1919: When the Bol shevik
Wor k€lrosoki ng Back on the

Astrakhan Strikes, One H

Crimethinc look back on the hundredth anniversary of the Bolshevik repression of striking workers.in 1919
One hundred years ago in Russia, thousands of workers were on strike in the city of Astrakhan and at
the Putilov factory in Petrograd, the capital of the revolution. Strikes at the Putilov factory had been
one of the principal sparks that set off the February Revolution in 1917, ending the tsarist regime.
Now, the bosses were party bureaucrats, and the workers were striking against a socialist
government. How would the dictatorship of the proletarisgspond?

Following up on our book about the Bolshevik seizure of power, The Russian Counterrevolutiowe look
back a hundred years to observe the anniversary of the Bolshevik slaughter of the Putilov factory
workers who had helped to bring them to power. Today, when many people who did not live through
actually existing socialism are propagating a sanitized version of events, it is essential to understand
that the Bolsheviks meted out some of their bloodiest repression not to capitalist
counterrevolutionaries, but to striking workers, anarchists, and fellow socialists . Those who do
not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

If you find any of this difficult to believe, please, by all means, check our citations, consult the
bibliography at the end, and investigate for yourself.

You can read a Spanish version of this article here

A note on the artwork: the artist, lvan Vladimiroy was a realist painter who participated in the Russian
Revolution, joining the Petrograd militia after the toppling of Tsar Nicholas Il. He used a style of
documentary realism to portray scenes from the Revolution and Civil War. Afterwards, he continued
to work as an artist in good standing with the Soviet Uniond such good standing that he lived into the
1940s and died of natural causes!d although he was compelled to shift to making fluff pieces lauding
Soviet military triumphs and social harmony.

Bolshevik Realism
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In March 1919, the Bolsheviks had uncontested power over the Russian state, but the revolution was
slipping from their grasp. As self-styled pragmatists and realists, they believed that revolution had to
be dictated from above by experts. Who can better understand the needs of the peasants and the
proper means for communalizing the land and sharing the harvest than a revolutionary bureaucrat in
an office in the city? And who knows more about the plight of the factory workers than a party official
who worked in a factory once and now spends all his time going to committee meetings and
interpreting the dictates of the Fathers of the Proletariat, men like Lenin, Trotsky, Kamenev,
Sokolnikov, and Zinoviev who never worked in a factory or toiled in the fields in their lives?1 And who
better to protect the interests of the soldiers than the political commissar who stands at the back of
the line during an offensive, pistol in hand, ready to shoot anyone who does not charge into enemy
fire?2

Bolshevik realism made it clear that the only way to execute a real revolution was to take over the
state, make it even stronger, and use it to stamp out all their enemiesd who were, by definition,
counterrevolutionaries. But the counterrevolutionaries must have had secret schools in every town
and village, because by 1919 more and more people were joining their ranks, especially peasants,
workers, and soldiers.

The Adictatorship of the proletariato would have

make it to the Promised Land.
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1919: Russians searching for food in the garbage during the lean times of the Civil War.
Enemies, Enemies Everywhere

The dastardly anarchists had corrupted the age-old revolutionary slogan, the liberation of the workers

is the task of the political commissarsd get back t o wor kTheyihaddeplacaditavithr cont r o

a dangerous revisionist lied fthe liberation of the workers is the task of the workers themg&haesl more
and more people had come to believe this lie. In April 1918, the Bolsheviks unleashed a terror against the

anarchists, who were becoming especially strong in Mosbo®eptember, they instituted a general Red Terror

against all their former allies, killing over 10,000 in the first two moatiicsimplementing the gulag
system.
They also had to turn their guns against the peasants, who were in open rebellion against the policy

of Awar communi smo by which the Red Army and party bu
livestock, and supplies from the peasants they saw fit3Evi dent |l y, the uneducated pe
have the vocabulary to understand that this theft was

for moonfmufmd sm, 6 and that it was being supervised

by i1

interests at heart. In August1918, Lenin directed the Cheka and the Red Army to carry out mass executions in

Penza and Nizhniy Novgorod to put an end to the protBatsdissent only spread, and the peasants gave
up on protesting in order to arm themselves and fight back. Many formed A Gr een Ar mi es ,
peasant detachments that often fought against both the White and the Red Armies.

There was also a shortage of realism in the Red Army. Arguably, the most effective fighting units in
the war against the tsarists and the capitalists of the White Army were the localized, volunteer
detachments that elected and recalled their own officers; granted no special privileges to officers;
defined their goals, general strategies, and organizational principles in assemblies; relied on the
goodwill of local soviets to supply them; and were intimately familiar with the terrain they operated on.
Such detachments included Marusyads Free Conieat
Dvinsk Regimentand the Anarchist Federation of the Alt&ew other detachments were able to inflict
critical defeats on tsarist forces even when they were overwhelmingly outnumbered and outgunned.4
The fact that the combatants fought for a cause they believed in, were led by strategists elected on
account of their abilities, and were wholeheartedly supported by the local peasants and workers
enabled them to use the terrain to their advantage, fight more bravely than their opponents, innovate
creative and intelligent strategies in response to developing circumstances, and transition between
guerrilla and conventional warfare in a way that confounded the enemy. Such groups were
instrumental in defeating General Denikin, Admiral Kolchak, and Baron Wrangel, ending the three
major White offensivesd not to mention capturing Moscow at the beginning of the October Revolution.
But all of these groups suffered a fatal defect. These fighters often prioritized listening to local
peasants and workers and their own common soldiers over the wise dictates of the Fathers of the
Proletariat emanating from the capital. Even worse, sometimes they did hear those dictates, yet still
disobeyed them. And when the Party leaders, in their infinite wisdom, decided that it was necessary to
massacre peasants or workers for the sake of the revolution, the detachments led by those very
peasants and wor k etothemskmpl y werendt wup
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1917: Eating a dead horse.

In order to increase the efficiency of the Red Army, the wise masters of the Bolshevik Party decided
to take lessons from the great militarists of history, starting with the Tsarist army. By June 1918, they
had abolished all the anti-realist policies that revolutionaries had wrongheadedly introduced into the
Red Army: they discontinued the election of officers by the soldiers who would serve undenrdirstituted
aristocratic privileges and pay grades for officers, recruited former Tsarist officers accustomed to
those privileges, and brought in political commissars to spy on the soldiers and root out any incorrect
thinking. After all, rebellious idealist soldiers had toppled one regime in 19178 and without a sufficient
dose of realism, they might well topple another.

The Bolsheviks had also learned from imperialist armies throughout history that sent soldiers from
one end of the empire to fight rebels at the other end of the empire. This was a sentimental kindness
on the part of the Bolsheviks. Psychologically, it was much easier for Korean-speaking soldiers to
avoid fraternizing with Ukrainian peasants and workers near Kharkivd and on occasion to massacre
themd and for Ukrainian-speaking soldiers to avoid fraternizing with Korean peasants and workers
near Vladivostok (and occasionally to massacre them, too). This strategic practice also helped keep
soldiers from getting lost. A Red Army soldier from Ukraine, fighting counterrevolutionaries in Irkutsk,
would be hard-pressed to obtain support from locals or find his way home without leave. That ensured
that he would know to stay with his regiment rather than deserting in a fit of anti-realism. And if he did
get lost, a blond, round-eyed Ukrainian would be easy to find among the locals, who could return him
to the proper authorities. Good organization: this is how a successful revolution is waged!

Yet the soldiers of the Red Army werend6t educated enoc
place in a single year. Many Red Army detachments took their weapons and joined the peasants who

were forming independent Green Armies. Later, huge groups would join Makhno, who was naively

defeating the Whites without installing a dictatorship of his own. So the Bolsheviks had to be cleverer

than their tsarist and imperialist mentors. They shot tens of thousands of deserters, but this age-old

tactic wasnét enough. I n a burst of inspired realism,
members of soldiers hostage, and executing the family members if deserters did not turn themselves

in to be shot.5
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Propaganda poster: #fADeserter, I ext eroyérofthe Warkerd t o y o U
Peasant State as |, a Capitalist!o

While so many of the Red Armyds bullets were ending U
uneducated brains of anti-realist peasants, too few were being fired at the White Armyd and the

White Army was growing, threatening the revolution on every side. The Red Army was slowly pushing

back the Northern Russian Expedition of British and US troops on the Northern Dvina front, but

intense fighting over the winter had failed to dislodge General Denikin from the Donbass area of

eastern Ukraine. Meanwhile, a French expeditionary force had landed in Odessa, the White Army had

cemented its hold on the Caucasus, and at the beginning of March, Admiral Kolchak had begun a

general offensive on the eastern front, quickly capturing Ufa and continuing to gain ground.

The anarchist Black Army held the line in southern Ukraine, but their clever Bolshevik allies were
starving them of weapons and ammunition, hoping the White Army would finish them off. This was an
effective economization of resources on the part of the Fathers of the Proletariat. They would not
have to spend time debating anarchists or making propaganda against them if the anarchists were all
dead, and it was much easier to present themselves as the alternative to the confused tsarists and
liberals of the White Army than it was to debate the anarchists, with their insidious lies about people
being capable of liberating themselves.

The stratagem of denying resources to the Black Army was to backfire in summer 1919. After Denikin

broke through the lines, he advanced so far against a helpless Trotsky that he threatened Moscow,

and only a resounding success by anarchists at the Battle of Peregenovka in September 1919 cut off

White supply lines, ultimately forcing Denikin to retreat. But after all, that was why the Bolsheviks had

allies: it was easier not to put all the people they
hopes that they would first kill each other in ways that would be advantageous to the Bolsheviks.



1920: Bolshevik propaganda in the village.

Worker Resistance to the Soviet State

Letds rewind to early 1919, when, facing so much

had legalized the Mensheviks after a few months of the Terror, and gotten the various anarchist
detachments to focus their energies on fighting the Whites, but they still needed more support. After
half a year of killing and imprisoning members of the Socialist-Revolutionary Party (SRs), the
Bolsheviks legalized the SRs; to be fair, the previous year, the SRs had tried killing and imprisoning
the Bolsheviks, after the Bolsheviks had tried to monopolize all the instruments that would allow them
to kildl and i mprison people. The Bolshevi ks had
defend itself if too many of the participants are dead or in prison. They still needed help getting the
common people in line working for and fighting for the Bolsheviks. The SRs had been good
propagandists and considerably more popular than the Bolsheviks. Besides, it was easier to keep the
SRs under their thumb when they were out in the open, with public offices in Moscow, than when they
were operating underground.

The SRs decided to trust the Bolsheviks, hoping that they could regain control of the soviets or win
over other revolutionary forces. But once they came out of hiding, the Cheka began periodically
arresting the SR leadership, accusing them of conspiracy, and hustling them off to the gulags. The
organization never regained the strength to oppose the Bolsheviks. Meanwhile, the legalization of the
SRs and Mensheviks had reduced the number of enemies the Communists had to fight, and set more
forces to work putting out propaganda in favor of the revolution.

The Bol sheviks still had plenty of probl ems. | f
soldiers were rebelling, the factory workers also began to rebel. In the city of Astrakhan, the workers
went on strike. Even worse, many Red Army soldiers joined them, and similar strikes began to spread
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