people:


We [Marxists] have always known, said, and emphasized that Socialism cannot be “introduced,” that it emerges out of the most intense, the most acute class struggle—which reaches heights of frenzy and desperation—and civil war; we have always said that a long period of “birth-pangs” lies between capitalism and Socialism; that violence is always the midwife of the old society; that a special state (that is, a special system of organized coercion of a specific class) comes into existence between the bourgeois and the Socialist society, namely, the dictatorship of the proletariat. Dictatorship implies and means a state of simmering war, a state of military measures of struggle against the enemies of the proletarian power.62



Lenin’s desire to pursue “real freedom” by dictatorial means undermined the project of democracy before it got off the drawing board. His millennial dreams for the peoples of the Russian Empire were to lead down a road of greater suffering and misery than anything in their worst nightmares.
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ON THE WAY TO COMMUNIST DICTATORSHIP

The immediate task was to consolidate the coup. Lenin left the Smolny Institute late on October 25 while the Congress of Soviets continued until it adjourned its first session at 6: 00 the following morning. It reconvened at 10: 40 p.m. the same day. Lenin was not a charismatic orator during the historic meeting on the night of October 25–26. He was safely out of sight during most of the action. His contribution was not so much as a general than as a political strategist behind the scenes. While away from Smolny on October 26 he wrote three important decrees, on land, the workplace, and one-party rule. Together these were meant to have broad appeal and to radicalize the revolution. The first item on the new government’s agenda, however, was the war with Germany.

It was widely recognized that without peace, Lenin and his comrades would not hold power for long. Certainly, the troops milling about Petrograd were tired of the fighting, and it was the pledge to end the war, more than anything else, that brought them over to the side of the new government. Lenin called on “all the belligerent peoples to negotiate a just, democratic peace” without annexations. He proposed an immediate armistice. More controversially, he announced the abolition of secret diplomacy and his intention to publish Russia’s treaties with Western Allies to show the dirty dealing that went on behind the backs of the people.1

The “land question” was directly related to the war for the army of peasant-soldiers. Since July, Lenin had promised to give them land “without any payment.” 2 That news won many rural folk to the Bolshevik cause. Landed estates were expropriated, as was the land of the Crown and the Church. This property and everything on it were to be turned over to the localities until the Constituent Assembly decided what should happen. The government said it would be guided by the peasants, as these had formulated and published their demands. Some “instructions” from the countryside sought the outright abolition of private property. Others said “the land has to belong to those who work it,” while still others listed thirty-three separate claims.3 The decree opened the door to violence and plundering but won support in that it gave official blessing to what the peasants were already doing.4

In another decree Lenin formulated regulations for workers’ and office clerks’ control of their workplaces. Its practical effect was to make it next to impossible for capitalism to exist in Russia. As one Red Guard later put it, the revolution was about not just material gain but also redressing wrongs. He thought it was bringing peace to the poor and war on the rich.5

The new regime aimed at a more radical revolution than anything seen in European history before. Perhaps only in such a poor country, where so many possessed so little, could such sweeping changes be seriously contemplated. The population of richer countries, like those in Western Europe, would feel threatened by such radical claims and thus came to fear the “Reds.”

In a third major decree proclaiming one-party rule, Lenin followed his own plan to establish a dictatorship. The Council of People’s Commissars, henceforth known by the acronym Sovnarkom, with Lenin as the chairman, was packed with Bolsheviks. Some left-wing Social Revolutionaries were invited to join, but they had left by October 27, unable to agree with what they called Bolshevik “political terrorism.” Thus Sovnarkom (SNK), despite its populist-sounding name, heralded the beginning of what would become the dictatorship of the Bolshevik Party.

Stalin was named chairman for nationality affairs, an important position that gave him oversight over more than a hundred nationalities, many of whom (Poles, Ukrainians, and others) wanted to break away from Russia. Keeping the country in one piece was a challenge, all the more because of Lenin’s well-known advocacy of national self-determination. The other major historical figure appointed to Sovnarkom was Leon Trotsky, chosen as commissar of foreign affairs.

Sovnarkom was supposedly responsible to the Congress of Soviets but styled itself as a provisional government “until the Constituent Assembly” could convene. Lenin was passionately determined, however, that the assembly would never meet.6

STAMPING OUT CIVIL LIBERTIES

Lenin’s understanding of “real freedom” was soon clarified. The first civil liberty to be excised like a diseased limb was freedom of expression. Not forty-eight hours into the revolution a “decree on the press” was issued under Lenin’s signature. This was on October 27, and it already marked the end of any hope that the new regime would be tolerant, much less that it would establish democracy. He boldly declared that he was keeping his promise to close the press of the middle class or bourgeoisie.7 Any opposing opinions identified with their interests were anathematized. Henceforth, any newspaper that incited (broadly defined) resistance to Sovnarkom could be shut down. John Reed, the American who chronicled the revolution, noted but did not criticize Lenin’s rationale during a debate in the Congress of Soviets: “We Bolsheviki have always said that when we reached a position of power we would close the bourgeois press. To tolerate bourgeois newspapers would mean to cease being a Socialist. When one makes a Revolution, one cannot mark time; one must always go forward—or go back. He who now talks about the ‘freedom of the press’ goes backward, and halts our headlong course towards Socialism.”8

Leon Trotsky also spoke at length in favor of the resolution. He said that “during civil war the right to use violence”—this less than forty-eight hours into what was still a bloodless revolution—“belongs only to the oppressed.” There were catcalls at the meeting: “Who’s the oppressed now? Cannibal!” Trotsky pressed on to say, “If we are going to nationalize the banks, can we then tolerate the finance journals? The old regime must die: that must be understood once and for all.”

The press clampdown did not sit well with all Bolsheviks, and Kamenev, Zinoviev, and others resigned from the Central Committee. (They would never be forgiven.) The new censorship appalled supporters of the revolution, who correctly saw it as a portent of worse to come. Lenin’s excuse to Sovnarkom was that “the civil war is not yet finished; the enemy is still with us; consequently it is impossible to abolish the measures of repression against the press.”9

His vision was decisive at almost every turn, but Trotsky, who later blamed Stalin for everything that went wrong, supported the same course. The few who resigned from the Central Committee or Sovnarkom over the suppression of the press and other antidemocratic measures quickly made peace with Lenin and begged their way back into his good graces before the year was out, even as he was establishing full-fledged dictatorship based on terror.10 They put “the cause” before civil and legal rights.

SIGNS OF RESISTANCE

Despite Lenin’s best efforts, the Bolsheviks’ hold on power remained tenuous, and resistance began to form. On October 29 the railway union (Vikzhel) threatened to strike. Many workers wanted democracy, not a dictatorship. Lenin and other leaders tried to keep this threat at bay by promising to include other parties in the government and even allowed some left Social Revolutionaries back on Sovnarkom.

The peasants had their reservations, but they were a vast body with numerous and conflicting interests who could hardly vote as one. In their way they saw to it that the Bolsheviks did not gain a majority in the Congress of Peasants’ Deputies that began in Petrograd on November 26. At the meeting Lenin and his Party adopted disruptive tactics that eventually led to a walkout of the majority (mostly members of the Social Revolutionary Party), whereupon the Bolsheviks and some left Social Revolutionaries dissolved the congress. Much more trouble would flare up in the countryside once the peasants began to learn what was in store for them.11

There was also significant armed resistance to the seizure of power in Moscow beginning on October 28 with pitched battles for control of the city. The Bolsheviks mustered fifteen thousand armed men, opposed on the other side by an equal number of troops and guards still loyal to the Kerensky government. The Committee of Public Safety in Moscow, led by Mayor V. V. Rudnev and the military commander K. I. Riabtsev, was determined to resist but did not relish being seen as part of the counterrevolution. They refused to hand over the Kremlin fortress in the heart of the city, and armed clashes dragged on until November 2.12

Another source of resistance was the civil service. During the week following the coup, when newly minted commissars showed up at government offices, white-collar employees refused to let them in. Various ministries joined to create their own strike. They had built a national coordinating committee by October 29 and called on all government employees to stop work. The response was positive and spilled over into the private sector. Banks would not open despite demands from Sovnarkom, which eventually dealt with them by nationalizing the lot. The new commissar of finance, Vyacheslav Menzhinsky, who was desperate for funds to carry on government business, was left with little choice but to authorize armed robberies of the state bank and other financial institutions until December.

The will of other white-collar workers was broken over several weeks, but in some cases the strikes stretched into 1918. The Bolsheviks eventually came to dominate the upper reaches of the civil service but in the short run had to rely on carryovers from the old regime. Initially the new commissars, barred from their own offices, often had to force their way into their ministry buildings.13

The opposition put its dwindling hopes on the elections to the Constituent Assembly called in August and due to take place on November 12. There was no choice but to let them go ahead. Given the vast expanse of the country and its backward infrastructure, the elections took two weeks. The Bolsheviks got 24 percent of the vote, well below the 38 percent gained by the Social Revolutionary Party.

Lenin minimized the results and claimed they were unrepresentative of the “people’s will.” Sovnarkom came up with one reason after another to delay opening the assembly and soon postponed it again. In protest the Union for the Defense of the Constituent Assembly was organized by a variety of people, including some from the Petrograd soviet, trade unions, and all other Socialist parties. On November 28 a large crowd of ten to twenty thousand that included white-collar workers on strike, students, and some workers demonstrated in Petrograd about these delays. They made their way through guards ringing the Tauride Palace and, once inside, tried to convene the assembly. The next day the building was surrounded by armed troops, and no one was permitted to enter.14

After this incident, and in the context of continuing white-collar resistance, Lenin opted for harsher measures. The liberals (Kadets, or Constitutional Democrats) were a convenient target, for they were considered the bourgeois enemy. Pursuing them distracted from the fact that the opposition was broad and growing. On December 1 the Kadet Party was outlawed and all its leaders arrested, a sure sign the terror was starting. To judge from a memorandum issued on December 12 and published in Pravda just over two weeks later, Lenin was leaning toward either abolishing the Constituent Assembly before it met or calling new elections. Most of his comrades shared those views. His statement was replete with code words about the “transition” under way from a bourgeois to a Socialist system. Their “dictatorship of the proletariat,” he claimed, represented a “higher” form of democratic institution than a mere republic with a Constituent Assembly. He had a way with words, heaping abuse on anyone who opposed him. The struggle was pictured as pitting the virtuous workers and peasants against the “ruthless military suppression” of the nefarious “slave owners.”15

REPRESSION

To stamp out resistance, the regime established three new institutions: the Cheka, or secret police; concentration camps; and the Red Army. Outbreaks of violence and looting made it necessary to establish the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) on October 26. The NKVD had to secure their headquarters, and Felix Dzerzhinsky, one of the top Bolsheviks on the MRC, suggested on November 21 that they set up a special commission; by December 5, the MRC had been dissolved to make way for this body, which was in fact a full-time secret police. It would deal with the counterrevolution and with strikes and unrest.

Lenin’s note to Dzerzhinsky prior to the Sovnarkom meeting on December 7 shows that he thought about “enemies” in social rather than only in political terms. The crackdown would be in the name of the “exploited” masses. Lenin’s note—which basically formulated the rationalization for creating the secret police—said the decree on “fighting counterrevolutionaries and saboteurs” might run along the following lines:


The bourgeoisie, the landowners, and all the rich classes are making desperate efforts to undermine the revolution, the aim of which is to safeguard the interests of the workers, the working and exploited masses. The bourgeoisie are prepared to commit the most heinous crimes. They are bribing the scum of society and giving them drink to use them in riots. The supporters of the bourgeoisie, especially among higher clerical and bank officials and so on, . . . are organizing strikes in order to undermine government measures for bringing about social reforms. They have even sabotaged food supplies, thus threatening millions with hunger. Urgent measures are needed to fight the counterrevolutionaries and saboteurs. Consequently the Council of People’s Commissars [Sovnarkom] decrees: …16



Following this colorful prelude, Lenin set forth a series of measures that were to be enforced by the NKVD. Sovnarkom agreed not to disperse until Dzerzhinsky presented specific steps to take. The result was the creation of the All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combatting Counterrevolution and Sabotage, or Cheka. Although Lenin’s immediate worry was the general strike of state employees, it is obvious that he wanted to use radical measures against the “wealthy classes” and the “bourgeoisie”—that is, his opponents on the right—as well as anyone who disrupted the economy and a host of other people.

The minutes of the December 7 Sovnarkom meeting that discussed establishing the Cheka already reveal a striking propensity for extreme violence. The tasks of the new police were as follows:


1. To suppress and liquidate all attempts and acts of counterrevolution and sabotage throughout Russia, from whatever quarter.

2. To hand over for trial by revolutionary tribunal all saboteurs and counter-revolutionaries, and to work out means of combating them.

3. The Commission [that is, the Cheka] solely carries out preliminary investigation, in so far as this is necessary for suppression.17



It is one of the ironies of the Russian Revolution that the Bolsheviks, who had suffered most at the hands of the tsarist secret police (the Okhrana), should now invent an infinitely more horrific successor. Some have argued that neither Lenin nor his comrades envisioned that setting up the Cheka would lead to full-scale terror. However, that outcome was very likely, given how they also stripped away citizens’ legal and civil rights. The results can hardly have surprised the Bolsheviks.

One of the best studies of the Cheka places the main responsibility for its creation on Dzerzhinsky’s shoulders.18 But Lenin was the driving force behind Dzerzhinsky. He never had a second thought about giving the secret police the upper hand over the rights of citizens. On the contrary, he invariably wanted more rather than less terror.

On January 5, 1918, the gathering of the elected representatives from across Russia in the Constituent Assembly could not be put off any longer. The Union for the Defense of the Constituent Assembly had taken up the challenge and campaigned to ensure the process went ahead. It planned a march to the Tauride Palace on the day the assembly was to meet.

Lenin and the Bolsheviks called in loyal troops. The demonstration, estimated at fifty thousand, was made up of striking civil servants, students, and others from the educated classes. There were not as many workers or soldiers as organizers had hoped. As the marchers approached, troops opened fire, and about twenty people were killed.

Here was another first. The Leninists were shooting at unarmed civilians, and even some supporters were quick to point to the uncanny resemblance to the tsarist atrocities on the infamous Bloody Sunday of 1905. The burials took place on January 9, the anniversary of Blood Sunday, and the dead were laid to rest alongside those killed by the tsarist forces.

Maxim Gorky, one of Russia’s leading intellectuals, wrote a scathing newspaper account and wondered whether the new people’s commissars—“among whom there must be decent and sensible people”—knew what they were doing. “Do they understand,” he asked rhetorically, that they would “inevitably strangle the entire Russian democracy and ruin all the conquests of the revolution?”19

Lenin awaited events, and once he heard that the marchers were dispersed, he called the Constituent Assembly into session in hopes of ramming through his agenda. Only one resolution was put to the gathering—a Bolshevik proposal titled the “Declaration of the Rights of the Toiling and Exploited Masses”—which was soundly defeated by a vote of 237 to 136. In fact, every member of the house not in Lenin’s Party voted against. Never one to take such complete lack of support seriously, Lenin used the result as an excuse to stage a walkout, after he declared the assembly part of the omnipresent counterrevolution. When the other delegates finally left early the next day, none was allowed back, the assembly was dissolved, and the building was sealed. The road that might have led to democracy was now irrevocably closed off.

On January 6, in an article published in both Pravda and Izvestia, Lenin announced that he was prepared to use terror in “the interests of workers, soldiers, and peasants” and to do what was necessary “for the good of the revolution.” As he saw it, “the enemies of Socialism” were to be “denied for a time not only inviolability of the person, and not only freedom of the press, but universal suffrage as well. A bad parliament should be ‘dismissed’ in two weeks. The good of the revolution, the good of the working class, is the highest law.”20

His explanation for abolishing the assembly was that the elections had been held “on the basis of electoral lists drawn up prior to the October Revolution,” and allegedly reflected the outdated power of the “compromisers” and the Kadets. According to Lenin, the “bourgeois parliamentary republic” that would have resulted would inevitably have become an “obstacle in the path of the October Revolution and Soviet power.”21 On January 8, a new assembly met, the so-called Third Congress of Soviets, in which the Bolsheviks reserved a majority of seats for themselves. It passed every measure put to it, including rubber-stamping a law that made Sovnarkom the government of a newly created state, the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic.22

A new constitution, quickly drafted by a committee dominated by the Bolsheviks, gave powers to central over local authorities. It restricted voting rights on the basis of social origins and political attitudes. The vote in the future would carry almost no weight, but even so it was to be withheld from a wide range of people—the so-called lishentsy, or disenfranchised. The lishentsy was not a firm category, but could include anyone who employed hired labor, lived from investments, or had been a trader. Also deprived of their rights were monks and clerics, former members of the police, the royal family, and anyone “convicted of crimes of greed and depravity.”23

DEALING WITH GERMANY

Russia was still at war, and the terms demanded by Germany for peace were harsh. The Bolsheviks wanted to extend the armistice of mid-November 1917 and dragged out negotiations. With the exception of Stalin and others close to Lenin, they balked at surrendering Russian territory. On February 17 the Germans gave notice they were resuming the war, soon swept past demoralized Russian troops, and advanced on the capital. Lenin convinced the Central Committee to return to negotiations, but now got no response from the other side.

It was at this point on February 21 that Lenin signed the notorious decree—written by Trotsky—titled “The Socialist Fatherland in Danger.” It mobilized the entire country, called for a scorched-earth policy in case of retreat before the Germans, and threatened dire consequences to anyone who might take advantage of the invasion. It demanded the immediate execution of “enemy agents, profiteers, marauders, hooligans, counterrevolutionary agitators, and German spies.”24 When the commissar of justice, Isaac Steinberg, questioned these measures, Lenin asked rhetorically: “Do you really believe that we can be victorious without applying the cruelest revolutionary terror?”25

Steinberg later wrote how exasperated he was. After all, they were discussing a decree with the potential to be misused, and Lenin was putting him off by claiming it was needed in the name of vaguely defined “revolutionary terror.” In frustration Steinberg called out: “Then why do we bother with a Commissariat of Justice? Let’s call it frankly the Commissariat for Social Extermination and be done with it!” Lenin perked up and replied: “Well put…that’s exactly what it should be… but we can’t say that.” According to Steinberg, the “soil of revolutionary Russia was poisoned in that period; it was inevitable that in the future it should bear poisonous fruit.”26

The Cheka announced it would show no more mercy to the long list of enemies. In fact, the new secret police refrained from wholesale bloodletting and focused on ending lawlessness in the streets. We do not know how many people were executed in the first half of 1918, but estimates put the number in the tens or hundreds, and not yet in the thousands.27 Disorder continued in the capital following its bombing by German planes on March 2. The unrest spread after March 10, when the new government ignominiously left Petrograd for Moscow.

Lenin was convinced the German invasion would continue even though Russia had finally signed the Treaty of Brest Litovsk on March 3. This turn of events brought little joy to Russian patriots, because the once-great empire was forced to cede the western part of the country. The Germans took about one-quarter of the population, more than one-quarter of the industry, and even heavier percentages of the most productive agricultural lands and ore deposits. By signing this treaty, the Bolsheviks mobilized not just those who hated the new dictatorship but perhaps even more who despised the national humiliation.28

“SUPREME MEASURE”

In the spring and early summer of 1918, more opposition newspapers were closed and political parties outlawed. Lenin demanded that revolutionary tribunals (which existed from the start of the revolution) now be “mercilessly harsh in dealing with counterrevolutionaries, hooligans, idlers, and anarchists.”29

The death penalty was reinstated in mid-June. Within a week one of the new tribunals used it against Admiral A. M. Shchastny, who thereby became the first counterrevolutionary shot “legally.” Lenin advocated the death penalty not merely because it was “expedient,” as some have suggested, but because he saw it as belonging to heroic deeds and radical change. As he put it at the meeting of Sovnarkom on July 5, “There has not been a single revolution, or era of civil war, without executions.” So any revolutionary “who does not want to be a hypocrite cannot object to capital punishment.”30

The regime showed a passion for renaming everything, and the new label attached to the death penalty was the “supreme measure.” It was officially permitted for “social defense” and used against those defined under the new criminal code as counterrevolutionaries. In a “radiant” workers’ state, where the death penalty could not exist, the only “logical” explanation for its use was that it applied to traitors. By 1936, after years of temporizing, even as it carried out hundreds of thousands of executions, the regime admitted that the “supreme measure” was not only a social defense but also a punishment.31

Lenin had long advocated terror and itched to get started. By mid-1918 he was ranting at comrades he deemed unwilling to shed blood. Commissar Moisei Volodarsky-Goldstein was assassinated, and Lenin upbraided Zinoviev in a stern letter on June 26, because he understood the workers had wanted to use “mass terror” in response but the Party in Petrograd had restrained them. Lenin roared: “This is impossible! The terrorists will take us to be spineless.” That could not be allowed to stand. “It is necessary to applaud the energy and mass character of the terror against counterrevolutionaries, and especially in Petrograd, whose example is decisive.”32

Zinoviev responded belatedly to Lenin’s criticism and favored more bloodletting than ever, stating as follows: “To overcome our enemies we must have our own socialist militarism. We must carry along with us ninety million out of the one hundred million of Soviet Russia’s population. As for the rest, we have nothing to say to them. They must be annihilated.”33

Here was a “moderate” calmly contemplating the murder of millions of his own people whose “crime” was not sharing the dream of Communist utopia. Bloodcurdling statements such as this were rife in those days.

The Cheka purged and arrested the personnel of the old tsarist secret police and made up in brutality and enthusiasm what it lacked in experience. Bolshevik proponents of letting the Cheka run amok included Yakov Sverdlov, Stalin, Trotsky, and particularly Lenin. They defended the Cheka’s ruthless methods. By mid-1918, it was organized in every district and armed with extensive powers to stop counterrevolution and fight class enemies.

Felix Dzerzhinsky said in a June 1918 interview that the Cheka’s mission was “to fight the enemies of Soviet authority and of the new way of life.” These enemies, he continued, were “both our political opponents and all bandits, thieves, speculators, and other criminals who undermine the foundations of the socialist order.”34

In early 1919, just over a year after it was established, Cheka personnel counted around 37,000, and that number grew to a high in mid-1921 of 137, 106, with an additional 94,288 in the frontier troops. Its new title (and broad mission) in mid-1920 was summed up in its long name: the “All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combatting Counterrevolution, Speculation, Sabotage, and Misconduct in Office.”35

Lenin’s style of rule was to take a hands-on approach, especially when it came to the terror. He sent notes and telegrams by the hundreds to leaders in the provinces to apply the most draconian measures. He did not act alone, but was supported by Trotsky, Stalin, and others. In early August 1918, for example, he told officials to take hostages from among the bourgeoisie and to make these people “answer with their lives” if requisitioned grain was not delivered. He ordered the Nizhni Novgorod soviet on August 9 to create a dictatorial troika and “instantly commence mass terror, shoot and transport hundreds of prostitutes who get the soldiers drunk, ex-officers, and so forth. Do not delay.” Anyone found in possession of weapons was to be executed, and unreliable elements were to be deported.36 The same day he instructed the soviet in Penza to put “kulaks, priests, White Guards, and other doubtful elements in a concentration camp.”

He instructed comrades to be hard and heartless, as, for example, in Penza on August 11 when he told them to crush rebellion as follows:


The uprising of the five kulak districts should be mercilessly suppressed. The interests of the entire revolution require this, because “the last decisive battle” with the kulaks is underway everywhere. One must give an example.


	Hang (hang without fail, so the people see) no fewer than one hundred known kulaks, rich men, bloodsuckers.


	Publish their names.


	Take from them all the grain.


	Designate hostages—as per yesterday’s telegram.




Do it in such a way that for hundreds of versts [one verst is about one kilometer] around, the people will see, tremble, know, shout: they are strangling and will strangle to death the bloodsucker kulaks. Telegraph receipt and implementation. P.S. Find from truly hard people. 37



Seizing “all the grain” meant that the relatives of those not killed might well starve to death, and that was the point in taking it.

This state-sponsored terror came before the serious attempt on Lenin’s life on August 30, which is usually suggested as the rationalization for the terror. In January 1918 there had been an attempt on Lenin’s life, but he was not wounded. The commands for stifling the kulak uprising, rattled off by Lenin in early August, are worth mentioning as they give the flavor of his language and convey his rage.

His right-hand man during the revolution, Leon Trotsky, shared his views on the need for terror. According to Trotsky, terrorists were an integral part of modern history, and their methods inevitably grew out of intense political conflicts. In a pamphlet published in 1920, he claimed that the Bolsheviks were following the pattern established by the English and American civil wars.38

NEW CRIMINAL CODE

Karl Marx had postulated that ordinary criminals could be corrected through productive labor. Russia’s new leaders adopted that principle, but then extended it to include political criminals. The theory was that the “humane” thing was not to shut criminals in a cell but to rehabilitate them through labor. As early as January 24, 1918, the Commissariat of Justice decreed that “all able-bodied prisoners should work.”39

The underlying principle of the criminal justice system and the prison camps was that criminality was rooted in adverse social conditions. Once capitalism was replaced with the perfectly harmonious Socialist system, crime would disappear and there would be no need for prisons or police. In the meantime, however, something had to be done about criminals, and a new criminal code had been drawn up by 1922. “Compulsory work” was to be used to “rehabilitate” offenders.40

The new code dropped the word “punishment.” Slogans in places of detention read: “We are not being punished: we are being corrected.” The Party had declared in 1919 that “labor is the principal method of correction and re-education” of criminals, so the concept of “prison” was now dropped in favor of “places of detention.” They told themselves that within five years all delinquents would be “converted.”41

But criminality increased, partly because of social breakdown, also because the new regime criminalized completely new aspects of social life. Even though Lenin was nearing exhaustion and growing ill, he wanted to be sure that the “substance of terror” was in the new law code. He wrote to Commissar of Justice Dimitri Kursky on May 17, 1922: “The courts must not ban terror—to promise that would be deception or self-deception—but must work out the motives underlying it, legalize it as principle, in straightforward language, without any make-believe or embellishment.” He said the death penalty should be used freely, including against those who only belonged to organizations whose (widely defined) aims were deemed to be the overthrow of the Communist system.42

FIRST CONCENTRATION CAMPS

Concentration camps were not invented by the Communists. Rather, they were established prior to the First World War and in areas involved in colonial wars. The Spanish general Valeriano Weyler y Nicolau, the new governor who landed in Cuba on February 10, 1896, had already decided he would introduce “campos de reconcentración” and use other harsh measures to repress the rebellion there. In a continuation of the Spanish-American War in the Philippines, Americans built similar camps in 1900 to hold rebels opposed to the new “masters.” These “model” camps were copied by the British in South Africa against the Boers from mid-1900 onward. Unlike the relatively modest numbers who died in these hellholes during the Spanish-American War, the camps in Africa held over a hundred thousand women, children, and old people and resulted in more than twenty thousand deaths. The century of the concentration camp was born.43

In the Soviet Union the terms “concentration camps” and “forced-labor camps” (kontsentratsionnye lageri and lageri prinuditel’nykh rabot) were mentioned for the first time in the spring of 1918. Whereas those in Cuba, the Philippines, and South Africa were used against local insurgents, the Soviet camps were designed for their own citizens.

In May 1918, Trotsky said that rebellious Czechs (prisoners of war behind the lines in the east who escaped captivity) who would not lay down their arms would be sent to a camp. On June 4 he ordered camps for them, but on June 26 he went further and suggested to Sovnarkom that concentration camps be introduced for what he called “parasitic elements.” At that time he was trying to create the Red Army and needed the expertise of former tsarist officers. They were reluctant, and to get them to serve, he resorted to threatening them with internment. In some cases he proposed holding their wives and children in camps as hostages. On August 9, as we have seen, Lenin mentioned sending rebels in Penza to concentration camps. Two days later Trotsky spoke of such camps for various categories of people, including counterrevolutionary officers.44

Several assassination attempts on leading Bolsheviks removed the last reservations about unleashing full-blown terror. Fanny Kaplan, the woman who shot but did not kill Lenin, had acted on her own in the name of saving Socialism from such leaders. A front-page newspaper story the next day proclaimed: “We call on all comrades to maintain complete calm and to intensify their work in combating counterrevolutionary elements. The working class will respond to attempts against its leaders with even greater consolidation of its forces, with merciless mass terror against the enemies of the Revolution.”45

“RED TERROR”

Lenin had recovered from his wounds by September 3 and instructed Sovnarkom to form a commission. “It is necessary secretly—and urgently,” he wrote, “to prepare the terror.” This note was the key impulse behind what became the “Red terror.”46

In an article in a Party newspaper on September 3, the deputy head of the Cheka, I. K. Peters, threatened “instant execution” to those found without proper papers, and “anyone who dares to agitate against the Soviet authority will be arrested immediately and confined in a concentration camp. The representatives of the bourgeoisie must come to feel the heavy hand of the working class. All representatives of plundering capital, all marauders and speculators will be set to forced labor and their properties will be confiscated; persons involved in counterrevolutionary plots will be destroyed and crushed by the heavy hammer of the revolutionary proletariat.”47

In the same issue of the paper Stalin called for “open, mass, systematic terror against the bourgeoisie and its agents.” The press also reported that the Cheka had executed over 500 hostages in Petrograd, but the rumor was that the number was 1,300 or more.48 Lenin was involved in mass killings elsewhere at this time. For example, in September 1918, 25 former tsarist ministers and high civil servants were shot out of hand in Moscow. Another 765 so-called White Guards were also killed. Lenin personally signed the execution lists, thereby inventing another tradition that was carried on under Stalin.49 Terror in the form of summary judgment and execution of political enemies or suspects rolled across the country. Dozens were murdered without trial in one place, more somewhere else.

On September 4, the press reprinted a telegram from Commissar of Internal Affairs G. I. Petrovsky. He complained that the terror was still insufficient. Assassination attempts on Bolshevik leaders continued, and there were revolts in Ukraine and among the Don Cossacks. He advocated “mass shootings” of suspects on the slightest provocation and wanted no wavering or indecision “in the application of mass terror.”

On September 5, Petrovsky and Commissar of Justice Kursky signed a Sovnarkom decree that was regarded by the Cheka as the “official” beginning of the Red terror. It stated that the area behind the lines in the civil war had to be protected “by means of terror.” Specifically, “all persons” involved in White (counterrevolutionary) “organizations, plots and insurrections are to be shot.” The names of those executed were to be published. It was “essential to protect the Soviet Republic against its class enemies by isolating these in concentration camps.” So the decree gave the secret police the right to execute suspects on the spot and marked the official birth date of state-sanctioned concentration camps.50

The day after the declaration of the Red terror, the Krasnaja gaseta (Red Journal) reported that the first camp for (five thousand) “class enemies” was to be set up at a former women’s convent in Nizhni Novgorod.51

Relatively few camps were built in 1918, but there were more in the following spring. The political explanation on February 17, 1919, of the need for the camps was provided by a report written by Dzerzhinsky and co-authored by Kamenev and Stalin:


Along with sentencing by courts it is necessary to retain administrative sentencing—namely, the concentration camp. Even today the labor of those under arrest is far from being utilized in public works, and so I recommend that we retain these concentration camps for the exploitation of labor of persons under arrest: gentlemen who live without any occupation [and] those who are incapable of doing work without some compulsion; or, in regard to Soviet institutions, such a measure of punishment ought to be applied for unconscientious attitude toward work, for negligence, for lateness, etc. With this measure we should be able to pull up even our very own workers.52



The camps retained their mixed aims as “schools of work” and labor pools for decades. They were supposed to have an economic role, teach certain social classes that the free ride was over, instruct the lazy, and provide a demonstration effect to society outside the camp.

The first type of camp was administered by the Cheka. They were called concentration camps and based on the demand for Red terror. A second type was under the Commissariat for Internal Affairs, or the NKVD (at a later point the initials for the secret police). In fact, the Cheka’s facilities proved inadequate, and they sent thousands to the facilities of the NKVD or the justice system. At the end of 1919 there were 21 camps, and a year later there were 107.53 We have only fragments of the statistics of men and women held in these places. In September 1921 there were 117 camps and just over sixty thousand prisoners in NKVD camps and around fifty thousand in perhaps as many controlled by the Cheka.54

Already by mid-1919 the Cheka had prisons or camps of one kind or another in all regions and major cities of Russia. During 1920 at the Kholmogory camp the Cheka adopted the practice of drowning prisoners in the nearby Dvina River. A “great number” were bound hand and foot and, weighted down with stones around their necks, were thrown overboard from a barge.55

In 1922 the term “concentration camps” was replaced by “forced-labor camps.” But they went by other labels as well. Conditions in Cheka camps led to high mortality rates, and there were “repeated massacres,” so estimations of the total number of prisoners may bear little relation to the reality. Isolated figures suggest that the scale of the killings was enormous. At certain points, prisons were emptied by shooting all the inmates.

PERMANENT CONCENTRATION CAMPS

Lenin firmly supported the idea of camps in the north, and on April 20, 1921, the Politburo under his chairmanship approved the foundation of camps in the region of Ukhta that could hold up to twenty thousand. Ukhta is in the northern taiga area, almost fifteen hundred kilometers by railway from Moscow. Other camps were soon created on Lenin’s watch. Some thought was given to dissolving the camps in 1923. In that year a survey located twenty-three of them even though the civil war had ended.56

Instead of being set free, prisoners were transferred to the north, where the Cheka began setting up more camps. Dzerzhinsky used the Solovetski Islands—Solovki for short—to establish what later became known as the “northern camps of special significance.” Boris Sapir, a political prisoner sent to Solovki in 1923, said that when he left in 1925, there were around seven thousand in the camp. By 1929–30 the Solovki system had been extended to the mainland, and the number of prisoners had increased to over a hundred thousand.57

The Russian organization Memorial estimates that for the Russian Republic alone in the years 1924 to 1927, the number of prisoners in the camps grew from 78,000 to 111,000.58 If we extrapolate from the Russian Republic to all republics of the USSR, we might conclude that perhaps 200,000 people were then in the camps. An amnesty to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Russian Revolution led to the release of half of them, but in 1929 the NKVD counted 118,000 prisoners in their camps and a year later 179,000.59

According to one survivor of the northern camps, until the mid-1920s prisoners met the needs of the camp itself but soon had to provide goods or services for the national economy. The contradiction at the heart of this system was that prisoners were treated so poorly that productivity wasted away to nothing.60

RED ARMY

The Bolsheviks created the Red Army as their other arm to defend the revolution. What was left of the tsarist armies dwindled away with the October Revolution, and the new regime had to find a way to mobilize a new force. In early 1918, Leon Trotsky took over the task, and by summer, as the situation on all fronts deteriorated, he had recruited former officers of the tsarist army. From the first days of the revolution under Kerensky, special political commissars had been appointed, and Trotsky continued this procedure. The commissars were there to maintain vigilance on the morale and “political reliability” of the troops and discourage desertions—which were and remained endemic.61

Trotsky pushed for universal conscription because there were not enough volunteers for the Red Army. The ruling Party disdained and distrusted the peasants, and the first call-ups in the summer of 1918 were directed at the cities and working classes. By November the Communist Party itself “volunteered” forty thousand of its own members, many of whom were lost in the war almost immediately. Inevitably, the draft had to be extended into the countryside, a move much resented by peasants.62

The number of deserters ran up to one million in 1918, and the next year went higher. Nevertheless, by the fall of 1920 the strength of the Red Army had reached an astounding five million. It prevailed against the Whites and all other forms of opposition. Thereafter the army was reduced in size but played a key role in socializing the population by schooling millions in reading and writing, thus winning many over.63

Although the Communists did not kill off all their opponents in 1917 or during the civil war, sooner or later they tracked down many. In wave after wave of terror they gradually destroyed all or most of the groups and individuals who opposed them during the revolutionary upheaval. The stain of opposition was indelible. It might amount to no more than the accident of being born a member of the bourgeoisie—the son or daughter of a shopkeeper, for example—but the mark could never be erased.

Such thinking was inherent in Lenin’s project from the start. In a tract written two months after the October coup, he laid out what he wanted.

The old elites were supposedly waiting for the revolution to fail and thought the economy could not survive without them and without competition. Lenin said the workers and peasants still did not realize that as the new ruling class, they had to learn about accounting and control, particularly as concerned “the rich, the rogues, the idlers, and the rowdies.” The people had to figure out what to do with such hangers-on. His language oozed with venom, and his imperative was


to clean Russia of all vermin, fleas, bugs—the rich, and so on. In one place a handful of rich, a dozen rogues, or a half-dozen lazy workers will be put in prison. In another place they will have to clean toilets. In a third place they will be given “yellow tickets” after serving their time, so that everyone can keep an eye on them, as harmful persons, until they reform. In a fourth place one out of every ten idlers will be shot on the spot. In a fifth place a mixture of methods may be adopted.64



The Communists meant to abolish private property, collectivize farms, nationalize industry and banking, and eliminate religion. To introduce such changes against the will of so many was bound to foster resistance. Lenin counted on this turn of events to lead to violent clashes, but coldly and falsely calculated that the misery, suffering, and death would be offset in the long run by the establishment of the Socialist “new way of life.”
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