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RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

RUSSIA IN 1917 was still primarily an
agricultural society. Four-fifths of its
population were peasants, many of
whom had been born before the
abolition of serfdom.

The vast majority of  the rural population
were unschooled and illiterate, kept in
ignorance and superstition by the Russian
Orthodox church.

Private armies such as the Black Hundreds,
sponsored by landowners, military officers and
church and state officials, had helped Tsarist
soldiers and police to crush all dissent. Their
favourite targets were radicals, workers’
organisers, anarchists and—above all—Jews.

This was the old Russia that Lenin, the
Bolsheviks and other left-wing forces wanted to
abolish. 

At 10am on October 25 1917 (November 7
according to our calendar), an appeal 'To the
Citizens of  Russia!’ was published in the
Russian capital Petrograd. It proclaimed:  

‘The provisional government has been
deposed. 

‘State power has passed into the hands of
the organ of  the Petrograd Soviet of  Workers’
and Soldiers’ Deputies—the Revolutionary
Military Committee, which heads the Petrograd
proletariat and the garrison. 

‘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'.

Later that afternoon, Lenin addressed the

Petrograd Soviet—the council of  workers’
delegates—in the Smolny Institute, once an
exclusive school for young ladies but then the
headquarters of  the revolution.

Shortly after midnight, revolutionary soldiers
and sailors captured the Winter Palace, the seat
of Alexander Kerensky's provisional
government. The British ambassador in
Petrograd—which was later renamed Leningrad
before reverting to St Petersburg—cabled
London to predict that the Bolsheviks’
revolution would collapse within two months.

Social-democrat Kerensky had become prime
minister five months after the revolution of
February 1917 (March in Britain) which toppled
Tsar Nicholas II. 

That revolution had received an enthusiastic
welcome across Britain and around the world.
People everywhere hailed February 1917 as a
victory for democratic freedoms and the
working class movement.   

Kerensky had pledged to bring Russia out of
the war against the Prussian and Austro-
Hungarian empires, to organise free elections to
the Duma (or parliament) and to redistribute
land to the starving peasantry.

However, under pressure from French and
British allies, he maintained hostilities even as his
armies were melting away in the teeth of
Germany's sweeping incursions.  

Lenin's revolutionary government of
Bolsheviks and left Mensheviks and Social
Revolutionaries immediately set about fulfilling
its promise to bring 'Peace, Bread and Land'. The
very first decree called for an immediate
armistice and negotiations for a 'just, democratic
peace'.

CONTINUED OVERLEAF

How imperialism (and
Britain) failed to crush 
the Russian revolution

SOCIALISM

The revolutionary strategy of
the Communist Party is based
on the understanding that the
state is a machine for the
oppression of  one class by
another – the case for socialism
is outlined by Gawain Little.

This is not an over-simplification or a one-
dimensional view. Indeed, Marxists have been at
the forefront of  identifying and analysing the
complexities of  the modern state and its various
functions.

However, these complexities cannot be
allowed to confuse the question and mask the
essential nature of  the state – it exists to defend
the economic and social system and the ruling
class in whose interests that system operates.

Whether it’s the workings of  a legal and
judicial system founded on the principle of
private property, the use of  the armed forces to
ensure the extraction of  super-profits abroad or
the role of  the state broadcasting system in
marginalising dissent and whitewashing the
crimes of  imperialism, the state acts to maintain
and reproduce the current system of inequality
and exploitation.

The election of  a Corbyn-led left
government will not change this. A host of
mechanisms within parliament and the political
system – not least the right wing elements in the
parliamentary Labour Party – as well as outside
them, help to maintain and where possible
widen the gulf  between the people and their
elected representatives.

It is on this question that the strategy of  the
Communist Party differs fundamentally from
those on the left who place their hopes in a
parliamentary road to socialism.

For communists there needs to be
fundamental change not only in terms of  who
runs the state apparatus, but in the very
structure, role and character of  the state.

A left government in Britain would be
surrounded not only by top state personnel
who are hostile to socialism, but also by a state
apparatus designed to protect and maintain
capitalism – not to abolish it.

As we have seen with the reaction to
Labour’s new approach even the most modest
measures to shift the balance of  power towards
the working class are likely to come under
sustained attack from within the state, the
capitalist media and elsewhere. The only long-
term solution to this problem is to move beyond
the parliamentary struggle.

The working class must take state power
from the capitalist class and use it to begin
building socialism and defeating all attempts at
counter-revolution.

Britain’s communists do not envisage this
struggle as a single decisive battle. Rather, it will
be a revolutionary process going through a

number of  distinct but interconnected stages
proceeding from the contradictions within
capitalism and within the state itself.

The inability of  a democratically elected left
government to make changes without facing
serious opposition from within the state will help
to expose the nature of  capitalist democracy.

This leads directly to the need to replace it
with a socialist democracy in which the great
mass of  the people can participate directly in the
exercise of  state power.

As the Communist Party’s programme
argues: “new bodies of  working-class and
popular power are likely to be necessary to
monitor or take over state functions,” the aim
being to “restructure and then replace the
administrative and political apparatus with one
designed to dismantle capitalism and construct a
system that serves the interests of  society as a
whole."

Although this struggle is an ongoing process,
its purpose is the essence of  revolution – the
taking of  state power by the working class.

While mass extraparliamentary activity and
the election of  a left government would
represent an important first stage, it is the
process that follows that will prove decisive.

In proposing that a Labour government
should anticipate a run on the pound John
McDonnell has given us a timely warning. It is
highly likely that a left government in Britain
would face a huge propaganda offensive – not
only attacks on sterling and the government’s
ability to borrow in financial markets,
denunciations but, if  Britain were still in the EU,
diktats from the EU Commission, the European
Central Bank and the European Court of  Justice,
restrictions on imports from Britain and other
measures of  destabilisation.

Nonetheless it is important not to
overestimate these dangers. A left wing
government would reduce vulnerability to
outside pressure and sabotage. This could be
done, for instance, by taking strategic sectors
and enterprises in the British economy into
public ownership. Taxing the wealthy and
monopoly profits would reduce the need for
government borrowing. 

Britain’s industrial base must be rebuilt and
economic and political relations strengthened
with countries like China, India, Brazil and South
Africa. Ultimately it will be for the working class
and the popular antimonopoly alliance it has
constructed to lead in both building and
defending socialism in Britain.

There are many lessons we can learn from
previous and existing socialist countries.

But socialism – and the higher stage of
communism – will be an expression of  the will
of  the British working class and popular
movement.

There is no reason why people should not
comprehend that we share this earth in
common, that we are interdependent, that the
individual good of the vast majority requires the
collective good and that co-operation and unity
is better than conflict and division.

For the sake of  humanity, the future is
communism.

1917 2017
Working class power

s V I Lenin
‘We shall now
proceed to
construct the
socialist order’
25 October 1917
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All Power to the Soviets! Alexandra Kollontai
1917: The Socialist Revolution Part 3. 
Russia after Tsardom Andrew Rothstein
The Wars of Intervention Dennis Ogden
Leninism in the revolutionary struggle of
the workers for power Steve Johnson
Celebrating the Paris Commune and the
Great October Revolution Liz Payne
The Greatness and Fall of the Soviet Union
Lars Ulrik Thomsen
Soul Food Mike Quille
www.communist-party.org.uk/shop/

The Woman Worker was Nadezhda Krupskaya’s
first pamphlet, written in Siberia where she had
joined Lenin, following their arrest in 1896 and
sentencing to three years internal exile. 
It was the first written work by a marxist on the
situation of  women in Russia. £3.50  €4

A century ago the British labour movement
prepared to take industrial action in defence of
the young Soviet Union. John Foster examines
the militancy in 1920 in the context of   ruling
class divisions, Soviet power, the Irish rising and
the formation of  the CPGB.  £4  €4.50

An introductory course on Marxism £2
A basic course in marxist philosophy.This
publication is dedicated to the memory of
Kevin Halpin (1927-2017), the outstanding
workers' leader, chair of  Liaison Committee for
the Defence of  Trade Unions. £2 €2

International Conference  4 November 2017
1917 - 2017 Russian Revolution Centenary
Marking 100 Years Since the October Revolution
The Russian Revolution of  1917 changed the course of  human history.
From the Tsar’s fall in February to the overthrow of the provisional
government in October, ordinary Russians took centre stage in one of  the
great political dramas of  the modern world. A 100 years on the Russian
Revolution Centenary Committee marks these momentous events. 

The conference will take place at TUC Congress House in London on
Saturday November 4. Speakers from across Britain and around the
world will gather to discuss the political, historical and cultural legacy of
1917.  Book tickets at http://tinyurl.com/y73o5kjy

3

Dialectical and Historical Materialism
Understanding why change happens
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This book, originally published in 1967 in
connection with the 50th anniversary of  the
Russian Revolution. Robin Page Arnot was a
foundation member of  the Communist Party ’s
His book is the most authoritative  account of
the impact of  the Russian Revolution. £10  €11

February 14 During strikes
the bolsheviks call on the
workers to overthrow the Tsar.
February 23 an International
Women’s Day strike sparks the
February revolution. 
February 26 Police arrest
many revolutionary leaders.
February 27 Soldiers join the
strikers, storm the arsenal and
liberate political prisoners.
February 28 Moscow seized
by armed workers and soldiers.
March 2 The Petrograd
Soviet orders the arrest of
Nicholas II.
aPrIl 3 lenin and other
bolshevik exiles arrive to be
met by huge crowds.
april 4  lenin’s april Theses
call for a siezure of power.
JuNe 3 at the 1st all russian
congress of the Soviets the
bolsheviks call for all power to
the soviets.
early July Soldiers and
workers demand all power to
the Soviets. 400 people die
when forces lobeying the
Provisional Government open
fire. Pravda presses smashed,
paper sellers murdered and
mass arrests take place.
Threatened with arrest lenin
goes into hiding.
July 24 Government joined by
Mesheviks, constitutional
Democrats and Socialist
revolutionaries.
July 26-auGuST 3 With lenin
in hiding Stalin delivers the
rerort to the Sixth congress of
the russian Social Democratic
Party (bolsheviks).
auGuST 25 Kerensky and
General Kornilov scheme for a
military dictatorship to
suppress the bolsheviks and
continue the war.
auGuST 28 Soldiers in revolt
and workers take action to
defeat General Kornilov.
SePTeMber 9  The Soviet
declares for a Soviet
government.
SePTeMber 12 lenin’s lessons
of the Fevolution and The
State and revolution published
illegally.
SePTeMber 14 lenin’s letter
to the central committee in
both Moscow and Petrograd,
explaining that the bolsheviks
must assume power.
OcTOber 10 lenin arrives
illegally in Petrograd and the
the bolshevik central
committee approves the plan
to overthrow the Provisional
Government
OcTOber 24 The Provisional
Government tries to close the
bolshevik newspaper. red
Guards seize key points, lenin
takes command.
OcTOber 26 Winter palace
stormed. at 3am the congress
of Soviets issues the decrees
on Peace and land and the
new government is formed.

Now is the time
COMMUNIST PARTY

LIz PAyNE

During the TUC conference a Labour comrade
asked why belong to the Communist Party when
the Labour Party is changing and offers the very real
possibility of forming a government?

It is a good question. Jeremy Corbyn’s victory
and the massive growth in Labour’s support and
membership have brought with them the prospect
of an electoral opening to a Labour government of
a new type. The Communist Party has always
argued that the neo-liberal, class collaborationist
direction taken by New Labour could be reversed
and that the key to this would be the mass
movement and the trade unions. Labour right
wingers feared this, while most of the sectarian left
denied its possibility. 

Thus we welcome the new direction taken by
Labour, do what we can to sustain the forces that
make it possible and back, as we always have, the
Morning Star as the daily voice of the left. 

The Communist Party is convinced that millions
of working people can be won to back a
government of genuine change but such a
government will face enormous resistance. 

In this centenary year of the 1917 Russian
Revolution, we do well to remember that the ruling
class of every country, the mass media, the big
corporations and banks, the state apparatus, NATO
and the vast military-industrial complexes, the
intelligence services and the most dangerous fascist
and racist elements will all be mobilised.

How a left Labour government deals with this
will surely be one of the decisive factors in building
and sustaining a more just and democratic future. If
it mobilises the people, can presses home its attack
on the power that wealth confers on our rulers and
if it is supported by an organised left and
progressive movement, this can open the way to
further socialist advance. If  not, defeat is certain.

Communists believe that the construction of a
fundamentally new type of society to replace
capitalism is essential for the future of humanity and
our planet.  In all three countries of Britain,
capitalism is a barrier to economic development,
environmental security, social justice and meaningful
democracy. The big business profit system has to be
replaced by a new system – socialism – based on
mass participation in decision-making, social
ownership of the economy and democratic planning
and solidarity.  This fundamental change will also
require a transfer of political power, taking it out of
the hands of the small number of extremely
wealthy monopoly capitalists whose interests
dominate our society. Such a revolutionary process
will have to be led by the working class – the
producers of society’s wealth – at the head of an
alliance of forces representing the interests of the
people as a whole.

The Communist Party is the party of the
working class and liberation, not because workers as
a whole support it at present but because its aim is
for the working class to attain political power.

Our Party is organised on the principle of
democratic centralism. This combines the widest
possible discussion with a commitment  to carry out
collective decisions in an organised and disciplined
manner. It is this organisational principle – combined
with the analytical tools that Marxism Leninism
provide – which has given communist parties their
revolutionary impetus.

The question which each class conscious and
politically active worker must ask themselves is:
“Where and how best can I make a contribution to
the goal of revolutionary transformation of society
and the building of a future of peace and socialism?”
For many this will be through participation in their
trade union, campaign group or the Labour Party.
But for the success of our common project many
more must join with the communists. 

LIz PAyNE IS CHAIR OF THE COMMUNIST PARTy

CONTINUED
Other decrees set up a Red Army of

workers and peasants under commander-in-
chief  Krylenko and war commissar Nikolai
Podvoisky, transferred agricultural and church
estates to local soviets of  peasants’ deputies,
instituted workers’ control in all economic
enterprises, nationalised the banks, cancelled all
debts to foreign financiers, proclaimed equality
between nationalities based on a 'voluntary
union’ and relinquished all Russian claims on
Finland, Persia (better known today as Iran) and
Armenia.But, from the outset, forces loyal to
previous regimes—the 'Whites'—mounted a
military rebellion against Soviet rule. They were
assisted by breakaway nationalist movements
and, notably in the Ukraine, by anarchists.

In response, the new Soviet state established
its own security police, the Cheka. Far from
being the 'secret’ police of  Western
propaganda—and wholly unlike the security and
intelligence services in Britain—the formation of
the Cheka and its role were set out openly in
legislation.

In the course of  1918, too, some 14 foreign
armies and more than half  a million troops set
up a 'ring of  fire’ around Russia and its
neighbouring territories. The aim was, as
Britain's then Minister of  Munitions Winston
Churchill later put it, 'the strangling of
Bolshevism at its birth'.

Much of  Tsarist Russia's industrialisation had
been funded by loans and investments from
France, Britain and other Western capitalist
sources. These bankers and industrialists wanted
their money back. From early 1918 until the end
of 1920, the Red Army—successfully
reorganised by new war commissar Leon
Trotsky—fought a life-and-death struggle against
the Whites and foreign armies.

The country's agricultural, industrial and
financial resources were taken into state
ownership or control in a desperate policy of
'war communism'.

While the Reds aimed their coercive power
mostly at counter-revolutionaries, saboteurs and
hoarders, the Whites utilised their terror with
little or no discrimination. The US commander-
in-chief  in Siberia, General Graves, was shocked
to witness the mass unpopularity of  the White
forces, the disciplinary floggings and shootings of
hungry soldiers and the corruption and
debauchery of  their officers.

He recorded that 'a White terror was
inaugurated, far worse than anything
perpetrated by the Reds. Socialists of  any kind,
even liberals and democrats, were slaughtered in
thousands'.

Graves wrote of  one village on the river
Amur where the White authorities 'encircled
the place with White troops; a hole was made in
the ice on the river and the entire population
driven under the ice'. More than 20,000 British
naval and land forces helped seize the Black Sea
ports, Trans-Caucasian oil towns and the Baltic
approaches to Petrograd.

Other British expeditionary forces occupied
the Arctic ports of  Murmansk and Arkhangelsk,
while British officers, advisors and intelligence
agents assisted counter-revolutionary forces
across the former Russian empire.

From this brutal, sordid reality is spun the
history of  dashing Russian aristocrats and their
tragic daughters, of  wistful emigres and daring
British spies.

The real history of  predatory British
intervention rarely features in the history books.
Nor does the struggle in Britain against the
invasion and occupation of  Russia, involving as it
did widespread mutinies in the British armed
forces, the 'Hands Off Russia!’ campaign and the
threat of  a general strike supported by the TUC
and the Labour Party in August 1920.
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