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Note on the Changing
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Since 1917 in Russia, then the USSR, then Russia again, internal security has been in the hands of a number of secret police agencies. Below is a simplified version of how this has changed over time. The initials/acronyms in bold are the ones usually employed in general history books and are the ones used in this book.


1917: formation of the Cheka or VChK (All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage)


1922: Cheka becomes the GPU (State Political Administration or Directorate), a department of the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs).


1923: GPU leaves the NKVD and becomes the all-union OGPU under the Council of People’s Commissars of the USSR.


1934: OGPU becomes the GUGB (Main Directorate for State Security) in the all-union NKVD. This united both the regular and the secret police in a huge police-empire.


1941: GUGB of the NKVD briefly separated out into the NKGB (People’s Commissariat for State Security), shortly before the German invasion . . . then merged back into the GUGB of the NKVD (again) following the German invasion . . . and then, in 1943, separated out again into the NKGB, as the Soviets began to expand into Eastern Europe. Despite losing most of the operational units to the NKGB, the NKVD remained responsible for public order in the USSR, the Gulag camps, and prisoner of war camps.


1943: SMERSH (acronym for ‘Death to Spies’) established, responsible for military counter-intelligence, eliminating ‘anti-Soviet elements’ in the Red Army, processing military and civilian personnel returning from captivity. Continued until 1946, when its duties were transferred to the MGB.


1946: All the People’s Commissariats were renamed Ministries. The MGB (Ministry for State Security) was responsible for secret police functions until 1953, and inherited the functions of the NKGB. It brought the newly acquired satellite states in Eastern Europe under Soviet control. The MVD (Ministry of Internal Affairs) inherited the responsibilities of the (reduced) NKVD.


1953: MVD and MGB merged into one overarching body: the MVD.


1954: Secret police activities separated out once again, as the KGB (Committee for State Security); the MVD lost the functions of secret policing. This ‘All-Union MVD’ was wound up in 1960 and its functions were transferred to the Soviet republics. Brezhnev recreated it as the ‘All-Union Ministry for Securing Public Order’ in 1966. It regained its original title (MVD) in 1968, with the enlarged role of combating economic crime. Its militsiia (criminal police) units developed a reputation, by the end of the USSR, for corruption and ill-discipline. Within the KGB, the FCD (First Chief Directorate) was tasked with foreign operations and intelligence gathering outside the USSR.


1991: KGB dissolved. Since then security functions in the modern Russian state are carried out by: the FSB (Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation), mostly dealing with internal matters; the SVR RF (Foreign Intelligence Service of the Russian Federation), mainly dealing with civilian intelligence and espionage activities outside the Russian Federation and inherited the functions of the old FCD; and the FSO (Federal Protective Service), protecting certain high-ranking officials and properties. The GRU (Main Intelligence Directorate) acts as the foreign military intelligence agency of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces. The GRU is Russia’s largest foreign intelligence agency (larger than the SVR RF). It also runs Spetsnaz (Special Purpose Forces) units; although Spetsnaz units also exist within the FSB, as earlier they did within the KGB. In 2010 the GRU officially became the GU (Main Directorate of the Russian General Chief of Staff), but in the media it is still usually referred to as the GRU.





Introduction
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This is an exploration of how repression, control, manipulation and elimination of enemies assisted in the establishment of the Soviet state, helped maintain it in power but, eventually, could not prevent its collapse. Much of this is the story of the role played by the secret police in making and sustaining such a form of government between 1917 and 1991. But it is much more than just a ‘history of the secret police’. This is because the ‘police state’ which emerged (in which dissent, both real and imaginary, was undoubtedly policed, threatened and ruthlessly eliminated) was more than just the product of the arrests, interrogations, executions and imprisonments carried out by the secret police. The one-party state that was the USSR was upheld by more than just policing and force. It certainly involved this, and no amount of revisionist history writing can erase the reality of millions killed, imprisoned and controlled. But it was much more than this.


This will come as a surprise to many people in the West who have often been told a very simplified story of the repressive ‘totalitarian’ state that was the USSR; in which, to parody George Orwell’s novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, ‘Big Brother was always watching you!’1 and the ‘Thought Police’ crushed individualism. The USSR was, in fact, also made possible by a battle for hearts and minds, which caused millions of people to feel that they really had benefitted from the system and had a stake in the new society. This itself is something of a ‘secret’ and ‘concealed history’ because the outlook of the Cold War (1945–91), coupled with the eventual failure of the Soviet system in 1991, have conspired to obscure it and deny it. To most non-academic readers in the West, the Soviet regime was uniformly repressive and unpopular, and its eventual collapse was the inevitable result of such a dictatorial system. This is ‘the view from the West’ and it has become the accepted way that many read the history of the USSR.


There is a lot to corroborate this in the well-documented suffering experienced by the peoples of the ‘Red Empire’ and in the sclerotic regime that eventually emerged, fossilised and failed. But the period from 1917 to 1991 is a long time and the existence of the Soviet system for such a length of time indicates that it was based on more than just police and barbed wire. The elaborate use of art and literature in order to create a new Homo sovieticus (‘Soviet Man’ and, of course, ‘Soviet Woman’) is evidence of this, as is the fact that, in the violent gangster capitalism that morphed out of the Soviet system in the 1990s, many looked back fondly to the certainties, educational opportunities and social mobility of the vanished USSR. The regime of ex-KGB officer Vladimir Putin that eventually emerged in the twenty-first century – with its combination of corruption and authoritarian control, alongside high levels of genuine popularity – reminds us that many Russian people still mourn the passing of an older form of authoritarianism and national patriotic certainties. This emphasises that realities are often more complex than we are prepared to accept. These realities are often rendered ‘secret’ and off the radar by our own assumptions and by the values and presentations found in the Western media.


That such a terrible decade as the 1990s in the former USSR occurred is evidence of how badly things had gone wrong in the communist one-party state. And of how closely the secret police (by then the KGB) of the declining USSR had become entangled with Russian organised crime (the infamous vory). The KGB origins and the state-sanctioned criminality of key aspects of modern Russia remain as reminders of that.2 However, the USSR was much more than that; and its legacy is more complex as a result. The working-class men and women who achieved standards of living and educational opportunities that would have been unimaginable in the Russia of the tsar had a lot to be grateful for as well as fearful of. Even the now much-derided Communist Party and the tightly controlled Soviet governmental system became, in Robert V. Daniels’ insightful phrase, a ‘participatory bureaucracy’, in which millions could play a part, as long as they followed the ‘rules of the game’.3 This is a far cry from the ‘totalitarian model’, which assumes that the communist state controlled all.


This ‘totalitarian model’ is very much a 1950s (Cold War) view of the USSR and similar states. But the term is now abandoned by almost every academic expert and student of the USSR because it presupposes a level of control that was never attainable, alongside a malleable and constrained population that was never likely to have existed given the ingenuity and survival skills of human beings. Not that one would realise this abandonment of the word, since the term is still used in many popular histories. There it is as if nothing of the complexity of the USSR has emerged from the archives. This has again obscured more complex realities. Even in the terrible years of the Great Terror there was significant popular support for the regime – as revealed in the Stakhanovite movement and the brigades of ‘Shock Workers’ – even as it was deploying Terror as a tool of government. Furthermore, there were neighbourhoods and factories that the Terror hardly touched (even as it was devastating others). More fundamentally, as we shall see, there is good evidence to suggest that the Terror itself was initially triggered by a government desire to sweep away layers of corruption and blockages and connect with the masses, many of whom were happy to denounce local factory managers and Party bosses whom they felt were standing in the way of their own ambitions and upward mobility. Many denounced others freely and with enthusiasm.


The Great Terror as a ‘populist strategy’ is not a way of explaining it that will sound familiar to many readers, but there is plenty of evidence to corroborate this interpretation. But then, as the Great Terror spiralled out of control in 1937–8, it would devour far more than the much-resented middle managers, just as earlier the Soviet state had killed millions in its war on the peasantry and, earlier still, had killed vast numbers during the Russian Civil War. For, despite the evidence for cooperation in the process of repression, it must be clearly stated that the terror inherent in the Soviet system destroyed or shattered the lives of many millions who had played no part whatsoever in the operations of the repressive regime. They were the victims of a brutal system of dictatorship, in which the secret police played a key role from its earliest days.


The phrase secret police may seem a little strange given how public was their role and impact. Cheka operatives in their leather jackets were all too recognisable. The NKVD in their blue clothcap covers were distinct and their uniforms well known. They appeared on floats in May Day parades, as they crouched behind machine guns in imitation of their members defending the borders of the USSR from counter-revolutionary enemies. The camps of the Gulag system were many, extensive and well known. Indeed, the Eastern Construction Trust in the Far Eastern region of the Kolyma River Valley covered an area the size of France. The achievements of the White Sea–Baltic Canal (dug with convict labour) were trumpeted in cinema newsreels and even gave rise to the name of a popular cheap cigarette. Not very secret.


However, the term secret police is used here for three main reasons. The first is that the term is now so firmly entrenched in both academic and general use that it would be unnecessarily pedantic to jettison it in favour of ‘political police’. The second is that there was much that was secretive about their activities. People were arrested in ways that caused them simply to vanish. The nation was secretly monitored, observed and catalogued in efforts to track down ‘enemies of the people’. Realities were hidden, lied about and obscured. As Alexander Solzhenitsyn remarked, the Gulag system (though well known) still constituted an unidentified ‘state within a state’, a ‘world within a world’. This was why he titled his famous history of the labour camp system, The Gulag Archipelago.4 Even that famous work, though widely accepted by many in the West as a definitive history of the Soviet camp system, was later described by the author’s wife as ‘campfire folklore.’5 It was a moving combination of historical reflection and a literary and political commentary on the traumas of the Soviet past.6 Even it is not as it seems. Thirdly, much of their role, as we have seen and which may surprise many readers, was conducted in active cooperation with many in the population, even as they were destroying the lives of countless others. There was both secrecy and blatant display, surprising levels of support and public terror, intertwined in their activities. There was the door-knock in the early hours, alongside the heroic secret police operatives depicted on official posters.


This then is that ‘secret history’. It is secret history in a number of ways. It reveals the role and activities of the secret police in maintaining the USSR. It explores their secret (as well as public) role, which operated below the official view of the state and country as portrayed in propaganda. But it also explores the complex realities that lay behind such a long-lived repressive system and which may come as something of a surprise to many readers. Much of this only emerged from classified Soviet archives in the late 1980s and 1990s. A large part of it still remains secreted away, since the will to expose this bloody past has fallen foul of the current Russian regime’s desire to draw a veil over evidence relating to past crimes of the state.


For all these reasons this is The Secret History of Soviet Russia’s Police State. No one-volume work can do justice to such a huge topic, but the aim of this exploration is to give the reader some insight into what occurred and a platform on which they can, if they wish, build and take their exploration further.





1. The Roots of Lenin’s Dictatorship
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Russia was convulsed by revolutionary upheavals in 1917. Faced with the disastrous effects of the First World War, the rule of Tsar Nicholas II Romanov began to unravel over the winter of 1916–17. Millions of soldiers and civilians had died since the war had first begun amid scenes of patriotic optimism, in the summer of 1914. Large areas of western Russia had been devastated and lost to invading German and Austro-Hungarian forces. The economy was in crisis with massive inflation, high taxes and government debt skyrocketing. Fighting the war had cost the tsarist state 17,000 million roubles since 1914 and government expenditure had increased by 800 per cent between 1913 and 1916.1 The war had, consequently, disrupted huge areas of society. Military control of transport networks and requisitioning of trains had caused the virtual collapse of the railway system and had massively disrupted the food supply of urban centres. The capital Petrograd (renamed in 1914 from its prewar German form of ‘St Petersburg’)2 was particularly badly hit. In January 1916, the daily bread ration stood at 1.2 kilograms but by early 1917 this had fallen to 0.8 kilograms. In Moscow, the second city of the tsarist empire, food supplies had similarly fallen off a cliff. Before the outbreak of war, some 2200 wagons of grain had fed the city per month; but by February 1917 this had fallen to less than 700.3 People starved. In early 1917 the matter was made worse by many peasants holding onto grain supplies in the hope of getting better prices; and by an unusually cold winter which increased the suffering experienced by these hungry urban populations.


Agriculture was crippled by the conscription of over 10 million peasants into the army (out of a total mobilisation of 15 million men). This took 37 per cent of working-age male peasants from the land.4 The resulting disruption of agricultural production was severe. This accompanied the seizing of millions of horses to act as transport for the military. In a country reliant on horses to pull ploughs, this meant a corresponding crisis for Russian harvests. There was also a chronic shortage of chemical fertilisers (not that many peasants had used these anyway) because industry was focused on producing explosives and weapons. Russian industry was reorientated in its priorities in other ways too. The production of basic consumer goods – never a strength of Russian industrial output – collapsed.


Not surprisingly, political upheaval accompanied economic and social stress. Having sidelined the Russian duma (parliament) during the war, in order to preserve his autocratic power, the tsar had consequently failed to share the blame for the problems of the war as things went badly. As a result, the duma eventually became a centre of opposition to the tsar’s conduct of the war. His position was made even more precarious when, in September 1915, he had taken over personal command of the army. In this capacity he actually played relatively little part in the detailed strategic decision making, but he was blamed for mistakes and was isolated from events, as they spiralled out of control in his own capital city, because he was away at army headquarters at Mogilev (780 kilometres from Petrograd). The potential problems posed by growing unrest in Petrograd were exacerbated by the fact that the nature of Russian industrialisation since the late nineteenth century had grouped large numbers of workers in big industrial complexes (such as the Putilov steelworks in Petrograd) – with their attendant slums and poor working conditions – in the same city as the centre of government. This meant that, although industrial workers made up no more than about 23 per cent of the Russian workforce in 1913,5 they could cause political upheaval well in excess of their numbers. They were a minority but they were concentrated where it mattered. As a result, they could punch well above their weight when it came to causing political upheaval in 1917, despite the large numbers (about 5 million) who had been conscripted.


As if this was not enough, alarming rumours concerning the influence of the disreputable monk (and alleged holy man and healer) Rasputin over the tsarina (and her influence over the tsar) only fuelled anti-Romanov feeling, which was not defused when a group of patriotic aristocrats murdered Rasputin late in 1916. The damage had been done. The political structure of Russian autocratic government, which had returned to a seemingly stable condition after a failed revolution in 1905, was being hollowed out. All the issues that had never been resolved in pre-war Russia (lack of meaningful democratic representation, agricultural backwardness, peasant poverty and land hunger, working-class grievances, an imbalanced economy despite rapid industrial growth, a disenchanted intellectual class, bureaucracy, low educational standards and inefficiency) had been exacerbated by the war. By early 1917, tsarist chickens were coming home to roost with a vengeance.


1917: the year of two revolutions


In February 1917,6 long-term dissatisfaction with the inefficient and autocratic rule of the tsar combined with the catastrophic effects of the worst war in European history to bring down the Romanov dynasty. Strikes, food shortages and demonstrations mounted. Then, in late February, an unseasonal improvement in the weather encouraged larger than expected crowds to support the International Women’s Day marches on 23 February. As the police struggled to control the situation, the crowds reached as high as 240,000 and violence erupted. Isolated from the reality of the situation at military headquarters, the tsar ordered the military garrison at Petrograd into action against the demonstrators. Within a day, the very soldiers who had first opened fire on the crowds, on the afternoon of 26 February, had reconsidered their position and mutinied. Other regiments joined them and things spiralled out of control. When the tsar then refused a petition from the duma to create a cabinet reflecting the make-up of the duma and to extend its sitting, some influential members formed a committee, which became the focus of an alternative government. These hoped to establish a form of liberal democracy in Russia and primarily drew support from more moderate socialists within, or allied to, the SR Party (see below) and also from among the liberals of the Kadets (the KD or Constitutional Democratic Party).


On 2 March, after meeting high-ranking army officers and members of the duma, the tsar abdicated. On the same day a Provisional Government was established, which aimed to rule the new republic of Russia until elections could be held for a ‘Constituent Assembly’, which would decide the future government of Russia.


Even as the Provisional Government was forming, other political developments were taking place as groups of workers, soldiers and sailors in Petrograd and elsewhere set up revolutionary committees, called soviets, which soon offered a rival focus for revolutionary aspirations. In this way a chaotic situation, often referred to by historians as ‘Dual Control’, emerged in Russia with two rival centres of government (centred on the Provisional Government and the Petrograd Soviet) that would hamstring the running of the war and the country until the overthrow of the Provisional Government occurred in October. As if to underscore the bizarre nature of this arrangement, the two groups originally met (in late February) in different wings of the same building in Petrograd: the Tauride Palace.7 And they had some members in common.


What is really surprising is that the revolutionary political parties of Russia (of which there were several) played virtually no part in the events that led to the downfall of the tsar. They spent the next few weeks and months playing catch-up. And this included the party that will loom large in this ‘secret history’, the Bolshevik Party, led by Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, better known by his underground alias of ‘Lenin’.8


The Bolsheviks had started life as the Social Democrats. This was a communist group that followed the ideas of the nineteenth-century German political writer Karl Marx (died 1883). With their belief in what they considered a scientific analysis of life, they identified the engine of change in history as being class struggle and believed that the ultimate manifestation of this was in industrialised capitalist society in which the urban industrial working class (the proletariat) would eventually rebel against their poverty, powerlessness and alienation from the products of their labour (since work was done oppressively) to overthrow the capitalist owners of industry (often also referred to by the French term the bourgeoisie). This revolution would, at first, usher in a ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ (in which class enemies and class-based structures would be eliminated) and then would, eventually, lead to a classless society in which human beings were once more in harmony with their creative nature and social conflict would cease.


In 1903 the Social Democrats split due to internal organisational, tactical and theoretical wrangling and general infighting (something that was endemic in the movement and to which Lenin was addicted as a ‘splitter’), so that what emerged was, in effect, two new Marxist parties: the Mensheviks and the Bolsheviks. The Mensheviks basically believed that Russia was not ready for a communist revolution, since it had not developed sufficient industry, nor had it gone through a bourgeois democratic phase. They aimed to build a mass party involving workers and revolutionary activists in cooperation. The Bolsheviks, on the other hand, were revolutionaries in a hurry. They were intent on forcing the pace of revolution, despite the fact that the backward state of Russia meant that it did not fit Marx’s model of an industrial nation ready for communist revolution. They also adopted a different model of organisation. They focused on creating a tightly knit group of professional revolutionaries who would not cooperate easily (if at all) with other parties. In a political pamphlet published in 1902, entitled What is to be done?, Lenin argued that workers on their own would only develop ‘trade-union consciousness’ and that what they needed was a political party or ‘vanguard’ of dedicated revolutionaries to lead them.9 In this way, in effect, just as Lenin claimed the personal insights necessary to guide and dominate the Bolsheviks, so the party had the same kind of role with regard to the whole working class. This could easily develop into the idea that only the Bolsheviks knew what was best for the workers, in whose name they claimed to be acting. This had the potential to develop into dictatorship, regardless of the rhetoric of supporting ‘workers’ power’.


While Lenin had to argue his case with equally wilful fellow Bolshevik revolutionaries (he was no all-controlling dictator, unlike the mature Stalin), it is fair to say that the Bolsheviks were dominated by this determined revolutionary for whom political agitation was an all-consuming passion and to which he dedicated a staggering energy and obsessiveness, which would in time play a large part in his early death (from a series of strokes) in January 1924. He was a driven individual and his party was a driven party. Despite this, nobody in the spring of 1917 could have predicted that by the end of the year the Bolsheviks under Lenin would have seized power in Russia. In fact, as the Romanov dynasty fell apart, an increasingly frustrated Lenin could only follow events via the newspapers from his place of exile in Switzerland. He had been hounded out of Russia due to his revolutionary views; and his opposition to Russian involvement in the First World War (which he considered nothing but a ‘capitalist war’) meant he was not welcome back. Other Bolshevik leaders were also in foreign exile or in internal exile in Siberia.


Among the other revolutionary parties of the left were the Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs) and the Anarchists. The SRs were more of a collection of left-wing groups than a coherent party. Some on the right of this constellation (as with some Mensheviks) supported the war as a patriotic duty. Others, like Lenin, opposed it. The SRs generally looked to the peasants as the engine of change in Russia, rather than the minority of industrial workers. This was, though, something of a one-sided love affair, since many peasants were deeply suspicious of urban revolutionaries, even when they promised dramatic change. The so-called ‘Left SRs’ were more committed to violent revolutionary activities, including the traditional expression of Russian revolutionaries in the second half of the nineteenth century: assassination of political enemies. In time, the ‘Left SRs’ would satisfy both these tendencies by briefly going into coalition with the radical Bolsheviks after October 1917 and then attempting to assassinate Lenin when they fell out regarding what to do about Russian involvement in the First World War. The SRs would eventually find themselves on the opposite side to the Bolsheviks in the civil war that tore Russia apart between 1918 and 1922.


The Anarchists were inheritors of a long Russian tradition and regarded all government as illegitimate and repressive, and envisaged a stateless society in which non-hierarchical self-governing voluntary institutions would replace the oppressive organs of the state. They also drew on the Russian tradition of assassination. They appealed to some within the working class and, perhaps more so, among the peasantry for whom resentment of centralised authority was hardwired into their outlook. At first supporters of the Bolshevik revolution, they soon grew disillusioned at the repressive, centralised, one-party state which rapidly emerged. Like the SRs they would find themselves fighting (and losing to) the Bolsheviks in the Russian Civil War (they were especially active in Ukraine); and in the failed attempt to organise a major revolt among the revolutionary sailors at Kronstadt naval base in 1921 (it was bloodily crushed by the Bolsheviks). But in the middle of 1917, all this lay ahead.


In April, Lenin returned to Petrograd. His circuitous route from Switzerland, across Germany and then Finland, had been facilitated by the German government who were keen to cause as much trouble in Russia as possible, since Russia remained in the war against Germany, even though its militarily capabilities had massively reduced. Travelling on a ‘sealed train’, it was as if the Germans considered him to be a plague virus being introduced into the body politic of Russia. They wanted to cause trouble but had simply no idea of the epidemic (as they would have seen it) that they were helping to start. They would soon be disabused regarding that.


Lenin’s arrival at the city’s Finland Station was later celebrated in Bolshevik mythology as a triumphal return met with mass enthusiasm. Later films and paintings make the unwary viewer wonder why Lenin did not take power at the head of the universally acclaimed Bolshevik Party there and then. This is because the reality was more complex.


For a start, he was just one of a flood of returning exiles whose return was made possible by the Provisional Government’s decision to release political prisoners, end the death penalty, and promise full political and religious freedom. It was a generous set of liberal decisions, which the Bolsheviks would be sure not to imitate when they took power.


More fundamentally, his arrival immediately rained on the parade as far as his followers were concerned. Far from congratulating his fellow revolutionaries for holding the fort in his absence, he berated them for their lack of political insight. He dismissed the ideas of two of the leading Bolsheviks, Lev Kamenev and Joseph Stalin, about offering tentative support to the Provisional Government. And as for the thought of reuniting with the more numerous Mensheviks in some kind of fraternal cooperation, Lenin utterly rejected it. The way forward, he insisted, was non-cooperation with the Provisional Government and the active pursuit of power by the Bolsheviks as a top priority. Many of his welcoming committee muttered that he was out of touch with the realities of Russia and seemed to have forgotten that Russia was not the advanced capitalist country envisaged as being ripe for revolution in Marxist thought. Some of the soldiers suggested that raising him up on their bayonets might be appropriate! Not exactly the picture of a triumphant return one gets from the statue put up outside the station in 1926 and the flood of later paintings under Stalin’s regime. But Lenin was not a man to be put off easily and, in meeting after meeting, he argued his way, such that his opponents largely fell into line. That same month, he issued his ‘April Theses’ in which he distilled his thoughts down to core demands for: overthrow of the Provisional Government; all power to the soviets; distribution of wealth to the workers; end to the war; nationalisation of land and its redistribution to the peasants. These were pithily summed up as: ‘Bread, Peace, Land.’ In this single-minded pursuit of power his agenda was greatly assisted by wider factors that were out of his control.


The Dual Control – by which the Provisional Government faced a network of soviets, which looked to the ‘Central Executive Committee’ of the Petrograd Soviet – fatally weakened the legitimacy and effective rule of the Provisional Government. Who was really running Russia? The soviets, with their base of support in the trade unions and workers’ factory committees, dominated the running of the railway network, and the postal and telegraph service. Soldiers’ and sailors’ soviets existed in most regiments and on ships of the Russian navy. Unpopular officers had been murdered and, from 1 March, ‘Order Number 1’ issued by the Petrograd garrison stated that the orders of the Provisional Government should only be obeyed if they were in line with the wishes of the Petrograd Soviet. The authority of the soviet benefitted hugely from this action by the revolutionary military. The authority of the Provisional Government was correspondingly undermined. Soon the sailors of the Baltic Fleet, based at Kronstadt in the Gulf of Finland, would be described as ‘The pride and glory of the revolution!’10


Given the ruthless one-party state that the Bolsheviks would later erect on the system of the soviets, it may sound strange to say that the Provisional Government lacked legitimacy – but it did. The duma, from which it had emerged, had been elected in 1912, by a very restricted franchise under the tsarist regime. In many ways it was an echo of a vanished world. The Duma Committee, which morphed into the Provisional Government, was really a group of well-meaning democrats who claimed authority over the entire Russian Empire. Compared with that, the chaotic direct elections from factories, regiments, naval vessels and peasant villages that led to the ramshackle tiered system of soviets looked positively democratic. Putting off a general election due to the chaos facing Russia in 1917 was possibly the biggest mistake of the Provisional Government.


Another mistake was putting off a huge redistribution of land until after such an elected government was formed to oversee it. The reluctance was understandable, as most of Russia’s peasant army would probably have downed weapons in order to partake in the process and there was a real fear that, if not carefully managed, it would lead to chaos. On the other hand, peasants were seizing land, burning manor houses and chasing off landlords anyway, and huge numbers of soldiers were drifting off home as it was. As a result, the peasants resented troops sent by the Provisional Government to stop these impromptu land redistributions and would later throw their support (even if only temporarily and only on this issue) behind any political group astute enough to promise to satisfy their demands.


Finally, the Provisional Government honoured its commitment to the Western Allies and continued to fight the war. In June 1917 the War Minister (and soon to be leader of the Provisional Government) Alexander Kerensky organised a new offensive. The ‘June Offensive’ or ‘Brusilov Offensive’ (named from its commander) targeted the Austro-Hungarian and German armies in Galicia (southern Poland). It eventually turned out to be a disaster, with huge Russian casualties, the collapse of military morale and the advance of the German army into Ukraine.


Against this background, Lenin’s slogan of ‘Bread, Peace, Land’ was starting to gain traction. As early as May, the membership of the Bolsheviks had risen to 75,000 and the promise of worker-led ‘soviet democracy’ was slowly winning support for the Bolsheviks across many factories, regiments and local soviets. But there was still a long way to go. When an All-Russian Congress of Soviets met in Petrograd in June, of the 800 representatives, 285 were SRs of one shade or another, 248 were Mensheviks and only 105 were Bolsheviks. When Lenin used the meeting as an opportunity to claim that there was a party present which was willing to take control of the government (i.e. the Bolsheviks), this excited derision but also revealed a great deal about the single-mindedness of the man and the – rather more alarming – fact that he was not going to let lack of accountability and democratic support stand in his way. That rather important point must always be borne in mind when trying to square the circle between the supposed ‘soviet democracy’ that eventually emerged after October 1917 and the reality of a ruthless police state. Words do not always mean what we think that they should.


Over the summer of 1917 the tide of support, in key areas, began to flow in the Bolsheviks’ direction. It would be fair to say that many ordinary workers, soldiers and sailors had been so thoroughly radicalised by their experiences of war since August 1914 and revolution since February 1917 that they were more radical than their party leaders in the SR and Menshevik groups. Among the armed worker militia in Petrograd – the Red Guards – that had been formed to defend the revolution and the city from any German advance, support for the Bolsheviks was particularly high. There was significant support for the Bolsheviks where it counted. These 10,000 armed workers (reaching that number by July 1917) would play a key role in the events of the autumn. The mood on the streets became very apparent in July when army units, refusing to go to the front as part of the summer offensive, were joined by workers and also by sailors from the Kronstadt naval base. Marching in favour of a transfer of power to the Petrograd Soviet, they were proving to be more radical than their own deputies in that soviet. The Bolsheviks were later blamed for organising this upheaval, which is now remembered as the ‘July Days’, but the evidence suggests that it was spontaneous and they simply threw their support behind something that was beyond their control. What it certainly reveals is the size of the rising tide of popular dissatisfaction, which Lenin was attempting to ‘surf’. This time, though, he did not manage it. He was absent from the city at a key point, the Bolshevik Central Committee (its leadership) was wrong-footed by events, and the Provisional Government could still call on enough loyal troops to defend itself. They also denounced the Bolsheviks as German spies; not technically true but certainly justifiable since they were definitely in receipt of secret German money and, for their own reasons, they were carrying out disruption which assisted German war aims. Lenin was forced to flee to Finland and Bolshevik leaders were arrested. These included Leon Trotsky, who had recently defected from the Mensheviks to the Bolsheviks.


Then, in August 1917, a revolt by a military strongman, the new commander-in-chief, General Kornilov, seemed to threaten a military dictatorship and put into question all the achievements of the revolution so far. The leader of the Provisional Government, Kerensky, may have been all too aware of the general’s plans and the jury is out regarding a definitive verdict on this. He certainly was increasingly in despair over the government’s inability to maintain discipline in the army and control the revolutionary groups in Petrograd. What happened was a disaster for Kornilov. Troops refused to obey his orders; printers refused to produce newspapers expressing support for the coup; railway workers disrupted the movement of his troop trains; steelworkers met advancing troops and persuaded them to abandon the general. In the end the general was arrested, only to escape and eventually lead an army in particularly brutal actions against the Bolshevik government. Killed in April 1918 by an artillery shell, his body was later exhumed and burnt on a village rubbish dump by the victorious Bolsheviks.


The collapse of the Kornilov Revolt was also a disaster for Kerensky as he appeared both complicit in it and incapable of defending the revolution if he had wanted to. On the other hand, it played very well for the Bolsheviks. Red Guards, of which many were Bolsheviks or Bolshevik sympathisers, played a key role in defending the capital. As the only party that had never compromised its position through support for the Provisional Government, and which was continuously demanding the ‘rule of the workers’, Lenin and his party came out of the fiasco very well indeed. With the German army approaching Petrograd from the west, the situation in September 1917 seemed to be approaching something of a crisis.


By September 1917 the Bolsheviks had gained a majority of seats on both the Petrograd and Moscow soviets. While this was not, as we shall shortly see, representative of democratic support across the whole country, it is an important reminder that Lenin could claim some justification for the coup he was about to launch. Through his writings in exile in Finland (where he wrote a booklet entitled State and Revolution) it really looked like the Bolsheviks could present themselves as the representatives of an increasingly radicalised Russian population. He argued that, after a period he termed ‘the dictatorship of the Proletariat’, a classless society would emerge and the state would wither away. Along the way to that appealing prospect the Bolsheviks promised support for the system of soviets, which were already offering experiences of direct democracy in action. Many Russians who heard about this must have wondered what was not to like about that. Time would reveal a few important corollaries when the route to utopia was decided by people such as the Bolsheviks. And a few questions might have been asked in September 1917: Just how long would this ‘dictatorship of the Proletariat’ last? What would happen to the rule of law and human rights during this time? Was this soviet system going to be a multiparty system? Time would answer these questions, if anyone had asked them, and then a shadow would fall across the golden future society that Lenin seemed to be offering.


During September, Lenin, still in Finnish exile, argued relentlessly for a Bolshevik seizure of power. Such a revolution in Russia would, he believe, ignite similar communist uprisings across Europe. In fact, the survival of a communist regime in a nation as unsuitable as Russia seemed reliant on just such a ripple effect. Finally, after returning to chair a stormy meeting in Petrograd on 10 October, Lenin succeeded in getting a majority of the twelve Bolshevik leaders present to agree with him. Only two – Lev Kamenev and Grigory Zinoviev – stood out against him. And that would return to undermine them in the future. The revolt was to be organised by Trotsky, the ex-Menshevik. Recently elected as chairman of the Petrograd Soviet, he was in a unique position to make use of the soviet’s Military Revolutionary Committee (set up to defend Petrograd from the Germans) and its armed Red Guards to put the coup into effect. Lenin timed the seizure of power to coincide with the October meeting of the second All-Russian Congress of Soviets, as this would present the congress with a fait accompli, which would be hard for them to oppose. On the night of 24–5 October the Bolsheviks made their move. As Lenin kept a low profile (fearing arrest), Trotsky organised the revolution. Later Stalinist propaganda would completely erase Trotsky from the picture (literally) and Lenin would be presented as the organiser of the seizure of power. At times, Stalin would be shown as his right-hand man as Lenin made the revolution happen (a role Stalin definitely did not play, any more than Lenin had as the organiser).


It was later joked in the Soviet film industry that more people were shot by accident during the filming of the 1928 film October (the army extras apparently used live ammunition) than were actually shot during the real storming of the headquarters of the Provisional Government, in the old tsarist Winter Palace, in October 1917. As one Red Guard later recounted, ‘we climbed through the windows but there were more of them than us and so they arrested us. But we kept on climbing through the windows until there were more of us than them and so we arrested them.’ Not many died in such an ‘attack’. That deficit of bodies, however, would soon be made up by events after 1917. As the seizure of power occurred, and as the cruiser Aurora fired blank shots to signal the start of the final assault, the assembled SR and Menshevik representatives at the second All-Russian Congress of Soviets protested the illegality and illegitimacy of the revolution which was being enacted in their name. In protest they walked out of the congress, while Trotsky called after then, ‘You are pitiful isolated individuals; you are bankrupts; your role is played out. Go where you belong from now on – into the dustbin of history!’11


It was a revealing contrast between dramatic revolutionary action and democratic legitimacy. This would decide much of what was to follow. The Bolshevik Revolution, ‘Red October’, had taken place. It would prove to be one of the pivotal points in modern world history and it would affect the lives of millions in the years after 1917.


This gallop through the events of 1917 is more than simply an overview of the route taken by the Bolsheviks on their way to power. It reveals the arc of the trajectory that would carry their regime forward from that point. In this period of Russian history can be found the key ingredients that would lead to Soviet Russia’s police state, and which would hold sway until the collapse of the USSR in 1991. Not all the ingredients were there in 1917, of course. The decades ahead would add their own particular contributions to the pot. And those later ingredients would have major impacts on what was simmering in it. But the core ingredients were already there in 1917 and what later emerged, what was adapted and developed, what was at times diverted, and perhaps even hijacked, is only really understandable because of the events through which the Bolsheviks took power in 1917.


Despite their claims to the contrary, the Bolsheviks did not enjoy overwhelming mass support across Russia. The working class constituted a minority of the population, concentrated in key cities and other areas such as coalfields and oilfields. Across the vast Russian Empire it was the peasantry who made up the bulk of the population and here support for the Bolsheviks was minimal at best, in response to their support for land redistribution. But for most peasants the activities in far-off cities seemed of little importance compared with the upheavals in their own village and region. If they had any political engagement, then it tended to favour the SRs. And, even among the workers, the growth of support for the Bolsheviks should not blind us to the large numbers of workers who supported Mensheviks, Left SRs or Anarchists.


The simple matter was that, despite their domination of key city soviets, Lenin had no popular mandate for what he ordered. In fact, he had no idea whatsoever of the level of support he enjoyed, since he had jumped the gun of any general election, which would have decided the matter. He might have ordered a revolution on behalf of the soviets but, as the outraged SRs and Mensheviks reminded him, he had no legitimate authority to seize power. Fundamentally, he had done so on behalf of his own minority clique. That he had done so did not bode well for any future sharing of power with other parties; nor did it engender confidence in the Bolsheviks’ willingness to submit their ambitions to democratic scrutiny.


In fact, the Bolsheviks had just seized power in a number of key cities (it took a few days to secure control of Moscow). What the rest of the country felt about this, only time would tell. But past experience of Lenin’s authoritarian approach to expressions of difference did not indicate that he would relinquish power if it turned out that he lacked a popular mandate. In short, all the ingredients were there in October 1917 of a self-confident group which was determined to take and hold onto power come what may. The brief Russian flirtation with democratic principles and structures, since February 1917, had dissolved amid Bolshevik slogans of taking power on behalf of workers and soviets, who had not had the opportunity to express an opinion on the matter. A supremely confident group of self-selected professional revolutionaries would decide what was necessary. And while some workers certainly applauded what Lenin had done and were excited by his radical agenda, others were not on board. There could well be trouble ahead and, if so, then it was all of the Bolsheviks’ own making. And that was before one considers the forces in society who loathed all revolutionary groups and who would, given time to recover from the shock, strike back against those who had seized power. All the ingredients of a future civil war and of government violence to maintain power were there already in that October seizure of power.


Lenin and his supporters had already shown their disregard for what they regarded as mere bourgeois scruples such as elections and the rule of law; soon they would show the same dismissal of sensitivities concerning individual rights, freedoms and life itself. Lenin was inclined to say that, in life generally, what mattered was ‘kto-kgo?’ (who-whom?) Or, as we might loosely put it: ‘who is doing it to whom?’ Or who are the ‘winners and losers’? And Lenin’s inclination was to be the ‘winner’, and the one ‘doing it to . . .’ come what may. People were going to get hurt.



The nature of the Bolshevik state: the early evidence


The kind of rule that would develop under the Bolsheviks soon became apparent in the early Bolshevik decrees between November and December 1917. A number seemed in keeping with a popular desire for real change in Russia. The ‘Decree on Peace’, November 1917, was the first decree passed by the All-Russian Congress of Soviets after the Bolsheviks had seized power. This called for all countries involved in the First World War to immediately begin negotiations and create a peace ‘without annexations and indemnities’. This greatly increased support for the Bolsheviks among the war-weary Russian military and civilian populations. The Bolsheviks also hoped that the decree might encourage German soldiers to begin their own revolution.


That same day in November, the ‘Decree on Land’ redistributed the land of wealthy landowners to the peasant population. Many peasants had done this already but the decree gave these actions the force of law. And this indicated that the new Bolshevik government approved of these land seizures; something the Provisional Government had failed to do. In December the Bolsheviks went further and nationalised church land. At the same time many Russian Orthodox churches were also damaged or shut. This revealed a mixture of reform and repression. The seizure of church land was generally supported but the attacks on churches were the first shots in a repressive war on religious faith itself.


Also in November, a number of decrees aimed to improve the lives of workers. The ‘Decree on Work’ brought in an eight-hour day and a forty-eight hour week; the ‘Decree on Unemployment’ provided unemployment insurance.


The ‘Decree on Nationalities’ promised the peoples of the old tsarist Russian Empire that they could appoint governments of their own choice. No longer would the Russian language be forced on the Ukrainians, Georgians, Armenians, Poles and others. This was an attempt to stop these nations breaking away as disintegration was all too likely. In reality, as we shall see, these nations would find that they were soon more tightly controlled than before.


By the ‘Decree on Workers’ Control’, in December, workers’ committees were empowered to run their factories; something many were doing anyway. Banks were nationalised. Like the Decree on Nationalities the promise of workers’ control (in Russian rabochii kontrol) would have a very short shelf life indeed!


Overall, these changes met with much approval and remind us that the Bolshevik Revolution was not just a cynical power grab. These were people who possessed a radical agenda and one that connected with many ordinary people. They promised a new society. In November, all traditional titles, such as ‘Your Honour’ or ‘Your Excellency’ were abolished. The new greeting for all was simply ‘Comrade’.


However, reform and repression were going hand in hand. In December, the Bolsheviks banned all non-Bolshevik newspapers; and they also banned the liberal Kadet Party and arrested its leaders. Whatever the extent of social and economic reforms, they were not going to be accompanied by political freedoms. Russia was on the way to becoming a one-party state. The Bolshevik attitude towards ‘Bourgeois notions of justice’ was revealed when the existing law courts and lawyers were abolished and were replaced by Revolutionary Tribunals. In these brutal institutions, conventional attitudes towards guilt and innocence were abandoned and class was considered more significant than the evidence.


The class- and party-based nature of the new regime was revealed in the creation of the ‘All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage’, in December 1917. Better known as the Cheka, it took its name from the initials ChK of its name in Russian.12 Its members were known as chekists; a name which has endured as a colloquialism for the secret police until the present day in Russia, when some in the Russian media have applied it to Vladimir Putin due to his secret police career. Chekists became recognisable by their black leather jackets, with some preferring long, flowing leather coats. The first of these leather jackets had been taken from a batch sent to Russia by the Western Allies for use by Russian air force pilots. These jackets had the advantage of not harbouring typhus-carrying lice as woollen coats did.13


The full name of the organisation was slightly changed in 1918 to ‘All-Russian Extraordinary Commission to Combat Counter-Revolution, Sabotage and Speculation’, but it remained the ‘Cheka’. The Cheka was led by a Polish aristocrat-turnedcommunist named Felix Dzerzhinsky, ‘Iron Felix’ (who died of a heart attack in 1926). Early members were drawn from regiments containing Bolshevik activists, working-class Red Guards and politicised sailors of the Baltic Fleet. From January 1918 some Left SRs were allowed to join the force but were later expelled following a Left-SR assassination attempt on Lenin in August of that year. Lenin quipped that to do the job of the Cheka required a membership with a ratio of one honest man to nine bastards.14 Many brutal and habitual criminals reinvented themselves as chekists, as they carved out a new role for themselves and their violent expertise within Bolshevik Russia. A Russian policeman of the early 1990s would later suggest that a different kind of USSR might have emerged if only Lenin had ‘shot more criminals and hired fewer’.15


The objective of the Cheka was the arrest of all opposition and prevention of any demonstrations against the new government. As part of this role, it monitored the press, banks and members of other political parties (all soon to lose the right to independent existence). It was empowered to confiscate the ration cards of those deemed hostile (in effect death by starvation) and published lists of ‘enemies of the people’. This was a term that soon became synonymous with those to be dealt the trademark Cheka execution of a bullet to the back of the head, fired from a small pistol. At first, it was mainly active in the Petrograd area but soon it extended its activities into other areas as they came under Bolshevik control. Just what was implied by ‘the dictatorship of the Proletariat’ was beginning to emerge. It meant, in effect, ‘the dictatorship of the Bolshevik Party’.


The Cheka was the first in a long line of Soviet Russia’s political police bodies. In this form it would last until 1922, when it changed its name to the GPU (State Political Directorate) and then the OGPU (All-Union State Political Directorate) in 1923, reflecting the creation of the USSR after the civil war. These were the much feared ‘organs’ that ensured the survival of the one-party state. Often simply referred to at the time, and later in general histories, as the ‘secret police’, their presence was often anything but secret. But, whether clandestine or in the open, their presence and impact were to define the nature of the Soviet state. And there was enough secrecy in their investigations, surveillance, arrests and use of informers to make up for the distinctive uniforms that they came to wear while carrying out the more public aspects of their roles. By 1921, as the Russian Civil War drew to its close, the Cheka (as we shall shortly see) had grown and diversified, with a militarised branch some 200,000 strong, which oversaw labour camps, food requisitioning, secret arrests of opponents, torture and execution without trial. This was a vast expansion from the mere forty members who ran the organisation in the early months of 1918. By 1921, these police-troops were also used to crush any worker or peasant protests, as well as mutinies in the recently formed, but poorly disciplined, Red Army. But that is to get ahead of the story, even though events in January 1918 clearly signposted what was coming.


The first weeks of 1918 furnished plenty of evidence regarding the attitude of the new government towards representative democracy. The Provisional Government had put off the calling of a general election but, in November, the Bolsheviks finally went ahead with this election. They did so without enthusiasm as they had no intention of setting up a parliamentary democracy. Instead, they aimed to work through the soviets and to ensure that they controlled these groups. However, there was much support for holding a general election and Lenin finally agreed to it. When it occurred, somewhere in the region of 41.7 million people voted.16

OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/fviii-01.png
® Main camp complexes (total number of camps exceeded 30,000)

B Urban centres associated with camp administrations

‘?ﬁj&; . g

.
Murmansk » e, (% =
@ <
8§ = = S~ .
o 0

~ ) .. Q Q .

“’. dnigetad Vorkutd 5 . .
IO oo Mo 5 Ulgarke

O W " o % e Salekhard M .

°
mYakutsk

NS

atsk °

° o ° Komsomolsk-on-Amur

. o :
sriutske e Xe_e® WL
S

.
- Karagandn

o . .
p
& ¥ Vladivostok

.





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Martyn Whittock

* " THE SECRET HISTORY OF

SOVIET
RUSSIA’S
POLICE
STATE

Cruelty, Co—operatlon
and Compromise, 1917-91





OEBPS/images/title.png
Martyn Whittock

THE SECRET HISTORY OF

SOVIET
RUSSIA’S
POLICE
STATE

Cruelty, Co-operation
and Compromise, 1917-91

wwwwww





