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Chapter 38: The Peasantry Before
October

Civilisation has made the peasantry its pack animal. The
bourgeoisie in the long run only changed the form of the
pack. Barely tolerated on the threshold of the national life,
the peasant stands essentially outside the threshold of
science. The historian is ordinarily as little interested in
him as the dramatic critic is in those grey figures who shift
the scenery, carrying the heavens and earth on their
backs, and scrub the dressing-rooms of the actors. The
part played by the peasantry in past revolutions remains
hardly cleared up to this day.

“The French bourgeoisie began by liberating the
peasantry,” wrote Marx in 1848. “With the help of the
peasantry they conquered Europe. The Prussian
bourgeoisie was so blinded by its own narrow and close-by
interests that it lost even this ally, and turned it into a
weapon in the hands of the feudal counter-revolution.” In
this contrast what relates to the German bourgeoisie is
true; but the assertion that “the French bourgeoisie began
by liberating the peasantry” is an echo of that official
French legend which exercised an influence in its day even
upon Marx. In reality the bourgeoisie, in the proper sense
of the term, opposed the peasant revolution with all the
power it had. Even from the rural instructions of 1789 the
local leaders of the Third Estate threw out, under the guise
of editing, the keenest and most bold demands. The
famous decision of August 4, adopted by the National



Assembly amid the glow of rural conflagrations, long
remained a pathetic formula without content. The
peasants who would not reconcile themselves to this
deceit were adjured by the Constituent Assembly to
“return to the fulfiiment of their duties and have the
proper respect for [feudal] property.” The civil guard tried
more than once to put down the peasantry in the country.
But the city workers, taking the side of those in revolt, met
the bourgeois punitive expeditions with stones and broken
tile.

Throughout five years the French peasantry rose at every
critical moment of the revolution, preventing a deal
between the feudal and bourgeois property-holders. The
Parisian Sans-culottes, pouring out their blood for the
republic, liberated the peasant from his feudal chains. The
French republic of 1792 marked a new social régime - in
contradistinction to the German republic of 1918, or the
Spanish republic of 1931, which mean only the old régime
minus the dynasty. At the bottom of this difference it is not
hard to find the agrarian question.

The French peasant did not think directly of a republic; he
wanted to throw off the landlord. The Parisian republicans
ordinarily forgot all about the country. But it was only the
peasant pressure upon the landlord which guaranteed the
creation of a republic, clearing the feudal rubbish out of its
road. A republic with a nobility is not a republic. This was
excellently understood by the old man Machiavelli, who in
his Florentine exile 400 years before the presidency of
Ebert, between hunting thrushes and playing at tric-trac
with the butcher, generalised the experience of
democratic revolutions. “Who ever wants to found a
republic in a country where there are many nobles, can



only do this if to begin with he exterminates them all. The
Russian Muzhiks were essentially of the same opinion, and
they revealed this openly without any “Machiavellianism.”

While Petrograd and Moscow played the main role in the
movement of the workers and soldiers, the first place in
the peasant movement must be accorded to the backward
Great Russian agricultural centre, and the middle region of
the Volga. Here the relics of serfdom had especially deep
roots; the nobles’ proprietorship in the land was most
parasitic in character; the differentiation of the peasantry
was far behind and the poverty of the village thus more
nakedly revealed. Bursting out in this region as early as
March, the movement had been immediately adorned with
acts of terror. Through the efforts of the dominant parties
it was soon switched, however, into the channel of
compromise politics.

In the industrially backward Ukraine, agriculture, carried
on for export, had acquired a far more progressive and
consequently more capitalistic character. Here the
stratification of the peasantry had gone considerably
farther than in Great Russia. The struggle for national
liberation moreover inevitably delayed, at least for the
time being, other forms of social straggle. But the variation
in regional, and even national, conditions expressed itself
in the long run only in a difference of dates. By autumn the
territory of the peasant struggle had become almost the
whole country. Out of the 624 counties constituting old
Russia, 482, or 77 per cent, were involved in the
movement. And omitting the borderlands, distinguished by
special agrarian conditions - the northern district, the
Transcaucasus, the region of the steppes, and Siberia - out
of 481 counties, 439, or 91 per cent, were drawn into the



peasant revolt.

The methods of struggle differ according to whether it is a
question of ploughed land, forest, pasture, of rentals or of
hired labour. The struggle changed its forms and methods,
too, at various stages of the revolution. But in general the
movement of the villages passed, with inevitable delay,
through the same two great stages as the movement of
the cities. In the first stage the peasants were still
accommodating themselves to the new régime, and trying
to solve their problems by means of the new institutions.
Even here, however, it was more a matter of form than
substance. The Moscow liberal newspaper - tinted before
the revolution with a Narodnik hue — expressed with
admirable directness the state of mind of the landlord
circles in the summer of 1917. “The muzhik is glancing
round, he is not doing anything yet, but look in his eyes -
his eyes will tell you that all the land lying around him is
his land.” A perfect key to this “peaceful” policy of the
peasantry, is a telegram sent in April by one of the Tomboy
villages to the Provisional Government:

“We desire to keep the peace in the interests of the
freedom won. But for this reason, forbid the sale of the
landlords’ land until the Constituent Assembly. Otherwise
we will shed blood, but we will not let anyone else plough
the land.”

The muzhik found it easy to maintain a tone of respectful
threat, because in bringing his pressure to bear against
historic rights, he hardly had to come into direct conflict
with the state at all. Organs of the governmental power
were lacking in the localities. The village committees
controlled the militia, the courts were disorganised, the



local commissars were powerless, “We elected you,” the
peasants would shout at them, “and we will kick you out.”

During the summer the peasants, developing the struggle
of the preceding months, came nearer and nearer to civil
war, and their left wing even stepped over its threshold.
According to a report of the landed proprietors of the
Taganrog district, the peasants on their own initiative
seized the hay crop, took possession of the land, hindered
the ploughing, named arbitrary rental prices, and removed
proprietors and overseers. According to a report of the
Nizhegorod commissar, violent activities and seizures of
land and forest in his province were multiplying. The
county commissars were afraid of seeming to the peasants
like defenders of the big landlords. The rural militia were
not to be relied on. “There have been cases when officers
of the militia took part in violence together with the mob.”
In Schliasselburg county a local committee prevented the
landlords from cutting their own forest. The thought of the
peasants was simple: No Constituent Assembly can
resurrect the trees that are cut down. The commissar of
the Ministry of the Court complains of the seizure of hay:
We have had to buy hay for the court horses In Kursk
province the peasants divided among themselves the
fertilised fallow land of Tereshchenko. The proprietor was
Minister of Foreign Affairs. The peasants declared to
Schneider, a horse breeder of Orlov province, that they
would not only cut the clover on his estate, but him too
they might “send into the army.” The village committee
directed the overseer of Rodzianko’s estate to surrender
the hay to the peasants: ‘'If you don’t listen to this land
committee, you'll get treated differently, you'll get
arrested Signed and sealed.



From all corners of the country complaints and wails
poured in — from victims, from local authorities, from
noble-minded observers. The telegrams of the landowners
constitute a most brilliant refutation of the crude theory of
class struggle. These titled nobles, lords of the latifundia,
spiritual and temporal rulers, are worrying exclusively
about the public weal. Their enemy is not the peasants,
but the Bolsheviks — sometimes the anarchists, Their own
property engages the landlord’s interest solely from the
point of view of the welfare of the fatherland. 300
members of the Kadet Party in Chernigov province declare
that the peasants, incited by Bolsheviks, are removing the
war prisoners from work and themselves independently
reaping the harvest. As a result, they cry, we are
threatened with “inability to pay the taxes.” The very
meaning of existence for these liberal landlords lay in
supporting the national treasury! The Podolsk branch of
the State Bank complains of the arbitrary actions of village
committees, “whose presidents are often Austrian
prisoners.” Here it is injured patriotism that speaks. In
Vladimir province, in the manor of a registrar of deeds,
Odintsov, the peasants took away building materials that
had been “made ready for philanthropic institutions.”
Public officials live only for the love of mankind! A bishop
from Podolsk reports the arbitrary seizure of a forest
belonging to the house of the Archbishop. The procurator
complains of the seizure of meadowlands from the
Alexandro-Nevsky Monastery. The Mother Superior of the
Kizliarsk Convent calls down thunder and lightning upon
the members of the local committee. They are interfering
in the affairs of the convent, confiscating rentals for their
own use, “inciting the nuns against their superiors.” In all
these cases the spiritual needs of the church are directly



affected. Count Tolstoi, one of the sons of Leo Tolstoi,
reports in the name of the League of Agriculturists of
Ufimsk province that the transfer of land to the local
committees “without waiting for a decision of the
Constituent Assembly ... is causing an outburst of
dissatisfaction among the peasant proprietors, of whom
there are more than 200,000 in the province” The
hereditary lord is troubled exclusively about his lesser
brothers. Senator Belgardt, a proprietor of Tver province, is
ready to reconcile himself to cuttings in the forest, but is
grieved and offended that the peasants “will not submit to
the bourgeois government.” A Tombov landlord,
Veliaminop, demands the rescue of two estates which “are
serving the needs of the army.” By accident these two
estates happened to belong to him. For the philosophy of
idealism these landlord telegrams of 1917 are verily a
treasure. A materialist will rather see in them a display of
the various models of cynicism. He will add perhaps that
great revolutions deprive the property-holders even of the
privilege of dignified hypocrisy.

The appeals of the victims to the county and provincial
authorities, to the Minister of the Interior, to the President
of the Council of Ministers, brought as a general rule no
result. From whom then shall we ask aid? From Rodzianko,
president of the State Duma! Between the July Days and
the Kornilov insurrection, the Lord Chamberlain again felt
himself an influential figure: much was done at a ring from
his telephone.

The functionaries of the Ministry of the Interior send out
circulars to the localities about bringing the guilty to trial.
The brusque landlords of Samara telegraph in answer:
“Circulars without the signature of the socialist minister



have no force.” The function of socialism is thus revealed.
Tseretelli is compelled to overcome his bashfulness. On the
18th of July he sends out a wordy instruction about taking
“swift and decisive measures.” Like the landlords
themselves, Tseretelli worries solely about the army and
the state. It seems to the peasants, however, that
Tseretelli is protecting the landlords.

There came a sudden change in the government’s method
of pacifying the peasants. Up to July the prevailing method
had been talking them out of it. If military detachments
were also sent into the localities, it was only in the
capacity of a guard for the government orator. After the
victory over the Petrograd workers and soldiers, however,
cavalry troops - now without vocal persuaders - put
themselves directly at the disposal of the landlords. In
Kazan province, one of the most tumultuous, they
succeeded - to quote the young historian, Yugov - “only by
means of arrests, by bringing armed troops into the
villages, and even by reviving the custom of flogging ... in
reducing the peasants to submission.” In other places, too,
these measures of repression were not without effect. The
number of damaged landlord properties fell somewhat in
July: from 516 to 503. In August the government achieved
still further successes: the number of unsatisfactory
counties fell from 325 to 288 - that is, 11 per cent; the
number of properties involved in the movement was even
reduced 33 per cent.

Certain districts, heretofore the most restless, now quiet
down or retire to second place. On the other hand, districts
which were reliable yesterday now come into the struggle.
Only a month ago the Penza commissar was painting a
consoling picture: “The country is busy reaping the harvest



... Preparations are under way for the elections to the
village zemstvos. The period of governmental crisis passed
quietly. The formation of the new government was greeted
with great satisfaction.” In August there is not a trace left
of this idyll. “Mass depredations upon orchards and the
cutting down of forests ... To quell the disorders, we have
had to resort to armed force.”

In its general character the summer movement still
belongs to the “peaceful” period. However, unmistakable,
although indeed weak, symptoms of radicalisation are
already to be observed. Whereas in the first four months
cases of direct attack upon the landlords’ manors
decreased, from July on they begin to increase.
Investigators have established in general the following
classification of the July conflicts, arranged in a diminishing
order starting with the most numerous: Seizure of
meadows, of crops, of food-stuffs and fodder, of ploughed
fields, of implements; conflict over the conditions of
employment; destruction of manors. In August the order is
as follows: Seizure of crops, of reserve provisions and
fodder, of meadows and hay, of land and forest; agrarian
terror.

At the beginning of September Kerensky, in his capacity of
commander-in-chief, issued a special order repeating the
recent arguments and threats of his predecessor, Kornilov,
against “violent activities” on the part of the peasants. A
few days later Lenin wrote: “Either ... all the land to the
peasants immediately ... or the landlords and capitalists ...
will bring things to the point of an endlessly ferocious
peasant revolt.” During the months following this became
a fact.



The number of properties affected by agrarian conflicts in
September rose 30 per cent over that in August; in
October, 43 per cent over that in September. In September
and the first three weeks of October there occurred over a
third as many agrarian conflicts as all those recorded since
March. Their resoluteness rose, however, incomparably
faster than their number. During the first months even
direct seizures of various appurtenances wore the aspect
of bargains mitigated and camouflaged by the
compromisist institutions. Now the legal mask falls away.
Every branch of the movement assumes a more audacious
character. From various forms and degrees of pressure, the
peasants are now passing over to violent seizures of the
various parts of the landlord’s business, to the
extermination of the nests of the gentility, the burning of
manors, even the murder of proprietors and overseers.

The struggle for a change in the conditions of rent, which
in June exceeded in number of cases the destructive

movement, falls in October to 1/40 the number. Moreover
the rent movement itself changes its character, becoming
merely another way of driving out the landlord. The veto
on buying and selling land and forest gives place to direct
seizure. The mass wood-cuttings and mass grazings
acquire the character of a deliberate destruction of the
landlord’s goods. In September 279 cases of open
destruction of property are recorded; they now constitute
more than one eighth of all the conflicts. Over 42 per cent
of all the cases of destruction recorded by the militia
between the February and the October revolution occurred
in the month of October.

The struggle for the forests was especially bitter. Whole



villages were frequently burned to the ground. The timber
was strongly guarded and selling at a high price; the
muzhik was starving for timber; moreover the time had
come to lay up firewood for the winter. Complaints came in
from Moscow, Nizhegorod, Petrograd, Orel, and Volyn
provinces — from all corners of the country — about the
destruction of forests and the seizure of the reserves of
corded wood. “The peasants are arbitrarily and ruthlessly
cutting down the forest. Two hundred dessiatins of the
landlord’s forest have been burned by the peasants.” “The
peasants of Klimovichevsky and Cherikovsky counties are
destroying the forests and laying waste the winter-

wheat ..."” The forests guards are in flight; the landlord’s
forests are groaning; the chips are flying throughout the
whole country. All that autumn the muzhik’'s axe was
feverishly beating time for the revolution.

In the districts which imported grain the food situation in
the villages deteriorated at a faster pace than in the city.
Not only food was lacking, but seed. In the exporting
regions, in consequence of a redoubled pumping out of
food resources, the situation was but little better. The
raising of the fixed price of grain hit the poor. In a number
of provinces there occurred hunger riots, plundering of
granaries, assaults on the institutions of the Food
Administration. The population resorted to substitutes for
bread. Reports came in of cases of scurvy and typhus, of
suicides from despair. Hunger and its advancing shadow
made the neighbourhood of opulence and luxury
especially intolerable. The more destitute strata of the
villages moved into the front ranks of the fight.

These waves of bitter feeling raised up no little slime from
the bottom. In Kostroma province “a Black Hundred and



anti-Jew agitation is observed. Criminality is on the
increase ... A waning of interest in the political life of the
country is noticeable.” This latter phrase in the report of
the commissar means:

The educated classes are turning their back on the
revolution. The voice of Black Hundred monarchism
suddenly rings out from Podolsk province: The committee
of the village of Demidovka does not recognise the
Provisional Government and considers the Czar Nikolai
Alexandrovich “the most loyal leader of the Russian
people. If the Provisional Government does not retire, we
will join the Germans.” Such bold acknowledgements,
however, are unique. The monarchists among the
peasants have long ago changed colour, following the
example of the landlords. In places - for instance, in that
same Podolsk province — military detachments in company
with the peasants invade the wine cellars. The commissar
reports anarchy. “The villages and the people are
perishing; the revolution is perishing.” No, the revolution is
far from perishing. It is digging itself a deeper channel The
raging waters are nearing their mouth.

On a night about the 8th of September, the peasants of
the village Sychevka in Tombov province, going from door
to door armed with clubs and pitchforks, called out
everybody, small and great, to raid the landlord, Romanov.
At a village meeting one group proposed that they take the
estate in an orderly fashion, divide the property among the
population, and keep the buildings for cultural purposes.
The poor demanded that they burn the estate, leaving not
one stone upon another. The poor were in the majority. On
that same night an ocean of fire swallowed up the estates
of the whole township. Everything inflammable was



burned, even the experimental fields. The breeding cattle
were slaughtered. “They were drunk to madness.” The
flames jumped over from township to township. The rustic
warriors were now no longer content with the patriarchal
scythe and pitchfork. A provincial commissar telegraphed:
“Peasants and unknown persons armed with revolvers and
hand grenades are raiding the manors in Ranenburg and
Riazhsky counties.” It was the war that introduced this
high technique into the peasant revolt. The League of
Landowners reported that 24 estates were burned in three
days. “The local authorities were powerless to restore
order.” After some delay troops arrived, sent by the district
commander. Martial law was declared, meetings forbidden,
the instigators arrested. Ravines were filled with the
landlord’s possession and much of the booty was sunk in
the river.

A Penza peasant, Begishev, relates : “In September all
rode out to raid Logvin (he was raided in 1905, too). A
troop of teams and wagons streamed out to his estate and
back, hundreds of muzhiks and wenches began to drive
and carry off his cattle, grain, etc.” A detachment called
out by the land administration tried to get back some of
the booty, but the muzhiks and wenches assembled 500
strong in the village, and the detachment dispersed. The
soldiers wore evidently not at all eager to restore the
trampled rights of the landlord. In Tauride province,
beginning with the last seven days of September,
according to the recollections of the peasant, Gaponenko,
“the peasants began to raid the buildings, drive out the
overseers, take the work animals, the machinery, the grain
from the granaries ... They even tore off the blinds from
the windows, the doors from their frames, the floors from



the rooms, and the zinc roofs, and carried them away ...”
“At first they only came on foot, took what they could and
lugged it off,” relates Grunko, a peasant from Minsk, “but
afterwards they hitched up the horses, whoever had any,
and carried things away in whole wagon-loads. There was
no room to pass. They just dragged and carried things off,
beginning at twelve o’clock noon, for two days and two
nights without a stop. In those forty-eight hours they
cleaned out everything.” The seizure of property,
according to a Moscow peasant, Kuzmichev, was justified
as follows: “The landlord was ours, we worked for him, and
the property he had ought to belong to us alone.” Once
upon a time the landlords used to say to the serfs: “You
are mine and what is yours is mine.” Now the peasants
were giving their answer: “He was our lord and all his
goods are ours.”

“In several localities they began to knock up the landlords
in the night,” remembers another Minsk peasant, Novikov.
“Oftener and oftener they would burn the landlord’s
manor.” It came the turn of the estate of the Grand Duke
Nikolai Nikolaivich, former commander-in-chief. “When
they had taken away all they could get, they began
breaking up the stoves, removing the flue-plates, ripping
up the floors and planks, and dragging it all home ...”

Behind these destructive activities stood the century-old,
thousand-year-old strategy of all peasant wars: to raze to
the ground the fortified position of the enemy. Leave him
no place to cover his head. “The more reasonable ones,”
remembers a Kursk peasant, Tzygankov, “would say ‘We
must not burn up the buildings - they will be of use to us
for schools and hospitals,” but the majority were the kind
that shout out ‘We must destroy everything so that in case



anything happens our enemy will have no place to hide.””
“The peasants seized all the landlords’ property,” relates
an Orel peasant, Savchenko, “drove the landlords Out of
the estates, smashed the windows, doors, ceilings and
floors of the landlords’ houses ... The soldiers said ‘If you
destroy the wolves’ nests, you must strangle the wolves
too.’ Through such threats the biggest and most important
landlords hid out, and for that reason there was no murder
of landlords.”

In the village of Zalessye, in Vitebsk province, they burned
barns full of grain and hay in the estate belonging to a
Frenchman, Barnard. The muzhiks were the less inclined to
investigate questions of nationality, since many of the
landlords had transferred their land in a hurry to privileged
foreigners. “The French embassy requests that measures
be taken ...” In the front region in the middle of October it
was difficult to take “measures,” even in behalf of the
French embassy.

The destruction of the great estates near Riazan continued
four days. “Even children took part in the looting.” The
League of Landed Proprietors brought to the attention of
the ministers that if measures were not taken “lynch-law,
famine and civil war would break out.” It is difficult to
understand why the landlords were still speaking of civil
war in the future tense. At a congress of the Co-operatives
at the beginning of September, Berkenheim, one of the
leaders of the strong trading peasantry, said: “l am
convinced that not yet all Russia has become a madhouse,
that as yet for the most part only the population of the big
cities has gone mad.” This self-complacent voice of the
solid and conservative part of the peasantry was
hopelessly behind the times. It was during that very month



that the villages totally broke loose from all the nooses of
reason, and the ferocity of their struggle left the
“madhouse” of the cities far behind.

In April Lenin had still considered it possible that the
patriotic Co-operators and the kulaks would drag the main
mass of the peasantry after them along the road of
compromise with the bourgeoisie and the landlord. For this
reason he so tirelessly insisted upon the creation of special
soviets of farm hands’ deputies, and upon independent
organisations of the poorest peasantry. Month by month it
became clear, however, that this part of the Bolshevik
policy would not take root. Except in the Baltic state there
were no soviets of farm hands. The peasant poor also
failed to find independent forms of organisation. To explain
this merely by the backwardness of the farm hands and
the poorest strata of the villages, would be to miss the
essence of the thing. The chief cause lay in the substance
of the historic task itself — a democratic agrarian
revolution.

Upon the two principal questions, rent and hired labour, it
becomes convincingly clear how the general interests of a
struggle against the relics of serfdom cut off the road to an
independent policy not only for the poor peasants, but for
the hired hands. The peasants rented from the landlords in
European Russia 27 million dessiatins — about 60 per cent
of all the privately owned land - and they paid a yearly -
rental tribute of 400 million roubles. The struggle against
peonage conditions of rent became after the February
revolution the chief element of the peasant movement. A
smaller, but still very important, place was occupied by the
struggle of the rural wage-workers, which brought them in
opposition not only to the landlord, but also to the peasant



exploiters. The tenant was struggling for an alleviation of
the conditions of rent, the worker for an improvement in
the conditions of labour. Both of them, each in his own
way, started out by recognising the landlord as property-
holder and boss. But as soon as the possibility opened of
carrying the thing through to the end - that is, of taking
the land and occupying it themselves - the poor peasants
ceased to be interested in questions of rent, and the trade
union began to lose its attraction for the hired hand. It was
these rural workers and poor tenants who by joining the
general movement gave its ultimate determination to the
peasant war and made it irrevocable.

But the campaign against the landlord did not draw in
quite so completely the opposite pole of the village. So
long as it did not come to open revolt, the upper circles of
the peasantry played a prominent réle in the movement,
at times a leading réle. In the autumn period, however, the
well-to-do muzhiks looked with continually increasing
distrust at the spread of the peasant war. They did not
know how this would end; they had something to lose;
they stood aside. But they did not succeed in holding off
entirely: the village would not permit it.

More reserved and hostile than “our own” communal
kulaks, were the small landowners standing outside the
commune. In the whole country there were 600,000
homesteads of peasants owning plots up to 50 dessiatins.
In many localities they constituted the backbone of the Co-
operatives, and gravitated, especially in the south,
towards the conservative Peasant Union which had already
become a bridge towards the Kadets. “The Secessionists
and rich peasants,” according to Gullis, a Minsk peasant,
“supported the landlords and tried to appease the



peasantry with arguments.” In some places, under the
influence of local conditions, the struggle within the
peasantry assumed a furious character even before the
October revolution. The Secessionists [1] suffered most
cruelly in this struggle. “Almost all their farm buildings
were burnt,” says Kuzmichev, a Nizhegorod peasant.
“Their property was partly annihilated and partly seized by
the peasants.” The Secessionist was “the landlord’s
servant entrusted with several of the landlord’s forest
tracts; he was a favourite of the police, the gendarmerie
and the rulers.” The richest peasants and merchants of
several villages of Nizhegorod county disappeared in the
autumn and returned to their neighbourhoods only after
two or three years.

But in most sections of the country the inner relations
among the peasantry were far from reaching such
bitterness. The kulaks conducted themselves
diplomatically, put on the breaks and resisted, but tried
not to set themselves too sharply against the “mir.” [2]_
The rank-and-file villager, on his part, jealously watched
the kulaks and would not let them unite with the landlords.
The struggle between the nobles and the peasantry for
influence upon the kulak continued throughout the whole
year 1917 in various different forms, from “friendly”
pressure to ferocious terrorism.

While the lords of the latifundia were ingratiatingly
throwing open to the peasant proprietors the main
entrances to the assemblies of the nobility, the small
landowners were demonstratively drawing apart from the
nobility in order not to perish with them. In politics this
found expression in the fact that the landlords, who had
belonged before the revolution to the extreme right party,
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redecorated themselves now in the tints of liberalism,
adopting them from memory as a protective colouration,
whereas the peasant proprietors, who had often supported
the Kadets in the past, now shifted to the left.

A congress of petty proprietors of Perm province, held in
September, emphatically distinguished itself from the
Moscow Congress of Landed Proprietors at the head of
whom stood “counts, dukes and barons.” An owner of 50
dessiatins said:

“The Kadets never worearmyaki and lapti [3] and therefore
will never defend our interests.” Pushing away from the
liberals, the labouring proprietor would look around for
such “socialists” as would stand for property rights. One of
the delegates came out for the social democracy. “The
worker?” he said. “Give him land and he will come to the
village and stop spitting blood. The social democrats will
not take the land away from us.” He was speaking, of
course of the Mensheviks. “We will not give away our land
to anybody. Those will easily part with it who easily got it,
as for example, the landlord, but the peasant had a hard
time getting the land.”

In that autumn period the villages were struggling with the
kulaks, not throwing them off, but compelling them to
adhere to the general movement and defend it against
blows from the right. There were even cases where a
refusal to participate in a raid was punished by the death
of the culprit. The kulak maneuvered while he could, but at
the last moment, scratching the back of his head once
more, hitched the well-fed horses to the iron-rimmed
wagon and went out for his share. It was often the lion’s
share. “The well-to-do got the most out of it,” says the
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Penza peasant, Begishev, “those who had horses and free
men.” Savchenko from Orel expressed himself in almost
the same words: “The kulaks mostly got the best of it,
being well-fed and with something to draw the wood in.”

According to the calculations of Vermenichev, to 4,954
agrarian conflicts with landlords between February and
October, there were 324 conflicts with the peasant
bourgeoisie. An extraordinarily clear correlation It alone
firmly establishes the fact that the peasant movement of
1917 was directed in its social foundations not against
capitalism, but against the relics of serfdom. The struggle
against kulakism developed only later, in 1918, after the
conclusive liquidation of the landlord.

This purely democratic character of the peasant
movement, which should, it would seem, have given the
official democracy an unconquerable power, did in fact
completely reveal its rottenness. If you look at the thing
from above, the peasants were wholly led by the Social
Revolutionaries, elected them, followed them, almost
blended with them. At the May congress of peasant
soviets, in the elections to the executive committee,
Chernov received 810 votes, Kerensky 804, whereas Lenin
got only 20 votes all in all. It was not for nothing that
Chernov dubbed himself Rural Minister! But it was not for
nothing, either, that the strategy of the villages brusquely
parted company with Chernov’s strategy. Their industrial
isolation makes the peasants, so determined in struggle
with a concrete landlord, impotent before the general
landlord incarnate in the state. Hence the organic need of
the muzhiks to rely upon some legendary state as against
the real one. In olden times they created pretenders, they
united round an imagined Golden Edict of the czar, or



around the legend of a righteous world, After the February
revolution they united round the Social Revolutionary
banner “Land and Freedom,” seeking help in it against the
liberal landlord who had become a governmental
commissar. The Narodnik programme bore the same
relation to the real government of Kerensky, as the
imagined edict of the czar to the real autocrat.

In the programme of the Social Revolutionaries there was
always much that was Utopian. They hoped to create
socialism on the basis of a petty trade economy. But the
foundation of their programme was democratically
revolutionary: to take the land from the landlord. When
confronted with the necessity of carrying out its
programme, the party got tangled up in a coalition. Not
only the landlords rose against the confiscation of the
land, but also the Kadet bankers. The banks had loaned
against real estate no less than four billion roubles.
Intending to dicker with the landlords at the Constituent
Assembly regarding prices but end things in a friendly
manner, the Social Revolutionaries zealously kept the
muzhik away from the land. They went to pieces,
therefore, not on the Utopian character of their socialism,
but on their democratic inconsistency. It might have taken
years to test out their Utopianism. Their betrayal of
agrarian democracy became clear in a few months. Under
a government of Social Revolutionaries the peasants had
to take the road of insurrection in order to carry out the
Social Revolutionary programme.

In July, when the government was coming down on the
villages with measures of repression, the peasants in hot
haste ran for defence to those same Social
Revolutionaries. From Pontius the young they appealed for



protection to Pilate the old. The month of the greatest
weakening of the Bolsheviks in the cities was the month of
the greatest expansion of the Social Revolutionaries in the
country. As usually happens, especially in a revolutionary
epoch, the maximum of organisational scope coincided
with the beginning of a political decline. Hiding behind
Social Revolutionaries from the blows of a Social
Revolutionary government, the peasants steadily lost
confidence both in the government and the party. Thus the
swelling out of the Social Revolutionary organisations in
the villages became fatal to this universal party, which
was rebelling at the bottom but restoring order at the top.

In Moscow at a meeting of the Military Organisation on the
30th of July, a delegate from the front, himself a Social
Revolutionary, said: Although the peasants still think
themselves Social Revolutionaries, a rift has formed
between them and the party. The soldiers confirmed this:
Under the influence of Social Revolutionary agitation the
peasants are still hostile to the Bolsheviks, but in practice
they decide the questions of land and power in a Bolshevik
manner. The Bolshevik, Povolzhsky, who worked in the
Volga region, testifies that the most respected Social
Revolutionaries, those who had taken part in the
movement of 1905, were more and more feeling
themselves pushed aside: “The muzhiks called them ‘old
men,’ treating them with external deference, but voting in
their own way.” It was the workers and soldiers who had
taught the villages to vote and take action “in their own
way. It is impossible to weigh the influence of the
revolutionary workers upon the peasantry. It was
continuous, molecular, penetrating everywhere, and
therefore not capable of calculation. A mutual penetration



was made easier by the fact that a considerable number of
the industrial plants were situated in rural districts. But
even the workers of Petrograd, the most European of
cities, kept up a close connection with their native villages.
Unemployment, increasing during the summer months,
and the lockout of the employers, threw back many
thousand of workers into the villages. A majority of them
became agitators and leaders.

From May to June there were created in Petrograd back-
home clubs corresponding to different provinces, counties
and even villages. Whole columns in the workers’ press
were devoted to announcements of back