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less on military factors than on political ones. It was a question of mass control and mobili-
zation.

According to the liberal orthodoxy, the Bolsheviks were much more successful on this
score. Through the party and its propaganda they built up an effective political machinery,
one which the Whites completely lacked. The Bolsheviks’ claim, however false, to “defend
the Revolution” enabled them to mobilize support against the White counterrevolution.
‘Whenever the Whites threatened to break through, the central Russian peasants seemed to
rally to the Bolsheviks. During Denikin’s advance on Moscow, in the autumn of 1919, for
example, one quarter of a million peasant deserters returned voluntarily to the Red Army.
While the peasants hated the Bolsheviks, with their violent requisitionings and bossy com-
missars, they feared the Whites even more because they threatened to reverse the peasant
revolution on the land. It was only when the Whites had been defeated that the peasants took
up arms en masse against the Reds.

Vladimir Brovkin has challenged this orthodoxy in Behind the Front Lines of the Civil
War. The success of the Bolsheviks was in his view a “victory of one weak and unpopular
regime over another weak and unpopular regime” (p. 192). Neither the Reds nor the Whites
had any mass support. If anything, the masses were on the side of the Menshevik and Social
Revolutionary parties, which both the Reds and the Whites suppressed.

Brovkin describes in encyclopedic detail the peasant revolts and workers’ strikes, and the
Red and White campaigns to suppress them, which have obviously led him to this view. Much
of this is new and valuable—particularly on the Red side. It is only now that we really know
the full extent of popular resistance to the Bolsheviks, and the depths of savagery to which
the latter went in order to suppress it. Striking workers were shot en masse; whole villages
were burned. The richer Cossacks were brutally slaughtered and dispossessed.

There are some problems of presentation. The opening chapters fail to set a proper frame-
work for the book, and it takes a specialist to follow them. By detailing the strikes and revolts
year by year, Brovkin becomes repetitive; the book is certainly rather long. Much of the schol-
arship is also partisan: footnotes pay homage to the work of right-wing scholars, even on sub-
jects they have only slightly touched, while the work of liberal and left-wing historians is either
ignored or misrepresented.

This partisan approach is also clear in Brovkin’s attitude toward the Bolsheviks, and it
is here that the book’s main problem lies. He portrays the Bolsheviks without exception as
latter-day “little tsars” and “feudal lords,” whose sole aim and motivation was to rob and boss
around the local population. Brovkin thus concludes that Bolshevism represented the re-
emergence of “traditional”” forms of authority in the countryside.

This is not convincing. There were roughly one million Bolsheviks in the local apparatus
during 1918-22, and it is patently absurd to argue that all of them were corrupt and criminal.
The peasant revolution, as many social historians have shown, sprang from the influence of
modernizing forces (school, town, market and army), and the peasant Bolsheviks emerged
from this. Yet Brovkin ignores these social trends. Who are his Bolsheviks? He does not say.
In Brovkin’s treatment they do not appear as people with their own concerns but merely
Lenin’s oprichniki.

Most of the local Bolsheviks were peasant sons. They had been educated in the 1900s
and largely mobilized during the war. After 1918, they returned to their villages with new skills
and ambitions. Joining the party and its local bureaucracy offered them an escape from the
dull and beastly routines of peasant life and an entry ticket into the modern urban-dominated
world of the Soviet regime. Throughout the peasant world, Communist regimes have been
founded on the fact that it is the aspiration of every literate peasant son to become a clerk.

It is no doubt tempting for Russians today to see the Soviet regime as having been forcibly
imposed upon them—the Russian people as victims of the revolutionary tragedy rather than
as participants in it. Brovkin’s book may indulge this view. It will also give them an uplifting
picture of popular resistance to all forms of tyranny. But the Russian people must also rec-
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ognize that the regime from which they have at last been liberated did, to begin with, grow
in Russian soil.

Orlando Figes, Trinity College

Vatlin, A. Tu. Komintern: Pervye desiat' let. Seriia “Pervaia monografiia.” Moscow: Izda-
tel’skii Tsentr “Rossiia molodaia,” 1993. 143 pp.

The Communist International has been relegated to the dustbin of history. As Vatlin himself
observes, a recent poll in a school in the Russian Republic revealed that 50 percent of the
students could not “decipher” the word Comintern. The results in a Western school would be
even more discouraging. The Comintern belongs to that remote past when the Western world
worried about the appeal of communism outside of the Soviet Union. With the end of the
Soviet Union came the belief that communism and Marxism were failed ideologies and their
past manifestations need not concern us. Vatlin is a young scholar, a product of the glasnost
era, and in this series of short essays on the history of the Comintern between its founding
in 1919 and the year 1929 he tells us that we should not ignore the history of this failed insti-
tution.

The author received his candidate’s degree in 1987, defending a dissertation on the rebirth
of the German Social Democratic party after World War II. He has participated in the pro-
duction of a new post-Communist history of the Communist International, written biographies
of such formerly banished figures as Nikolai Bukharin and Leon Trotsky, and is one of the
contributors to the Russian publication Newsletter on the History of the Comintern.

In this collection of essays Vatlin does not try to resurrect what he calls the “‘heroic and
tragic ghosts” of the Communist International. Instead, using the recently opened archives of
the Communist International as his chief source of information, he endeavors to show us how
the personal visions of Lenin and Stalin compelled them to split the socialist movement in
‘Western Europe and cripple its political efforts after World War I. By insisting on the Soviet
Union and the Russian Communist party as models for all Communist parties, he affirms,
they managed to distort both Marx’s vision of the socialist future and the legitimate aspirations
of the industrial working class in Russia and Western Europe. He also demonstrates how the
Comintern shifted its policies during the twenties in response to political struggles in the Rus-
sian Communist Party rather than to the realities of politics in the countries in which Com-
intern members had to operate. Although these views of Comintern history are no novelty in
Western studies, it is refreshing to have a young Russian scholar discover them for himself,
and to document his case with previously inaccessible archival evidence.

Veterans in Comintern history will delight in finding a Russian scholar speaking sympa-
thetically about Western social democratic movements, citing George Orwell and Trotsky with
approval and condemning the narrow sectarian policies of Lenin and Stalin, but they will find
few surprises in this work. It is disappointing that, although Vatlin uses the Comintern archives
now available at the Russian Center for the Preservation and Study of Documents of Con-
temporary History, he doesn’t seem to find anything particularly new in them. The emphasis
on Western Europe ignores the interesting forays of the Comintern into Eastern Europe and
Third World countries, like China and India. Finally, Vatlin does not seem to be familiar with
the works of such Western scholars as Franz Borkenau, E. H. Carr and Branko Lazitch, Ker-
mit McKenzie, or James Hulse, where his conclusions were presented some years ago.

‘George Jackson, Hofstra University
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the unions. Alliance with the committees was also useful for Lenin. Encouraging radical work-
ers’ control meant pushing the Revolution along at a much faster pace and hence undermining
the possibility of any coalition socialist government appearing in practice. The final takeover
of the factory committees by the trade unions was, according to Shkliarevsky, fairly easily
accomplished. The failure of attempts at socialist coalition government after October 1917 and
the exit of the Mensheviks from the trade unions meant it was safe for Lenin to abandon his
old allies, attack the idea of workers’ democracy and support the trade unions. The politically
isolated factory-committee movement was in a weak state anyway, having lost the support of
the workers. Alliance with the idea of one-party dictatorship had led it down the road of
supporting the new Soviet government in opposition to workers’ demands after October.

Although forcefully made, these and other theses in the book tend to be based on spec-
ulation as to the “real” intentions behind what personalities or bodies actually said or did.
‘While this is perfectly valid, it does mean we have to accept a number of major assumptions
before being persuaded by Shkliarevsky’s arguments. For example, it is not clear that the
economic crisis was such that workers’ control could have been contained within the coalition
politics of the first part of 1917. Furthermore, here, as in other works, the Mensheviks and
Provisional Government are condemned for shortsightedness. If only they had been more
adventurous the Bolsheviks could have been side-lined. Surely, however, they had their own
practical rationale for not wanting to alienate the propertied classes? It is also assumed that
when Lenin talked of revolutionary dictatorship in 1917 he meant Bolshevik party dictatorship.
Was this really that clear at the time?

Finally, the factory committees may indeed have been putting a brave face on it when
they agreed to merge with the trade unions in 1918, but were they really so fatally weakened?
There is certainly growing evidence of the degree of discontent among workers both with the
committees and the Bolsheviks as early as 1918 but it is not clear how systematic this was. If
it was as thoroughgoing as suggested then we have to answer the question, How was it that
this Bolshevik Party was able not only to take power but also to go on to win the Civil War
and extend its control over most of the former Tsarist Empire when apparently it had virtually
no social support, not even from the class in whose name it claimed to rule? To maintain that
it was done by coercion alone beggars belief. It is perhaps because one is being constantly
returned to such basic questions of the Revolution that Shkliarevsky’s book makes for inter-
esting reading.

Paul Flenley, Portsmouth University

Brovkin, Vladimir N.  Behind the Front Lines of the Civil War: Political Parties and Social
Movements in Russia, 1918-1922. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994. 455
pp- $55.00. £40.00.

Bosnia included, it is hard to think of any modern conflict more horrific than the Russian Civil
War. Apart from the fighting between the Reds and the Whites, there were ethnic and national
wars, peasant armies which fought both Red and White, local warlord regimes, mass terror
campaigns, pogroms against Jews, banditry, class violence and anarchy. And yet more people
died from hunger and disease than from all these put together.

Until recently the history of the Civil War was left mainly to military historians. But
their science proved unable to explain the extraordinary movement of the fronts, let alone
the hidden civil wars behind them. The Civil War was not like any war. It was fought between
motley armies that could count neither on the loyalty of their own mainly conscript troops nor
on the support of the civilian population within the territories they claimed to control. Both
Reds and Whites were constantly crippled by mass desertion, the breakdown of supplies,

* strikes and peasant revolts in the rear. Their ability to maintain armies in the field depended





