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The social history of the Russian revolution, a century on 

 
Talk in the “social histories of the Russian revolution” series at Birkbeck, University of 

London 

Simon Pirani, 23 November 2017 

 

The talk is in three parts.  

1: some general points about the Russian revolution that have come out of this series of talks.  

2: focuses specifically on the issue of mass participation in the revolutionary process, 

democracy and mass mobilisation.  

3. general conclusions. 

 

I will sum up points from this series as a whole. In doing so, I will refer briefly to what other 

speakers said. But if you have not been here for the other talks that doesn’t matter. And you 

can always look them up via our web pages. 

 

First part of the talk:  what does social history tell us about the 1917 revolutions?  

 

Three points from me. 

 

First point. The revolution was an incredibly deep, broad, heterogenous process. To call it a 

workers’ revolution is to sell it short. It was a workers’ revolution, which was very political 

and anti-capitalist. But it also included: 

■ peasants for whom it was in the first instance about destroying the power of landlords and 

the state, and for the land to belong to those who work it.  

■ soldiers in the Russian army who during the first world war participated in the biggest 

mutiny in world history and simply refused to fight.  

■ a big movement among women in both towns and countryside.  

■ national movements against the collapsing central power of the Russian empire. 

 

The talk by Katy Turton showed how broad the women’s movement was; the talk by Dmitry 

Tolkatsch told us about the peasant movement; the one by Sarah Badcock about how the 

womens’, soldiers’ and peasants’ movements were related to each other. 

 

To underline this point about the heterogeneity of the revolution, let me show you a slide of 

armed Ukrainian soldiers marching in Petrograd in March 1917, in the first days of the 

revolution, demanding national autonomy for Ukraine. 
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This could be compared to Irish soldiers marching through London at that time, or Mexican 

soldiers marching through New York today. The photograph is at the State Museum of 

Political History in St Petersburg. The curators are to be congratulated for putting that picture 

on display in the current political atmosphere. 

  

Second point. Really deep-going changes in society unleash not only revolutionary 

movements, but also counter-revolutionary ones.  

 

We heard about this in George Gilbert’s talk on the right-wing nationalist movements in the 

years before the first world war.  

 

More challenging to me was Brendan McGeever’s talk about how antisemitism flourished not 

only among counter-revolutionary forces, but also in the Red army: that is, within the 

revolutionary camp.  

 

The revolutionary process in Russia also involved a frightful level of violence, and this is 

something that deserves thinking about. The civil war was an extraordinarily violent conflict 

on all sides: great brutality was used by all sides – Reds, Whites, peasant “greens”, 

interventionist forces and others – against others. Steve Smith, the first speaker in the series, 

emphasised this point, and particularly referred to the peasant revolt in Siberia, the history of 

which is much less well known than that of other peasant movements e.g. in Tambov. 

 

Third point: can we draw any general conclusions about “mass consciousness” of workers, 

peasants and women during the revolutions?  

 

Brendan’s talk, and Sarah’s, and Dmitry’s, showed how dangerous and perhaps deceptive it is 

to generalise. One point Dmitry made repeatedly was that many peasants did not think in 

terms of national politics at all, but in terms of village, land, church and landlord. 
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What about urban workers? The movement is very heterogenous. Barbara Allen’s talk about 

Aleksandr Shlyapnikov was interesting on this.  

 

Shlyapnikov, who represented a comparatively privileged section of workers, even though he 

was in the Bolshevik party, initially saw the revolutionary process of 1917 above all as an 

opportunity to come to an agreement with the employers in the metalworking industry to 

improve the living standards of workers. In this respect he operated like a western European 

trade union leader.  

 

Barbara was asked: wouldn’t he have fitted into the House of Lords if he had been in the UK? 

My answer: he wasn’t in the UK, and due to the conditions in the actual country he was in, he 

became a key and very radical voice in the workers’ government. 

 

Other workers obviously experienced the revolution in completely different ways. An 

example is the waiters in this picture, who demanded dignity instead of tips, something that is 

very reminiscent of many industrial struggles in the present day. 

 

 
 

Second part of the talk: collective workers’ action and the Bolsheviks in the 1920s  

 

The issue of the way in which the mass of working class people were involved in the 

revolution, how they struggled collectively to change their lives, and their relationship to the 

Bolsheviks and to other parties who claimed to lead them, is really crucial. 

 

How effective were such democratic organisations as the soviets? How far did they really go? 

How did they fail?  

 

I refer back to a discussion that came up at Lara Cook’s talk. 

 

She insisted: you have to look at this historically, i.e. understand why people did what they 

did, not (i) read back from what we know happened later, i.e. Stalinism, or (ii) judge it by 



4 

 

normative standards that we consider correct, but may not have been at the front of people’s 

minds at the time. 

 

The argument was held in respect of Lenin’s “reception”, set up for Lenin and other members 

of the government to give an audience to people who had complaints and concerns. Was it 

just a cynical ploy? 

 

One argument: yes, it was a cynical ploy, because at the same time Lenin was sending the 

Cheka to repress people. My question: isn’t it possible that Lenin was both sending the Cheka 

to repress people, and holding audiences with working people to find out what they thought, 

simultaneously? Yes. 

 

And what about the workers and peasants who embraced the idea of revolution but were 

hostile to the Bolsheviks as a party? Isn’t it possible that they were making use of such 

forums as the “reception” on one hand, while being prepared to resort to protest actions, even 

violent ones, to put pressure on the government that claimed to speak for them?  Yes. 

 

My own research looked at these questions – the dynamic between the Bolsheviks and the 

people for who they claimed to speak – in the period after the civil war.  

 

My starting-point was that this was a time when the threat of immediate defeat of the 

revolution had been lifted, and constraints that operated on all political forces during the civil 

war had been not completely lifted, but had been loosened. It was a time when the most 

optimistic revolutionaries started thinking about building a new world. (It was just Moscow 

workers.) I was interested in the issue of collective action, and of the relationship of workers’ 

action to the workers’ parties, for political reasons, arising from my own experience in the 

workers’ movement. 

 

I tried to follow the historical method that Lara talked about, i.e. understanding why people 

did things. That means taking into account not only the extraordinary circumstances they 

were living through, but also the preconceptions and ideologies that they brought to those 

situations – in the case of the Bolsheviks, the legacies of 19th century socialism in which they 

had all been educated. 

 

I researched both communists – the sort of people that Gleb Albert described hoping for 

international revolution, and that Andy Willimott described trying out experiments in 

communal living – and workers outside the Communist party. Five points. 

 

1. I looked at the big workers’ movement in the spring of 1921. This movement started in 

January-February 1921 and culminated with a revolt by sailors at the Kronshtadt naval base. 

This revolt was repressed by the Bolshevik government, with the loss of hundreds of lives, 

and is rightly seen as a turning point in the retreat and defeat of the revolution. 

I researched the workers’ movement in Moscow that took place in the weeks before the 

Kronshtadt revolt. I found that this was not really a step towards a third revolution as some 

historians claimed, but a movement firstly over economic demands, (i) for equalisation of 

rations for urban workers (against bureaucrats who found ways of getting more rations for 

themselves and their families), and (ii) for an end to grain requisitioning, which had been 

used during the civil war to get food supplies from peasants for the towns and army. This 

demand was made by urban workers, many of whom had strong connections in the 

countryside and knew the policy wasn’t working.  

 



5 

 

In addition to these economic demand this movement was for political demands aimed at 

reviving the democratic aspirations of 1917, for free elections to the soviets, for freedom of 

speech and assembly, for an end to repression of working-class political parties and so on.  

 

The Bolsheviks dealt with this movement in two ways. One: repression. Two: they retreated 

from the policy of grain requisitioning and other measures of compulsion used during the 

civil war, and implemented the NEP. 

 

2. Among Moscow workers there was a large, organised group that was not just non-party but 

non-party-IST, i.e. it was a principle for them not to belong to any party. This group had 

control of several significant factory committees. In the elections to the Moscow soviet in 

April 1921, the non-partyists won a decisive victory in many of the big factories and formed 

a big group of about one quarter of the soviet delegates. The reaction of the Bolshevik party 

was to refuse to work with this group, and to encourage factory managers and trade union 

leaders to bully, isolate and undermine its activists.  

 

3. The Bolsheviks were intolerant of all opposition, both outside the party and within. This 

resulted in physical repression through the civil war. This was to a large extent relaxed during 

the 1920s, but not when it came to members of opposition workers’ parties (left SRs, 

anarchists, left Mensheviks, and groupings of former Bolsheviks such as the Workers and 

Peasants Socialist Party (1921), the Workers Truth (1921-22) and the Workers Group (1922-

23). These people were systematically harassed, victimised and if necessary arrested and 

jailed. 

 

I formed the view that in the early 1920s, the Bolsheviks offered workers a “social contract”. 

They were assured that their wages would gradually improve and that they would be offered 

welfare benefits such as were available to workers in European countries – health services, 

education and so on. They were permitted to complain about workplace matters via structures 

that had not existed under tsarism, but not to damage production by striking; they were 

expected to improve labour productivity.  

 

The other side of the bargain was that politics was appropriated by the party. So if workers 

went on strike, the organisers would be sacked and sometimes arrested. If they engaged in 

political activity outside the Bolshevik party, they risked the same sort of punishments. 

 

4. At the same time, the Bolsheviks were developing forms of mass mobilisation politics in 

which the working class figured as a passive force called into action by the party. So for 

example in the big campaigns in 1922 to seize church valuables for famine relief, workers 

were mobilised on week-days, by their factory managers, to go on big demonstrations. Same 

in the campaign around the trial of the Socialist Revolutionary party leaders in 1922, where 

one of the chief demands was for the implementation of the death penalty. 

 

5. The underlying changes in this period was that, as the economy recovered, forms of 

hierarchy and alienation were re-imposing themselves with great rapidity.  

 

First of all, within factories, all ideas of worker participation in management had been 

rejected during the civil war, and after the civil war one-man management was imposed that 

was in many ways no different from factory management before the first world war. Most 

factories were nationalised but organised in trusts and although the managers of these trusts 

did not own the factories, they had controls over cash flow, opportunities for corruption and 

the right to hire and fire workers.  
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Secondly, as wealth started to reappear in the economy, very great material inequalities soon 

reappeared. Communist party decisions were taken, for example about the levels of wealth 

that were permitted for full-time party officials, that acquiesced in this process. The 

combination of this growing wealth, and the one-party political system, were elements of the 

bureaucratic, or class, elite that took shape in the mid 1920s and consolidated its control in 

the late 1920s. 

 

Third part of the talk. Some big-picture conclusions 

 

First. How did the Soviet Union change between the early 1920s and the 1930s, when the 

Stalinist system that Don Filtzer talked about took shape – with the driving of peasants into 

the towns during forced industrialisation and collectivisation, under the first five year plan 

(1929-32), the super exploitation of workers, and the heightened and unprecedented levels of 

state repression. There were continuities, but the breaks were much more fundamental.   

 

From my research I concluded not that Bolshevism led to Stalinism, although there were 

some continuities, but that it politically disarmed the working class; Bolshevism left the 

working class less able to resist the rise of dictatorship and the intensification of exploitation 

that came in the late 1920s, particularly during the first five year plan.  

 

Second. Chris Read posed the question, if Trotsky had won the leadership of the Bolshevik 

party, rather than Stalin, would the regime have been more or less ruthless? His answer was: 

more ruthless.  

 

I do not agree with the answer, but what is far more important is the question, which I argue 

is itself flawed.  

 

By focusing on the variable of: who won the leadership of the Bolshevik party, it ignores 

many other variables that are much more important, such as: Could the ability of the working 

class and other social forces to act and implement change, independently of the state, have 

been further developed? Could collective creativity have been further developed? Could civil 

society, that is to the space for political discussion and social movements independent of the 

state, have been further developed? 

 

Third. I wrote in the conclusions of my book: “The legacy of the Bolsheviks’ actions was not 

limited to their impact on Soviet history, though. The effect on the political development of 

the workers’ movement internationally was just as important. Authoritarian, vanguardist and 

statist ways of thinking and assumptions spread out from Moscow – not only directly through 

the Comintern and the Communist parties, which for decades influenced radical workers’ 

struggles but also in many indirect ways.” Bolshevik ideology that “packed the pwerful 

punch of association with the first successful workers’ revolution” for decades “clouded, 

obstructed and diverted efforts to develop socialist ideas and strategies”.  

 

I still think all that. But I think it also has to be taken together with the point that Steve Smith 

made in the first talk in the series, that: while the Bolshevik government did not end class 

exploitation or liberate workers from it, the spread of communist ideas that followed the 

revolution changed the 20th century in very profound ways. It opened the way for anti-

colonial movements; for nation-building and what we would call affirmative action within the 

Soviet Union itself; for forward-looking policies on women and the family – in other words, 
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and I am paraphrasing here a little, that without the Russian revolution, the 1960s would 

never have happened, and modern day social movements would look quite different. 

 

This final slide, of a poster distributed by Bolshevik women’s organisations in the 1920s, 

illustrates this last point. 

  

 
 

 

Conclusion: we need to overcome the negative legacies and disentangle them from the great 

progressive legacies of 1917, and doing so really matters. 

 

(end) 

 


