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Preface

Russian history and culture has long fascinated Westerners, but only in
the twentieth century has Russia had an impact on people everywhere. Why
is this true? Why is the Soviet period of Russian history extraordinary in
Russia’s millennium-long existence? Several reasons come to mind. In the
twentieth century Russia has served as a dramatic example of the challenges
encountered by all late modemizing societies. For a time, the Soviet Union
seemed to incorporate the dreams of both Marxism and nationalism. It
offered an unprecedented developmental path to modemization while main-
taining both political and economic independence. Many Soviet citizens and
some foreign observers comrespondingly escalated their view and under-
standing of Russia’s historical experience to universal levels, seeing the
Soviet Union as embodying the sufferings and humanitarian aspirations of
people everywhere, in all cultures and in all places.

Within this broad context, other factors have also made the Soviet period
of Russian history extraordinary. Among them is the special concern of this
book—Russian experience with modem war. War is arguably the central fact
of modem Russian history. Encounters with modern warfare have certainly
transformed Russia in the twentieth century. In particular the Soviet period
of Russian history has been uniquely shaped, possibly distorted, by the
devastating results of global war. One outcome has been that Russia’s
influence has been extended globally, even into space itself.

To date, however, the centrality of war in the Russian historical
experience has not been well integrated into the general understanding of
Russian history in the West. Several factors have contributed to this, not the
least of which has been the emotionalism engendered by the extravagant
mutual hostility of Communists and anti-Communists. Unrealistic optimism
concerning the impending demise of capitalism on the one hand, or of
socialism on the other, colored interpretations and obscured evidence. Only
occasionally were partisans on both sides forced to accommodate themselves
to the stubbornness of historical data.

In addition to the problems generated by this emotionalism, the subject
of modern warfare itself is exceptionally complex and generally underesti-
mated intellectually by both civilians and military professionals. The subfield
of military history has not always kept pace with modern warfare as it has
evolved from the eighteenth to the twentieth century. The rapidity of the
changes in the craft of war combined with the intricate and interrelated
nature of the political, social, and economic factors affecting modem war to
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challenge, if not defy, the conventionally trained historian. Military
professionals, politicians, and the general public find themselves in the same
situation. As a result the Russian military experience, particularly over the
past century and a half, has not been well understood, especially by the
nonspecialist. Even specialists who study and interpret Russian and Soviet
military history have been notably unsuccessful in effectively informing
military professionals, politicians, and the general public.

The Twelfth Military History Symposium was designed to address this
enormous problem, modestly by arriving at a definition of the subject in the
organization of its program and associated topics, less modestly in attracting
some of the Western world’s leading specialists to address specific subjects
(information on the contributors is at the end of this volume), and ambi-
tiously, in view of the work remaining, to suggest tools and approaches for
future study. The symposium’s planners began with a major assumption, that
the rise of the Soviet Union as a military superpower ranked among the
leading events of recent global history. Further, they concluded that some
roots of Soviet military capabilities existed before the twentieth century in
continental resources, in the experience of a centuries-old imperial state, and
in well-established military traditions and institutions. This conclusion
brought the planners to another assumption, that a better understanding of
the developments which led to the transformation of the Russian Empire into
a military superpower would lead to a more comprehensive and accurate
view of the Soviet Union and to a fuller appreciation of Soviet military
power today. The readers of this volume are in a position to judge for
themselves the validity of these assumptions and conclusions.

Given the limits of sessions and presentations spread over forty-eight
hours, the program had to be simple, broad, and inclusive, with all the
hazards that suggests. The guiding historical view that came to influence the
symposium’s structure can be summed up in the following fashion: the milit-
ary heritage of Imperial Russia was shaped by many of the same problems
of physical environment, domestic reform, and great power status in a hostile
world which later beset Soviet military professionals. Dealing with these
problems shaped a military tradition which eventually served as a basis for
the Soviet Army. The development of an adequate intellectual basis for the
Soviet military profession became increasingly critical for the evolution of
these new military forces. As the Soviet state modernized Russia’s war-
making capability, Communist leaders envisioned using that capability in
defense of the Revolution and in extending both Communist and state
power.

Hitler’s invasion of Russia in 1941 proved an epochal event, providing
the opportunity for an extraordinary assertion of power, far beyond that of
Napoleon’s invasion in 1812, known to Russians as the Patriotic War. World
War II also attested to major successes by the Communist Party:
industrializing for war, contributing to the theory and doctrine necessary for
success in modern warfare, and providing the professional military forces
with the weapons and the leadership required to achieve the goals of the
Soviet state. The Great Patriotic War, as World War II is known in the
Soviet Union, mobilized and focused the nation’s resources, its people, and
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its military might at new and higher levels of capability than Russia had ever
known before. This achievement and its ensuing results led to the emergence
of the Soviet Union as a military superpower. In this capacity, the Soviet
Union was able to project its power to a degree unparalleled in Russian
history—a transformation with immense potential. This broad view focused
the examination of the symposium’s various topics and themes, orally in
presentations and discussions, and then more fully in the essays of this
volume, composed prior to the symposium and refined in its wake.

All historical records are incomplete and these proceedings are an
imperfect record. The introductions and commentaries exhibit some discon-
tinuities because their authors did not see the revised versions of the papers
contained in this volume. The members of the international panel which
closed the symposium commented only briefly because of time limitations,
but subsequently submitted the written observations in this volume. Discus-
sions with the audience at the symposium’s sessions and the banquet presen-
tation by Brig. Gen. Roland Lajoie, USA, on “The Soviet Fignting Man” are
not included here because of space limitations. They must remain the special
pleasure, benefit, and memory of the symposium’s participants.

What distinguishes this book from others in Soviet studies and Russian
military history? In Soviet studies a plethora of books and articles on mil-
itary issues exists in a contemporary framework from the vantage points of
national security and international relations. Very few are written in the his-
torical perspective. In Western writing on Russian military history, the
number of historians and uniformed specialists recognized as truly out-
standing is surprisingly limited—a fact which became forcefully evident to
the symposium’s organizers as they combed Germany, France, Great Britain,
and the United States for qualified contributors. This volume views the sub-
ject historically and may be unique in its combination of overall program,
individual contributions, and suggestions for future research. In the structure
of its program it is a survey of modem Russian military history. In its indi-
vidual contributions it provides a good bit of specialized “post-holing.” It
possesses a pragmatic, professional military view in having sought out con-
tributions by qualified military contributors and in providing a biblio-
graphical aid. This aid is a significant indicator of the current professional
Ievel of Soviet military studies in the West, offering military specialists,
scholars, and graduate students a readily accessible tool for further research
and study.

The Great Patriotic War demonstrated both capabilities and deficiencies
in Soviet society, many still unexplored by Western specialists. The ability
of the Soviet Union to sustain itself in the face of extraordinary losses and
destruction is indisputable. Why this was true is less clear. It may be that
this was the major contribution of the Communist Party, but the issue remains
unestablished, at least in Western minds. This question is related to one of
the symposium’s major gaps, the question of the role of the “rear” or the
“homefront” in Russian wars and in particular in World War I1. The poverty
of Western scholarship on the Russian and Soviet “rear” caused planners for
the Academy’s 1982 military history symposium to leave out Russia and the
Soviet Union altogether at that symposium, which was devoted to the subject
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of the homefront and war." Four years later the subject of the Soviet home-
front remained largely unaddressed by Westerners, a gap of enormous signif-
icance. Therefore, it purposely was not included in this symposium’s program.

The Soviet “rear” as a subject for further research is tied to an even
larger topic, that of Russian mobilization in the broadest sense. Although
mobilization is at the crux of the many factors influencing modern warfare
during the last half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the
twentieth, it has generally remained in the shadow of operational matters for
both military historians and officers. In the context of combat, the teeth must
understandably come before the tail, but periods of actual combat in the
course of a war, decisive as they may be, are relatively short compared to
the time expended in preparation for battle. And the subject of mobilization
may also prove a revealing touchstone for a number of unexplored factors
in the larger context of Russian history.

The relationship between military matters and the political, social, and
economic dimensions of Russian and Soviet society has received increased
attention since World War II, but remains shrouded in considerable ambiguity.
Although no issue has aroused more interest than Soviet political-military
relations, much remains an open question for Westerners. However, the fun-
damental and long-term dimensions of the relationship might be better under-
stood if viewed in the context of the historical evolution of the expanding
Russian capability for mobilization. Russian and Soviet political leaders and
military professionals, whatever their differences over the past one hundred
years, have both been forced to recognize the complications posed for mobil-
ization not only by geography but also by the poverty of Russia, reflecting its
late modemization. Relative to other great powers from 1850 to 1950, Russia
had less developed national wealth from which to draw resources for national
security. The historic primacy of military matters in Russia, however, has
generally resulted in an exceptional share of those resources being devoted to
the military or to military-related sectors of the economy. It is not only a
Marxist-Leninist tenet, but also a condition of modem political independence,
that economic and military concerns cannot be separated indefinitely.

As a result of limited national resources in both the Imperial and the
Soviet periods of Russian history, the human element has remained in the
foreground. Mobilization is more than a technical, bureaucratic, and organ-
izational matter. It is also intensely human and social. Historically, human
beings have been Russia’s great marginal resource. The ability of Russian
leaders to marshal and control that resource has proven correspondingly
crucial. The attention Western research devotes to the military as an agent
of socialization in both the Imperial and Soviet periods highlights this fact,
and is also tied to the basic, underlying, and ongoing modernization of
Russia. Further research in this area will expand our understanding of
phenomena so basic as the role of the political officer in military units. The

*The proceedings were published as The Homefront and War in the Twentieth
Century: The American Experience inComparative Perspective, ed Lt. Col. James Titus
(Washington, 1984).
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problem of social mobilization is basic in modern warfare and directly
related to the will and motivation to fight and to die, a matier as crucial,
complex, and significant as the most advanced weapons system.

Other questions and ideas concerning future research grew out of the
planning for the symposium, the symposium itself, and reflection upon its
results. This volume constitutes an argument for the historical approach, but
no single disciplinary approach is superior to all others, especially in
studying and understanding a subject such as the Soviet Union. Soviet
studies, including Soviet military studies, in the best sense are multi-
disciplinary. What is clear is that Soviet military studies have been
dominated by other than historical approaches, notably by those with exper-
tise based on the analysis of quantitative data. The historical approach has
been neglected for a number of reasons. Few competent specialists exist, and
this in turn reflects the difficulty of acquiring and using the kinds of records
necessary for the retrospective and contextual analysis distinctive to the his-
torical discipline. For all its handicaps, the historical approach, especially
the broad recounting and interpretive effort, does force the addressing of
elements of analysis which have been major weaknesses in Soviet military
studies. The historical approach ideally makes it necessary to analyze events
and personalities in the context of organizational and institutional processes.
Answering the causational questions “How did it work?” or “Why did it
work?” in the past should suggest reasonable hypotheses about “How does
it work, or not work, now?” But if an accurate and thorough historical
record, and a contextual analysis of processes, do not exist, how can the
quantitatively based analyst ask appropriate questions of contemporary data?

From this vantage point of historical analysis, processes became more
significant than historical events themselves. For example, much of the data
on the Soviet Union before and during World War II suggest that it should
not have won the war, that it could have been defeated. It was not. A host
of Western rationalizations exist for its victory. Too often they are based on
the deficiencies and errors of Russia’s encmies, the exceptional contributions
of its allies, and any number of other avenues but that of answering the
historian’s question, “What did the Soviet Union do right and well?”

Were Soviet military achievements derivative in terms of military
thought and practice? If they were, and yet were also applied effectively,
perhaps conventional wisdom about the lack of flexibility and adaptability
in the Soviet military profession and political leadership should be modified.
If Soviet achievements were original, what does this say about the Soviet
capacity for innovation? What does it suggest about the Soviet state’s
management and synthesis of the political, economic, and social dimensions
of modern war? In summary, it may be that the synthesis was forced by the
extraordinary challenges and dimensions of the Russian physical environ-
ment; made possible by the broad parameters of Soviet military thought in
providing for the scope of the war; achieved through the adaptability,
professionalism, and patriotism of the Soviet soldier; and led with
extraordinary political effectiveness by the Communist Party. But we do not
know this with assurance, given the current state of Westem historical
research in Soviet military studies.
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A number of other issues and questions deserving further research may
emerge for the reader. They include the following:

Elaborating on the development of the military district and the
evolution of associated organizational forms and practices in
Imperial Russia as prologues to Soviet forms of mobilization and
operations.

Assessing the impact of military geography, especially the prob-
lems growing out of territorial expansion and defense of the fron-
tier and their historical influence on Russian and Soviet military
organization and the military profession.

Specifying the distinctive Soviet contributions to Russian military
thought in light of its historical origins and antecedents with con-
sideration of the particular impact of Marxism-Leninism.

Assaying the adequacy and inadequacy of Soviet military thought
as an anticipation of modem war as experienced in World War II.

Surveying the experience of late modemization as advantage or
disadvantage in preparing for and waging modern war effectively.

Describing the integrative processes which led to the coincident
undertakings of national mobilization (on a scale beyond that of
any other World War II combatant); military organizational modi-
fications; the implementation of new tactics; and the manufacture,
modification, and use of new weapons.

Specifying the evolution of the educational and training param-
eters of the Soviet military profession to understand better both
Soviet military science and the role of military history in it.

Analyzing the Soviet approach to sustainability of forces as evi-
dence of the professional viability of Soviet military science.

How should these and other questions which may emerge from the fol-
lowing pages be approached? The preceding paragraphs implicitly constitute
a discussion in support of professional Soviet military studies. If one accepts
the validity of Soviet military studies as a professional subfield, then a
number of points follow concerning the appropriate credentials of its prac-
titioners. Some are logical outgrowths of the subject; others become apparent
in reviewing the biographies of specialists, such as the contributors to this
volume.

Successful study of the Soviet military involves accepting the fact that
the attempt to understand the institutions, practices, and thought of another
culture risks misunderstanding because of applying one’s own culturally based
values and attitudes to another society. The intellectual rigor required to
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avoid this pitfall can be derived both from a professional recognition of the
obstacles to telling the story of any society “the way it really was” and from
firsthand experience with the subject itself.

In the simplest sense this justifies a combination of academic training
and direct involvement with the subject. The profile of the ideal specialist
in Soviet military studies would include professional military experience and
firsthand familiarity with the Soviet military; language competence, exercised
and developed in the country itself; an awareness of the millennium-long
history of the subject of study and therefore of its continuity; and an
acceptance of the multidimensional, multidisciplinary nature of the subject,
growing largely out of the complex nature of the development of modemn
warfare. All too rarely do we have these qualifications in appropriate balance
and representation. And when we do find them, as in the biographies of
some of the distinguished contributors, we discover they are often the result
of accidental circumstance, such as unforeseen involvement in World War
I1, rather than the product of a carefully planned and guided program of
professional development.

From the military viewpoint, the value and usefulness of such specialists
in Soviet military studies is not dictated by academic concerns and needs,
rather it is rooted in the historically unprecedented military power possessed
by the Soviet Union and the United States. As the executors of violence for
the political leaders in both countries, Soviet and American military pro-
fessionals are by definition among the most knowledgeable advisors about
the use and exercise of the enormous destructive power of both conventional
and nuclear weapons. For this reason alone, they are vitally concerned with
sustaining peace. Their ability to contribute successfully may be directly
based on the accuracy and depth of their understanding of their counterparts.
Mutually achieved professional respect and understanding can be its own
powerful contribution to peace and the deterrence of violence, a prospect
enhanced by the specialists in Soviet military studies who contributed to the
symposium and who wrote for this volume.






Introduction

Colonel Carl W. Reddel, USAF

The Russian physical environment is unique in scale and degree. Its size
and location have placed special demands on Russia’s people and leaders
throughout the country’s long history and given distinctive meaning to the
word “frontier.” Understanding the impact of the frontier on the Russian
military profession may contribute to understanding how national security
has posed planning problems unique to the Soviet military profession. The
ever-expanding Russian frontier has also posed exceptional difficulties in
conducting modern warfare—particularly with regard to mobilizing compre-
hensively and effectively the nation’s resources, one of the major indices for
potential military success. Russian military professionals, challenged by
defeats in the Crimea and the Russo-Japanese War, wrestled with this prob-
lem long before the October Revolution. One of their proposed solutions was
the military district system, and its durability to the present day testifies to
their understanding of military geography and the merits of a solution
peculiar to Russian environmental challenges, independent of the
predilections of the governing authoritites.

Within this environmental context, the experience of political and
military transition growing out of World War I and the October Revolution
provides other challenges to the historian’s capacity to specify and to
interpret elements of change and continuity. With defeat in World War I, the
role of the military professional was temporarily eclipsed. However, the
influence of the Russian military profession grew and was magnified in the
Soviet Union because of the hostile international environment, the struggle
for survival during a vicious civil war, the poverty of Communist ideology
concemning military questions, and the ad hoc approaches of Communist
leaders to ruling Russia following their seizure of power. Military consid-
erations came to the forefront for Communist leaders at that time and have
never retreated. The soundness of Russian military intellectual achievements
before World War I, and the numbers of former Tsarist officers and NCOs
who fought with the Communists during the Civil War, further enhanced
the influence of the military profession. The contribution of Communist
ideology to the enrichment of Russian military thought was to follow, and
Russian military history came to play a special role in this context.

Xvii
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Military history has been for some time a “secret weapon” for Soviet
military professionals—"“secret” in the sense that Westerners, apart from
notable and significant exceptions, have seriously underestimated its role and
impact in the Soviet military professionals’ understanding and approach to
war. The Western devaluation of military history has many sources, not the
least of which is underestimating the intellectual dimension of modem war.
Westerners have also been properly offended by the Marxist-Leninists’
willingness to restructure history according to political imperatives. The
extreme differences between the Marxist-Leninist and the Western views of
the role and purpose of military history are striking. In practice military
history remains in the ivory tower for many Western military professionals
and civilian national security and defense analysts, though few, if any, will
publicly state this. For the Soviet military professional, on the other hand,
history is a multifaceted tool to be widely used and applied, if necessary at
the expense of Western standards of scholarly objectivity.

World War I provided the crucible in which much was tested—the tra-
ditional qualities of the Russian soldier, Russian military thought in its Soviet
application, the political effectiveness of the Communist Party, and the results
of forced draft modernization with the accompanying development of a total-
itarian state. Not least, the Great Patriotic War tested the Soviet military
profession itself. It is not surprising that Soviet military professionals have
found their experience in World War II, especially since Stalin’s death, such a
useful laboratory for assessing their views and hypotheses on modern warfare.

In World War II the Soviet soldier was found to be the Russian soldier,
especially in his patriotism and willingness to serve the state. These Russian
qualities proved special assets to those Soviet military leaders who knew how
to exploit them with skill and imagination in conditions of modem warfare.
The Russian soldier has long been recognized as courageous and capable of
withstanding immense hardship. To Western eyes, however, the capacity to
endure sometimes appears as undue submissiveness. This in turn causes the
Westerner to wonder if the Soviet military man possesses the Westerner’s
capacity to adapt, to innovate and to take initiatives. It may be that
endurance is a quality which has grown particularly out of the extraordinary
demands of the Russian environment, and in many respects the Russian
environment has not changed.

Some may also find unprecedented and unparalleled military profes-
sionalism in the retreat of the German Army, but final victory remains the
ultimate standard for the successful conduct of modemn warfare. Soviet par-
ticipation in World War II generated specific data for the military profes-
sional and the military historian to demonstrate strengths and weaknesses,
effective and ineffective performance, and a host of other contradictory and
paradoxical findings concerning Soviet military forces.

World War II also demonstrated a number of specific professional
achievements by the Soviet military. The Soviet Air Force exhibited the
capacity to overcome large initial losses and then to adapt organizationally
as it developed new aircraft and tactics to prosecute the war in support of
Soviet land forces. The Soviet Army proved to have organizational flexi-
bility, a second tier of young, exceptional leaders to replace those lost during



xix INTRODUCTION

the purges, and the military theory to support its growing capabilities during
the war. These achievements are especially striking in that they occurred
after losses and destruction which could have spelled defeat, and were
prosecuted in the midst of a continuing and intense struggle for survival. In
an exceptional way, the Soviet military profession following the war has
continued to assess the history and results of World War 1I in the interest of
developing and refining contemporary military thought and practice. In this
sense there is truly a Soviet “military science” which grows out of and is
dependent upon military history.

For the purist, military history and military studies are not the same, and
Soviet military history is sometimes too much in the applied mode for
Western scholarly criteria and tastes. Fecund rationalizations are as unlimited
as human imagination itself, and the fertility for their growth increases rather
than diminishes in the battles of memoirs and postwar accounts. This
complicates immensely the problem of analysis for the military professional.
Ideally, it is at this juncture that the role of the military historian, in or out
of uniform, should be vital and critical. However, as noted earlier, within
Western professional military circles the military historian is frequently
regarded as residing in the ivory tower. In this, as in so many other matters,
the Soviet approach is different and without Western equivalent. In
particular, the Institute of Military History, The Military History Journal, and
the professional development of serving officers, including flag rank officers,
with doctoral degrees in military history or military science have very few
Western counterparts.

Since World War 11, and especially following Stalin’s death, Soviet
military capabilities have expanded dramatically. The Soviet military
profession’s theory and practice have accommodated the Western challenges
of nuclear weaponry and improved conventional weapons. More siriking in
the minds of some Western miilitary professionals have been not only the
vastly increased numbers but also the diversity and range of improvements
in Soviet weaponry over a relatively short period of time, the Soviet Air
Force serving as a striking example in this regard. The debate over whether
these improvements are for offensive or defensive purposes remains insol-
uble in the sense of satisfying all questioners, but no one denies that credible
offensive capability constitutes a strong Soviet defense.

In the final analysis, the essential transformation which occurred in
Russian and Soviet military history was the mastery of modemization in the
interest of Russian national security, a fact which is indirectly demonstrated
by the essays in this book. This relationship between the military and the
process of modemization is inseparable because of the multifaceted nature
of modern war, which is total war in that no dimension of human experience
or activity escapes it. The bureaucratic and organizational infrastructure
necessary for waging modem war is also the underlying base characteristic
of the modernized state and society. It is also expensive, which has meant
political decisions overriding purely economic and social needs in the
interest of national security. Russia’s military transformation was a primary
factor placing the Soviet state irrevocably on the global stage of history and
making it the historical planetary leader in the exploration of the universe.
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The proper investigation and understanding of Russian and Soviet military
history may contribute to other changes, possibly in the broad appreciation
of Russian history and in the general field of Soviet studies, a matter which
others will appropriately judge for themselves.
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The scope, scale, and mystery of Russian history has, through the years,
captured the imagination of poets, novelists and historians. Especially from
the time of Peter the Great, the forceful presence of Russia on the European
historical stage has been a continuing reminder of that great multinational
empire’s determination to participate in the world’s affairs. However, our
scholarly, historical understanding of the special contribution of Russian
military figures and institutions to the growth of Russia’s international
influence has been modest at best. Without attempting to assay fully the
reasons for this neglect, it might be noted that the geographical and cultural
distance of the Russian historical experience from our own has too
frequently left Western military historians comfortable with the accounts of
the vanquished in describing and assessing Russian, and Soviet, military
victories and achievements. This symposium is a small step in the direction
of a more complete and accurate understanding. This is also a timely
undertaking, for surely the emergence of the Soviet Union as a military
superpower, having conquered its previously landbound status and indeed
much of space itself, is a transformation in the military capability and status
of Russia and must rank as one of the more significant achievements of the
twentieth century,

The potential contribution of the scholarly discipline of history to
improved understanding of our subject faces formidable obstacles, not only
the usual challenges of removed time and place, but also the problem of
overcoming distinctive cultural differences. The solution to this problem is
aided by the mastery of unusual languages and sources, and familiarity with
the military profession itself. In this regard, we are unusually fortunate in our
lecturer, Professor John L. H. Keep of the University of Toronto, because he
has demonstrated tremendous range and power in his command of historical
sources and periods, having worked across more than three centuries of
Russian history, exhibiting great skill in synthesis and conceptualization in
an era when the historical profession is dominated by high specialization.
Pertinent to our subject tonight, “Soldiering in Tsarist Russia,” is the fact
that Professor Keep has been a serving soldier, entering the British Army at
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the age of seventeen during World War II and completing his service in
1947 with the rank of staff captain.

For more than thirty-five years, John Leslic Howard Keep has studied,
spoken, and written about Russian history and the Soviet Union. From the
University of London he received the B.A. degree (with honors) in 1950
and the Ph.D. in 1954. A research officer for the Foreign Office during
1953-54, Dr. Keep served as lecturer in Modern Russian History at the
University of London from 1954-66, with a year as a visiting Associate
Professor at the University of Washington during the academic year
1964-65. From 1966 to 1970, Dr. Keep was the Reader in Russian Studies
at the University of London, leaving that post in 1970 to assume his present
position as the Professor of Russian History at the University of Toronto.

From the 1960s, Professor Keep has written on an impressively wide
range of subjects, including the origins of communism in the Russian
Empire with The Rise of Social Democracy (Oxford, 1963), the Russian
revolutions of 1917 in The Russian Revolution: A Study in Mass Mobilization
(New York, 1976), and Soldiers of the Tsar: Army and Society in Russia,
1462-1874 (Oxford, 1985). He has also edited books devoted to the
methodological problems of understanding Soviet history and power,
wherein he demonstrated mastery of another foreign language, that of
Communist ideology. The scholarly distinction of his work was recognized
with a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1978. His current research includes work
on “The Russian Army in the Seven Years War” and on “Military Justice in
Russia” during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

This lecture series, “The Harmon Memorial Lectures in Military
History,” is dedicated to the memory of the late Lieutenant General Hubert
R. Harmmon, the first Superintendent of the Academy. The purpose of the
lecture series and the memory of General Harmon are indeed well served by
the work of our lecturer, because Professor Keep speaks to the most basic
reality for most participants in Russian military history through the course
of time, soldiering itself.
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SOLDIERING IN TSARIST RUSSIA

John L. H. Keep

For most of us the title of this lecture conjures up images of technologi-
cal backwardness and administrative inefficiency, perhaps also of bovine
submissiveness on the part of vast numbers of peasant conscripts to some
faraway autocrat, indifferent to their fate, and to equally unfeeling officers
and bureaucrats—an instinctive loyalty, punctuated from time to time by
violent and brutal mutinies.

It is a picture that is exaggerated and oversimplified. It owes much to
Western historians’ tendency to concentrate on the final years of the Imperial
regime, which were untypical in that Russia’s armed forces confronted
unusually severe, indeed ultimately insoluble, problems. In World War I, all
but isolated from her allies, Russia faced Ludendorff’s mighty military
machine, far better trained and better equipped, as well as the Austrians and
the Turks. Along the Eastern Front, her traditionally loyal and courageous
fighting men suffered unparalleled casualties and privations in seemingly
endless and unprofitable trench warfare until even they finally decided they
had had enough. They rebelled; and this great upsurge of “the men in grey
overcoats,” coupled with disaffection in the rear, led to the collapse of
tsarism in February 1917, the breakup of the Russian Empire, economic
chaos, the dissolution of the armed forces, and, within a matter of months,
to the formation of a new “Red Army” under Bolshevik direction, which
differed in many important ways from its Imperial predecessor.!

Yet the social revolutionaries who so zealously advocated a people’s
militia imbued with political consciousness and totally unlike any traditional
army, soon found that the legacy of the past loomed larger than they had
expected. It was especially evident in the logic of a situation that forced the
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new regime to take immediate, desperate measures to defend itself against
its many internal and external foes. Only a trained, disciplined, centrally
administered, and well-equipped force could do this. So it was that within
a few months conscription came back and former Tsarist noncoms and
officers were recruited. After a few more years Trotsky’s name disappeared
down the “memory hole,” and the Red Army became a fully professional
force in which certain selected values and traditions of the old army were
resurrected and even made the object of a veritable cult.2

That is not to say that there is continuity between the Tsarist and Red
Armies. Stalin’s army, like its successor of today, was a heavily politicized
body dedicated to supranational goals as defined by the ruling party. But in
the pursuit of these goals it has proved expedient to invoke old-fashioned
sentiments of patriotism, of selfless service to the central state power, such
as had animated men in Russia for centuries, along with various familiar
institutional habits.

To understand how this was possible we have to take a longer histori-
cal view than one focusing exclusively on the prerevolutionary years. Any
army expresses the mores of the society from which it is drawn. It will
reflect the goals of its leaders and suffer from the tensions that strain the
nation’s cohesiveness. Already in medieval and early modern times Russian
society had been shaped by warfare: by internecine strife among the princes
and by the need to defend the forest heartland against attack from the open
steppe. The Mongol-Tatar conquest in the thirteenth century left psychologi-
cal wounds that have not entirely healed today. We can see them in the fear
and prejudice with which many Soviet Russians view their great neighbor
to the east.

Even once the Russian lands had regained their sovercignty under the
autocrats of Moscow in the fifteenth century, forces had to be mobilized
each year along the country’s exposed southern border to grapple with bands
of aggressive Tatar raiders: skillful horsemen who came to take prisoners,
whom they enslaved and sold in Near Eastern markets—that is, if they did
not choose to kill them instead.

The elderly and sick [wrote a Western traveler in the 1520s] who don’t
Jetch much and are unfit for work are given by the Tatars to their young
men, much as one gives a hare to a hound to make it snappish: they are
stoned to death or else thrown into the sea.

It must be acknowledged that the proud but impoverished rulers of
Muscovy (as Russia was then known) were rather slow to develop an
effective response to this threat. The earthen and wooden palisades they
built to guard the border were expensive to maintain and soon rotted away.
Even the warlike Cossack communities established beyond the line were a
mixed blessing, for at times their chieftains rebelled and led masses of
disaffected peasants against Moscow. It was not until the late eighteenth
century that this volatile region became stabilized; and even so the Russians
could not be certain that the Ottoman Turks, for long a formidable military
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power, would not try, with backing from the West, to make good the losses
of Islam—as happened at least four times between 1806 and 1914.%

To her west, Russia confronted European states that were more advanced
politically and economically. Nationalist and Communist historians never tire
of reminding us that in 1612 the Catholic Poles stabled their horses in
Moscow’s holy churches, or that a century later Charles XII of Sweden led
an army of 40,000 men into Russia. He might well have reached Moscow
had he not shortsightedly put all his eggs in one basket and lost his supplies,
which placed his forces at a disadvantage to those of Peter the Great, who
proved to be an effective military leader. One might have thought that
Napoleon in 1812 would have studied the lessons of history, but he did not
and paid an even heavier penalty. Then of course in our own time there was
the Kaiser, who could have made it in 1918 if he had really wanted to, and
the Nazi General Guderian, who certainly wanted to but was halted near
Moscow’s airport.

Before jumping to the conclusion that the historical record justifies the
Russians’ evident “defense psychosis,” let us add that they were not always
the innocent victims, Many peoples of eastern Europe and northern Asia had
reason to feel similarly about them. Some nations probably gained from
absorption into the Russian Empire, as the Armenians did, and for a time
also the Finns, Baltic Germans, and even Ukrainians. Others had more
painful experiences: conquest by force of arms, violent repression of dissent,
loss of cultural identity, and so on. One thinks here of the Muslim peoples
of the Volga Valley, the Caucasian highlands, of Central Asia, but most
obviously of the Poles, who had enjoyed statchood before partition of their
country, and whose four revolts (from 1794 to 1905) were put down with
great severity. Nor did the Hungarians, whose uprising of 1848-49 was
suppressed by Nicholas I's troops, or the peoples of the Balkans, whom
several ninetcenth century Tsars tried to protect or “liberate,” necessarily
have reason to remember the Russians fondly, whatever may be said to the
contrary in these countries.’

All this warfare fueled international conflict and also posed problems
of imperial integration, a task in which the army was only partially
effective—less so than in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, for example.® It
also determined the lifestyle and outlook of much of the country’s elite.
When there were rumors in Moscow in 1853 of impending war with the
Turks, young officers “awaited impatiently for hostilities to break out so
that they could fight the foe, ‘toss their caps in the air,” as the phrasc went,
and win a few medals.””” They had plenty of opportunities, for right up to the
1870s Russian military planners preferred to have at their disposal a large
semitrained army rather than a professional cadre force—partly from tradi-
tional inertia, partly because manpower was the most readily available
resource in what was still a “developing country.” One contributory cause
to Russia’s economic backwardness was the tremendous strain placed on her
limited productive resources by the rapacious ambitions of the state. This
vast body of men had somehow to be paid, fed, clothed, lodged, and

equipped.®
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Over and above this, for 400 years or so before the reform era of the
mid-nineteenth century, Russia was a “service state”; that is to say, the
various social groups were defined largely by their roles in supporting the
throne as the embodiment of sovereignty. The Tsar’s privileged
servitors—those whom we call inaccurately “nobles” or “gentry,” classes
that had no close analogy in Russia—started out as cavalrymen. It was they
who in Muscovite times manned the defensive screen against the Tatars
already alluded to and who after Peter the Great’s reforms officered the new
standing army. Any commoner who worked his way up the ladder to
subaltern rank automatically joined the privileged estate. This means that the
autocrats could regulate social mobility, and that one’s status was determined
not by ancestry or wealth but by one’s place in the official hierarchy.’

For over a century most young, well-born males preferred to render state
service in the military, since this conferred greater honor and prestige than
the civil bureaucracy. To be sure, the system was not watertight. Russia
never developed an exclusive officer caste with its own ethos as the
Prussians did, and in 1762 the obligation on nobles (dvoriane) to serve was
actually abolished; but there were plenty of “volunteers™—indeed, almost too
many for the army’s health, since they could not all be properly trained or
employed. Poverty and custom compelled all but the wealthiest aristocrats
to spend at least some time in military uniform. Foreigners were often struck
by the number of officers to be seen in the capital’s streets: “cocked hats,
plumes and uniforms encounter us at every step,” wrote one English clergy-
man in 1839,'° while the more celebrated French observer, the Marquis de
Custine, noted the “haggard look” of the soldiers who passed by, not citizens
but “prisoners for life, condemned to guard the other prisoners” in a “country
that is entirely military.”! Still, all this had its brighter side, too: social
gatherings in St. Petersburg were brilliant affairs at which dashing dragoons
and hussars, clad in all colors of the rainbow, paid court to the ladies.

Since almost everyone served, it comes as no surprise to learn that many
of the great Russian writers had military experience. Lermontov served in
the Caucasian wars, and Dostoevsky was an engineering officer before he
resigned his commission and got into political trouble, which earned him a
terrifying mock execution followed by forced labor in Siberia.'?> Tolstoy
served at Sevastopol, and though a Christian pacifist, it was in the army that
he learned his habit of command; he once joked that he was “a literary
general.”!® So many officers or ex-officers worked in government bureaus
that an ambitious civil servant complained:

It was almost impossible to make a career except by serving in the armed
Jorces: all the senior offices in the state—ministers, senators,
governors—were given over to military men, who were more prominent
in the Sovereign’s eye than civilian officials. . . . It was taken for granted
that every senior person should have a taste of military discipline.”*

Using modem sociological terminology, we can say that Imperial Russia
fell into the category of states with a military preponderance, if it was not
actually militaristic; in this respect it stood midway between Prussia and
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Austria. In any case the armed forces’ prestige remained high until the
1860s, when the attractions of soldiering began to pall for members of the
elite, who now had other career options that paid better, imposed fewer
restrictions on their liberties, and offered more excitement than life in some
dreary provincial garrison town.

Those officers who stayed on in the forces gradually developed a more
professional outlook. They were better trained, although the old cadet
schools, with their strict discipline, narrow curnculum and caste splnt
survived in all but name right into the twentieth century.!®> Most i mcomlng
officers were educated (if that’s the word) in so-called “junker schools,” on
which the state spent only one-tenth as much money as it did on the elite
institutions. Even so their quality had improved by World War I, and more
and more entrants came from the underprivileged groups in society,
including sons of former serfs. This was against the government’s wishes,
but it happened all the same.

Can one speak of the “democratization of the officer corps?”!® Russian
officers were too diverse to form a “corps” on the German model, and the
humbly born might be no more democratic in outlook than their more priv-
ileged fellows, perhaps even less so. But they were more likely to take a
professional, conscientious attitude to their duties. It bears restating that
three of the best known White generals in the Civil War of 1918-20—Denikin,
Komilov, and Krasnov—were of this type. Unfortunately, they also betrayed
a lamentable lack of political savoir faire which can be traced back to their
education and the deliberate, indeed disastrous, isolation of the army from
the country s political life and from the problems that concerned ordinary
people.!” In old Russia a vast gulf yawned between officers and men. An
attempt to bridge it was made by Dmitrii Miliutin, the reformist War
Minister of Alexander IL,'® but he had a hard struggle against archcon-
servatives in the military bureaucracy. When the Tsar was assassinated by
left-wing terrorists in 1881, Miliutin was forced out of office, and the
pendulum swung back to social exclusiveness until after the disastrous war
with Japan in 1904-5, which prompted further reforms. John Bushnell has
argued eloquently, but perhaps a little one-sidedly, that the old vices,
including corruption, persisted right up to 1914.'

As for the soldiers, they were of course drawn overwhelmingly from
the peasantry. In early times they generally served for a single seasonal
campaign, but after Peter the Great set up the standing army they remained
in the ranks for life—or perhaps one should say until death. In the 1790s the
service term was cut to twenty-five years, but this made little difference,
given the low life expectancy at that time. It is thought that perhaps one-
quarter of all those enlisted survived to tell the tale, the rest falling victim
to disease more often than enemy bullets, while one man in ten may have
deserted.?

Only some of the survivors returned to their native villages, which they
would not have seen for a quarter century, since home furlough was
unknown. If they did go back they might well find that their wives had
remarried; no one would recognize them and they would be resented as
“ghosts returned from the dead” and a potential burden on the community.
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The plight of the Russian veteran was harsh indeed. A foreign observer
wrote in 1812:

The Russian soldier generally serves in the army as long as he can and
then joins a garrison, where he performs ordinary service until he
becomes an invalid; then he is put in a monastery, where, thanks to the
frugal diet, he vegetates a little while longer?!

Others got low-grade government jobs as doorkeepers and the like, and only
a few fortunate enough to have been totally incapacitated fighting “for Tsar
and Fatherland™ qualified for institutional care and a tiny pension.

Yet many contemporary Western military writers admired the Russian
military system and thought it preferable to select recruits from the native
population than to hire mercenaries of doubtful loyalty. The system might
be “despotic,” but the authorities at least seemed to look after their men in
a paternalistic spirit. For instance, soldiers who had children might find
them taken away to be educated at the state’s expense”—they were literally
state property! But then this was an age of serfdom when most peasants also
belonged to someone and received next to no education. Soldiers were
housed, fed, and even paid, so that materially they were better off than some

ts.

Still the system looked better from outside than from inside. The laws
on selection of recruits, although designed to spread the load as fairly as
possible, were actually full of loopholes that allowed the wealthier peasants
to escape the net, so the army might be left with the social misfits, as in the
Western mercenary forces. The painful task of deciding which member of
a rural community should be separated forever from his loved one—a sort
of blood tax—was beyond the capacity of the barely literate rural officials.
There was a good deal of wheeling and dealing. Money changed hands to
secure exemption from the draft or to pass off as fit young men who were
actually sick, or undersized, or deaf—once a recruiting board was presented
with two men so deaf that they could not even hear a cannon being
fired®—or who squinted, or had no front teeth—a serious matter, since you
needed them to bite off cartridges before ramming them down the barrel of
your musket! It seems to be a legend that unwilling but resourceful recruits
would put a gold coin in their mouth, which the examining doctor would
pocket and let them go;?* but there is a surviving decree ruling that the
Tsar’s Army should not contain any eunuchs®—a point readily established
since recruits paraded naked en masse with their families still in attendance!

Service was unpopular. Men liable to the draft would flee to the woods,
or mutilate themselves, “cutting their fingers, poking out or otherwise
damaging their eyes, and deforming their ears and feet,” to quote another
official decree.? When finally taken, a recruit would have the front part of
his scalp shaved like a convict—a useful means of spotting deserters and
cutting down on lice—and was clothed in ugly prison-grey garb. All this
produced a traumatic effect. One of the few soldiers who wrote his memoirs
gives us a glimpse of this: “When I woke up the next moring, as it
happened opposite a mirror, and saw my head shom, I was greatly shaken.”%
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Officers tell us that the men soon settled down and adjusted to their
unfamiliar environment, but the high rate of desertion tells its own story.
Perhaps it was less of a problem than in the West, but that was partly
because of the natural obstacles—settlements were rare, and if the peasants
found you they would turn you in for the monetary reward—and partly
because of the harsh corporal punishment that awaited those caught, which
acted as a powerful deterrent.

It will come as no surprise to hear that discipline was maintained by
physical coercion. In general, absolutist Russia lagged in developing a
judicial system that encouraged respect for the law, let alone that protected
men’s natural rights. So far as soldiers were concerned, natural rights were
not recognized even in theory until the 1860s, although a system of military
tribunals, modeled on that of Prussia, had existed since Peter I's day. The
spirit of prereform military justice may be judged from a case that occurred
in the Polotsk regiment in 1820. Some soldiers engaged in an illicit
moneymaking scheme killed a noncom to stop him from squealing on them.
Two privates reported the murder, and their account was confirmed on
investigation. But the brigade commander ordered the informants, not the
culprits, to be severely punished, and his verdict was upheld by higher
authority. The case happened to come to the Tsar’s attention, but since he
knew the brigade commander personally he simply ordered him posted and
took no other action.”® The army’s rank structure had to be upheld at all
costs.

As in other armies, commanders had ample scope to impose
“disciplinary penalties” without any formal proceedings. These might involve
all kinds of physical torture—for instance, standing to attention for hours at
a stretch bearing up to six muskets, each of them weighing over twelve
pounds, and above all, the dreadful “running the gauntlet.” In Prussia, where
this penalty originated, it was used only in exceptional circumstances, since
it could well lead to the victim’s death; but in Russia it was treated as a
regular means of enforcing discipline. “Running the gauntlet” involved
having a soldier beaten in public by all his comrades, who were lined up in
two opposing ranks, through which the prisoner, stripped to the waist,
staggered along while the men on either side struck him with thongs about
one inch in diameter. To prevent him from moving too fast he was preceded
by a noncom who held a musket with the bayonet fixed and pointing to the
rear. An officer rode alongside to sec that the blows were properly
administered, and the victim’s groans were drowned by the rolling of drums.
Although his back would soon be reduced to a bloody mess, beating
continued until he collapsed—and sometimes even after that, for his limp
body would be placed on a board and carried along.?®

In 1801 the enlightened Alexander I, a correspondent of Thomas
Jefferson, formal% abolished torture throughout his domains and prohibited
“cruel” penalties.” Unfortunately, “running the gauntlet” was not considered
cruel! The only change was that a doctor now had to be present, who could
order the punishment stopped if he thought the victim might expire; but as
soon as the prisoner revived, the beatings recommenced. This was a mixed
blessing both for the soldier and for the doctor, who had to compromise his
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Hippocratic oath, much as some do today in certain Latin American
dictatorships. Tsar Nicholas I (1825-55) issued secret orders reducing the
number of blows to 3,000, but this rule was not always enforced, precisely
because it was secret.3! Soldiers who deserted might now get 1,000 blows
or double that number if they repeated the offense or stole while on the
run.3? Men sometimes survived an incredible number of blows. The record
is held by a stout fellow named Gordeev, who absconded six times and
received a total of 52,000 blows; on the last occasion he was spared and sent
1o forced labor instead.®

After the Crimean War corporal punishment was generally replaced by
jail terms, although it was not abolished until the early twentieth century.
Along with this reform came an improvement in the military judicial system.
Court verdicts, for instance, might be publicized—this new openness was
referred to by the same Russian term, glasnost, that Gorbachev has made so
free with. Tribunals conducted proceedings orally, by adversarial contest, and
allowed the defendant to have an advocate. An official, called the military
procurator, carried out the pretrial investigation and saw to it that justice was
done; and sometimes it certainly was, for during the Russo-Turkish War of
1877-78 we hear of a procurator standing up to a powerful functionary,
saying “Your Excellency, you have no power to alter a statute!”>*

A recent American historian states that by the turn of the twentieth
cenfury “the structure of Russian military justice, the legal education of
military-judicial personnel, and [their] attitudes and practices . . . all
buttressed due process of law.” Students at the J)restigious Alexander
Academy acquired “a highly developed legal ethos.” > That was one reason
why army leaders resented having to repress and try civilian political
offenders, such as demonstrators and strikers, as the army did on a massive
scale during the 1905 revolution, especially in the national minority regions
of the empire.

The new legal ethos, insofar as it existed, was one fruit of the Miliutin
reforms, which involved giving the troops some sense of what they were
fighting for and humanizing their conditions of service. “An army [he wrote]
is not merely a physical force . . . but an association of individuals endowed
with intelligence and sensitivity.”>® This meant a veritable cultural and
psychological revolution, for previously officers and noncoms had treated
their subordinates like impersonal cogs in a machine. Now fear was to give
way to trust, to “conscious self-discipline,” as the phrase went. Miliutin’s
ideal was cooperation among all ranks in the common task, while preserving
the hierarchical rank structure. He took over from the French republicans the
notion of the army becoming “the school of the nation.” The idea was too
radical for his contemporaries, who saw him as something of a “Red,” and
the Tsar stalled on it. Even so, a start was made. Schools were set up in
many units, and in 1867 it was ruled that noncoms had to be able to read
and write. Many mistakes were made, such as holding literacy classes in the
evenings, when the men were exhausted after an eleven-hour day, and the
instructional material was hardly inspiring; training manuals, for instance,
instead of contemporary literary works.>’ The budget ran a miserly ten
kopecks a year per man, and interest soon waned. One expert who toured
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regimental schools in 1870 reported that “the soldier can scarcely cope with
the technique of reading. . . . In a book he sees only the letters, not under-
standing what they mean, and he cannot relate what he has read.”*

Even so, by the end of the century educational standards were higher
in the army than they were in the population at large, which admittedly is
not saying much. Once the short (generally six-year) service term was
introduced in 1874, literate soldiers who returned to their villages helped to
awaken a thirst for knowledge among peasants. It was foolish of Miliutin’s
successor, vannovskii, to shift the program to a voluntary basis in the mid-
1880s. It was not restored until 1902 and then only for the infantry. When
one subaltern in the 65th Infantry Regiment taught the men in his company
the ABCs on his own initiative, his CO was furious and ordered him to stop
at once: “Get those booklets out of here!” he thundered, “You’ll get me into
trouble with the War Minister!”?

Among other things, the fin-de-siécle reaction meant that Russian
soldiers were still poorly paid, housed, and fed—significantly worse than in
the armies of the other major European powers. Many received less than
three rubles a 4Xear before the pay scales were doubled after the Russo-
Japanese War.™ Since they needed to cover not only personal expenses but
also repairs to items of clothing and equipment, they could survive only by
off-duty labor independently or under an officer’s supervision, which took
place on a vast scale. The regiment was as much an economic organization
as it was a fighting one; in 1907, 150,000 men, or 12 percent of total
effectives, spent their duty hours tailoring.*! This was an old tradition. Since
the central supply services were notoriously inadequate, units were expected
to be as self-sufficient as possible; but the pressure seems to have increased
after the 1860s when the government was trying to save money on the army.

Tinned meat came into the quartermaster’s stores around 1870, as did
tea, much encouraged as an altemative to hard liquor. The food ration had
until then consisted almost wholly of cereals, which the men would either
mix with water to make a kind of gruel or dough, or else double bake as
biscuit to carry with them in their packs on the march. In this way they
could do without the elaborate ficld bakeries other armies required. This
impressed foreign observers. They thought the Tsar was lucky to get his
soldiers so cheaply. The first to make this point was an Englishman who
went to Moscow as early as 1553:

Every man must . . . make provision for himself and his horse for one
month or two, which is very wonderful. . . . I pray you, among all our
boasting warriors how many should we find to endure the field with them
but one month?*

Another traveler of the time noted that gentry cavalrymen and their men
shared the same frugal meal of millet and salt pork, “but it may occur that
the master gets very hungry, in which case he eats everything himself and his
servants fast splendidly for three days.”* Yet somehow they fought well and
looked robust, which had some Westerners worried. The Frenchman Charles
de Nercly wrote in 1853 that they were sober, impervious to fatigue, and
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in a word an admirable fighting machine, more intelligent than
Europeans generally think, who would be a redoubtable instrument in
the hands of a conqueror, a Russian Napoleon, should the winds blow
in that direction one day in their icy regions*

This was an uncommonly good prophecy, some might say!

Patriotic Russian and Soviet historians have dutifully catalogued the
many “exploits” (podvigi), or feats of bravery, which these warriors had to
their credit.*> There are countless inspiring tales of soldiers who volunteered
for dangerous missions, who stood by the flag to the last man, who fired off
all their ammunition but kept the last bullet for themselves, or even chopped
off a gangrenous arm with their own sword while awaiting transport to the
dressing station.*® Foreigners sometimes thought these deeds more foothardy
than courageous. In the Seven Years War of the mid-eighteenth century, for
instance, a Saxon engineer seconded to the Russian forces expressed amaze-
ment that troops would deliberately stand up on the battlements to draw
enemy fire, commenting that “in this army rash bravery is much respected;
if an officer wishes to win his troops’ esteem he must expose himself with
them in a manner that would be reckoned absurd in any other army.”” Some
critics maintained the Russians showed themselves to better effect in defense
than in offense; “passive courage” this was called. Insofar as this existed, it
may be linked to their cultural and social background as Orthodox Christian
peasants, as well as to Russia’s lack of a chivalrous feudal tradition such as
one finds in the West, including Poland. But one should not be too dogmatic
about this. In the Russian Army, as in others, soldiers’ morale on the battle-
field was greatly affected by local circumstances. It mattered a lot whether
they had full stomachs, whether earlier engagements had been successful,
and above all whether they had a chief who could address them in hearty,
comradely fashion and win their affection and loyalty, as Suvorov was
conspicuously able to do.

This martial valor might not be such a good thing for the other side. If
a general “gave the men their head” and allowed them the run of a captured
place, they would ransack it and commit atrocities. There were occasions of
this on several of Suvorov’s campaigns.®® In 1794, at Praga on the Vistula
opposite Warsaw (where Marshal Rokossovskii stopped his advance during
the Warsaw insurrection in 1944), the great commander allowed his men t0
loot the place for three hours. Afterward they made up a ditty about it:

Our Suvorov gave us freedom

To take a walk for just three hours.
Let's take a walk, lads,

Our Suvorov has ordered it!

Let’s drink to his health . . .

Long live Count Suvorov!

Thou livest by the truth

And leadest us soldiers justly!®
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They expressed no pity for the several thousand Polish combatants and
noncombatants who were drowned in the Vistula or whose mutilated bodies
lay around everywhere.*

Atrocities have of course accompanied warfare everywhere from ancient
times to the present. The Russians seem to have been particularly blood-
thirsty when dealing with Poles—or with Islamic peoples, which may help
to account for the Soviets’ grave misconduct in Afghanistan; but in the
Imperial era they were no worse than others in Europe. The hungrier they
were, the more likely they were to loot. When they marched through
Germany into France in 1813-14 and the supply trains could not keep up,
they took what they needed, just as the Prussians did. Oddly, the first thing
they went for was the feather bedding. Clouds of plumage could be seen
floating over places that were being ransacked.

Russian soldiers were normally quartered in country districts in the west
of the empire for much of the year when they were not away on maneuvers
or campaigns. There was a good deal of tension between peasant hosts and
their unwanted guests. Soldiers formed a separate caste and seldom made
common cause with the people whence they had sprung. Only gradually
were barracks built in major towns, and they were insanitary buildings
deservedly unpopular with the men, who identified them with “everything
that makes the soldier’s heart miss a beat,” to quote one critic.>!

Training was elementary and for long consisted mainly of drill, the
mechanical repetition of evolutions which units were then supposed to
reproduce on the battlefield. Many of the Tsars had an unhealthy fascination
with the parade ground. Nicholas I learned off by heart all the bugle calls,
which he could reproduce vocally, to the amazement of foreigners.”? He
derived an almost sensual pleasure from the sight of massed formations.
After some maneuvers he wrote to his wife: “I don’t think there has ever
been anything more splendid, perfect or overwhelming since soldiers first
appeared on earth.””>® His brother, Alexander I, used to go along the ranks
inspecting whether the men’s socks were at regulation height, and in 1816
he had three Guards colonels put under arrest because their men were
marching out of step. Such severity, he maintained, “is the reason why our
army is the bravest and the finest.”>*

It was a shallow view, but one readily transmitted down through the
officer corps, which had more than its share of pedantic martinets. This was
one of the hallmarks of a semimilitaristic society, where the army was as
much a symbol of the autocratic power as it was a fighting force. It certainly
looked gorgeous when drawn up on parade before the Winter Palace in St.
Petersburg, in a square that could hold nearly 100,000 men.>> But could it
fight well? Its weaknesses were revealed during the ensuing Crimean War
when, though the soldiers did fight just as bravely as ever, the infrastructure
broke down.*

The reforms that followed attempted to encourage a more professional
attitude in this sphere, too. Drill was supplemented by gymmastics and
weapons training; maneuvers became more realistic; personal arms were
modernized, as the musket gave way to the rifle; the artillery received guns
of bronze and then of steel, with a greater range; and we hear of millions of
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rubles being spent on mysterious “special objects.” But unfortunately it
was becoming harder for Russia to produce all the arms and munitions her
forces needed, since the empire’s industrial growth did not get off the
ground until the 1880s and lagged behind that of her potential rivals, most
obviously Germany. The harmful consequences of this weakness and of the
reactionary attitudes that prevailed at the top after 1881 showed up in the war
with Japan and even more catastrophically in 1914.

Russia entered the Great War with a crippling shortage of machineguns
and small arms’ ammunition. Too many heavy guns were immobilized in
fortified places, built at great cost and with little realization of the mobile
nature of twentieth-century warfare. The generals also complained bitterly
about the “shell shortage,” but some recent Westemn historians have argued
that this was somctlnng of a myth, invented to explain away reverses due to
mcompetent leadership.® Morcover, many deficiencies of equipment were
made up in 1915-16, although only at the cost of grievously overstraining
the country’s economic and social fabric. Once again, as in the Crimean
War, it was the system that failed, not the army as such. The crisis was
made worse than it need have been by Nicholas II's well-meant but naive
decision to lead his armies in person, a role for which he was totally
unfitted. At headquarters he only got in the way of the professionals,
whereas back in the capital he might have given some stability to his shaky
government.>

By this time the officer corps was grievously split between the few
surviving prewar regulars and the civilian-minded replacements. “A marked
clash of views appeared between the two groups,” writes one military
memoirist; “when politics were mentioned the former would say . . . ‘I am
a servant of the Tsar and my duty is to obey my superiors [while the
reservists] followed the gossip about what was going on at home with
passionate interest.”® Increasingly, so too did their men. The hunt was on
for scapegoats who could be blamed for defeats, high casualty rates, and
neglect or corruption in the supply services. “Treason in the rear” became
a popular cry. This politicization spelled the doom of the Imperial Russian
Army and of the Tsarist regime as well.

What then did the Imperial Army bequeath to its Soviet successor?
Directly, it passed on very little. Some Red Army chiefs, Tukhachevskii for
instance, began their careers under the Tsar and gained experience which
would prove useful in the Civil War; and the time-honored preeminence of
the artillery arm continues to this day. Equally ancient is the tradition of
bureaucratic, highly centralized administration which often saps the initiative
of commanders in the field. Beyond that there is the age-old “security
psychosis” that leads political and military decisionmakers to seek
reassurance by militarizing much of the civilian population and by
maintaining large armed forces and what we now call “overkill capacity.”
There is a familiar disregard for the creature comforts that would make life
more agreeable for the common soldier, who is expected to bear all his
hardships uncomplainingly and to give his life for a sacred cause, if need be.
Even the old social divisions have reappeared, in a new form, beneath a
veneer of comradeship.
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Yet we should not oversimplify. Most of the former ingrained
weaknesses have been overcome with industrialization, the technological
revolution, and educational progress. In our discussions we shall be hearing
about many new phenomena—advanced weaponry, nuclear strategy, political
indoctrination, and so on—that make the Soviet Army of today as remote
from its Tsarist predecessor as the B—1B bomber is from Kitty Hawk. What
we should perhaps remember, as we refine our deterrent power to meet the
Soviet challenge, is that its armed forces do not consist of abstract “enemies”
or mindless automata but of human beings who are the heirs to a long
tradition of honorable service in the profession of arms and who deserve our
respect and understanding in their difficult predicament, past and present.
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Members of the Air Force Academy, ladies and gentlemen, it is a great
pleasure to open this session of the program. We have distinguished
speakers, a distinguished gathering, and a very interesting theme—a theme
of essentiality, continuity, and development of the Russian armed forces
(Russian and then Soviet) in the broad historical perspective.

The subject of Russian history is of course enormously significant both
in abstract academic terms and in so-called practical terms. It is a subject
which awakens interest in many countries, primarily in the Soviet Union, but
also of course in the United States, Great Britain, and in many others. These
interests have their particular characteristics. Broadly speaking there is good,
varied, and important scholarship, including British, German, French, and
American. I also think very highly of Russian historiography. And we all
profit from Soviet historiography, although that creates its own problems and
has special difficulties as well as advantages.

The last time I was in the Soviet Union was in connection with research
on my book The Image of Peter the Great in Russian History and Thought*
and I was very well received, for which I again thank the Soviet Union. One
difficulty, however, was that many of my Soviet colleagues and friends
suggested that I not write the Soviet part of the image. Various reasons were
given, for example, “You’re such a fine historian why deal with these
contemporary subjects?” Whereas my teachers at Oxford might have agreed,
circumstances were different. People I talked to I usually knew well, but I
remember once after a long presentation I made on one of these trips to the
Academy of Sciences a person I knew very little showed a great interest. We
discussed the matter and then I said, “I appreciate very much the way I was

*Oxford, 1985. Ed.
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received, but one thing bothered me a little—all this advice not to cover the
Soviet period. What’s your opinion? Should I listen to these people or not?”

“Don’t listen to them, do what your government tells you.”

That was the fall of 1979. Carter was busy, and he never told me what
he wanted. I must say our government often fails us. Today, I am also not
told what to do and so direction for our session will have to be on our own.
I think we will do well because this is a good group. The three papers, as it
turns out, approach the subject of the Russian armed forces both in related
and in somewhat different perspectives.

Dr. Menning’s paper is especially concemed with the frontier in the
cighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but it has very clear connections going
very far back into Russian history, to the frontier and fronfier society.
Professor Pintner’s paper is more narrowly concerned with the basic army
problems in the last decades of Imperial Russia. Dr. Jones’ paper is
concerned with a still narrower focus on the very vital years immediately
after revolutionary change. So we have a very interestingly different angle.
In terms of chronological perspective, in terms of zeroing in on the subject,
all are related to the basic problems of continuity and to the armed forces in
their broad and very significant social context.



The Army and Frontier in Russia

Bruce W. Menning

Precedent and focus render this symposium an appropriate forum for a
discussion of the impact of the frontier on the Imperial Russian Army. The
presentations of two Harmon Memorial Lecturers, Robert Utley on the
frontier and the American military tradition (1977) and Peter Paret on
innovation and reform in warfare (1966), testify to an interest in two broad
subject areas which have often been both prominent and related in Russian
history.! The theme of this year’s symposium, transformation in Russian and
Soviet military history, implies a willingness to view Russian and Soviet
military development in a broad perspective, of which the frontier and its
military legacy remain important parts.

Historians of Russia have long acknowledged a direct though sometimes
imprecise link between the frontier in various guises and military-related
change. Nearly a century ago, V. O. Kliuchevskii saw in the twin burdens
of territorial expansion and frontier defense the origins of the autocratic
Russian state and its military, land-owning gentry. He saw these same
burdens, which flowed in large part from the Eastern Slavs’ historic impulse
toward colonization, dictating the reforms of Peter the Great. In brief, over
long periods of time, resettlement opened new frontiers for the Eastern Slavs,
confronting them with novel circumstances and peoples and imposing on
them new military exigencies.? Subsequent observers, including Western
historians as diverse as B. H. Sumner, William H. McNeill, Richard Hellie,
and Joseph L. Wieczynski, have at times estimated the impact of the frontier
on various Russian institutions, including the military.> However, for reasons
of intent and focus, their and other treatments usually concentrate more on
consequence within social context than on persistent reciprocal impact
between frontier circumstance and fighting institution.* This remains
particularly true for the Imperial period, for which only scattered accounts
exist to trace Russian military evolution against a background of nearly two
centuries of incessant warfare in varying degrees of intensity on the
periphery. Still less attention has been devoted to an assessment of how
these experiences might have made themselves felt either in the Tsarist or
Soviet armies.
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Both Utley’s work on the U.S. Army and Paret’s study of innovation
and military reform suggest categories of investigation, analysis,
interpretation, and comparison. In light of their precedents, a primary
objective of this essay is to identify and assess the impact of frontier-style
enemy and environment on the evolution of the Imperial Russian Army and
related military institutions. A second objective is to trace the enduring effect
of frontier-inspired change on longer-term military innovation and reform.
The Russian experience suggests similarities and dxfferences with the
American frontier and European reform experiences.> Whatever the
circumstances and consequences, at stake is a fundamental issue: how
military organizations assimilate experience and then either apply, misapply,
or fail to apply “lessons learned” to accommodate challenge and change.

As preface to discussion, a few definitions and delimitations are in order.
In his study of military frontiersmanship, Robin Higham has suggested that
the scholar might discern at least eight different kinds of frontiers.® In the
interests of simplification, the present study borrows from Frederick Jackson
Turner by way of the venerable B. H. Sumner to define the frontier more
generically as an area—or advancing line—of “struggle for the mastering of
the natural resources of an untamed country.” For the purposes of this
essay, we are concerned primarily but not wholly with the military aspects
of this struggle. This study also limits its chronological scope to the
cighteenth and nineteenth centuries and its geographical scope to the
frontiers of the steppe, mountain, and desert, or the area stretching east from
the Danube across the northem littoral of the Black Sea through the
Caucasus and on into Central Asia. Finally, the present treatment
acknowledges that issues of force composition and style of warfare argue
compellingly that Turkey be numbered among Russia’s frontier adversaries.

Two centuries of armed struggle over this unfolding frontier established
the southern and southeastern limits of Russia and helped endow the Tsarist
patrimony with the assets of empire. Frontier conflict also confronted the
Russian Army with challenges of enemy and environment quite different
from the more conventional circumstances of the north and west. Distances
were often vast, the dangers of outside intervention real, material and
population resomces frequently few, and the enemies usually numerous and
unconventional.® For long intervals, mcludmg at least three decades in the
eighteenth century and three or four decades in the nineteenth, the struggle
for frontier mastery devoured a major share of the military’s resources and
played an important but often ill-defined role in determining the very nature
of the evolving Imperial Russian Army. The same struggle in many respects
also determined the character of Russia’s southern expansion effort,
endowing it with a quasi-military character that has not escaped the scrutiny
of various commentators.’

Apart from organizational and operational considerations, one of the
Russian frontier’s more enduring legacies lay in the mind, where it might
alternately liberate, captivate, terrify, or simply bore. For writers such as
Pushkin, Lermontov, and Tolstoy, frontier service became a literary vehicle
for depicting important rites of passage in several senses of the phrase. For
others, the frontier provided an environment in which they might slip the
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bonds of convention “to kill like a Cossack.”'® For more than a few others,
alternating periods of combat and tiresome garrison duty juxtaposed fear and
routine and exhilaration and boredom in strange ways which seemed to
encourage bizarre diversions: Lermontov’s Pechorin shot flies off his walls,
while a subsequent generation’s officers shot at the sound of each other’s
voices in darkened rooms.!! For the more serious-minded, including apostles
of military change ranging from G. A. Potemkin to D. A. Miliutin, the harsh
necessities of frontier service were inspiration for innovation.!? In a word,
frontier service held something for nearly everyone, whether author,
adventurer, soldier, or reformer.

On the frontier, one learned not only to think, but also how to fight, and
sometimes how to die. Over the span of two centuries’ intermittent fighting,
nearly every campaign held its Russian equivalent of Custer’s last stand. In
1717, Peter the Great sent Prince A. Bekovich-Cherkasskii with a 3,600-
man detachment to Khiva in search of conquest and gold, and thanks to
treachery the Tsar’s troops were almost to a man either butchered or sold
into slavery. In 1773, the entire rear guard (3 officers and 153 rank and file)
of the Apsheronskii infantry regiment perished south of the Danube while
covering the withdrawal of an unsuccessful raiding force. In 1839, the
Orenburg Govemnor-General, V. A. Perovskii, in another futile march against
Khiva, lost two-thirds of a 5,000-man detachment to cold and disease in the
wintry steppe south of the Urals. In 1840, the garrison of Mikhailovskoe
fortress in the Caucasus held off repeated Cherkess assaults until the
situation became hopeless, then retreated to the inner citade! to earn
collective immortality when one of their number ignited the powder
magazine. In 1864, Capt. V. R. Serov lost 57 of 112 Cossacks in a
Kokandian encirclement outside Russian-held Tashkent before the remainder
broke through their tormentors in a last desperate charge to the city gates.!®
The more heroic of these and similar events became the stuff of legend and
celebration in regimental messes.

They were also the substance of a little-understood military culture’s
“lessons learned.” To avoid repetition of disaster or to achieve success with
greater efficiency and less pain and loss, adaptation and change were crucial
to military institutions as they confronted new circumstances, technologies,
and enemies. In 1894, A. N. Petrov, a Russian general officer and military
historian, succinctly summed up his army’s responses, especially its tactical
innovations to a century of warfare in the south steppe, by asserting, “They
were in complete accordance with the circumstances of the situation.” More
recently and in more gencral terms, Peter Paret has reminded us that military
institutions remain both responsive and responsible to the world around
them.! Within the Russian context, the Imperial Army both reacted to and
acted upon the frontier in ways that affected how the Russians waged war
and how they thought about waging war. Some innovations were persistent,
many were not.

Within the larger picture, the issue of interaction between frontier
warfare and technology can be dismissed with relative ease. This is in large
part because military technology remained static for more than three~quarters
of the period under discussion. When breechloaders and smokeless powder
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finally appeared, they multiplied with telling effect the firepower of
conventional military forces. However, just as in the American case,
artillery—except for light artillery—and weapons capable of more rapid
fire—except for breechloaders—were usually frowned upon because of
weight and difficulty of supply.!> Only in the Caucasus, where the Murids
came into early possession of rifles, did rapid armament of Russian forces
after 1856 with corresponding weapons seem to have immediate tactical
impact.!® Otherwise, frontier warfare reemphasized traditional tools,
inchuding chiefly the settler’s old allies, the ax and pickax, both in fortifying
positions and depriving the enemy of cover. Only in the later stages of
frontier conflict did the gradual appearance of the telegraph and steam-driven
transport produce limited impact. Steam shipping rendered operations more
predictable in areas close to water. Although rail lines reduced time required
for transit to theater, they were rarely sufficiently developed to affect
operations within the theater itself. The telegraph had important tactical and
operational implications, but with few exceptions, Russian tacticians failed
to perceive the decisive importance of more sophisticated communications
until after the Russo-Japanese War.!” In contrast, military engineering was
an important consideration during the entire Imperial period for a variety of
reasons ranging from field fortification to road building.

The limited impact of technology meant that the conventional triumphed
over the unconventional chiefly through tactical, organizational, and
intellectual innovation. As General Petrov so well understood, confrontations
on the frontier encouraged daring departures from accepted practice simply
because frontier-style circumstances and enemies changed the relationship
among primary components within the calculus of combat power. Or, to put
it another way, the relative emphasis among the elements of J. F. C. Fuller’s
“hit, move, protect” formula for calculating combat power fell on the first
two elements.!® Enemies usually moved fast and struck unexpectedly,
trusting to mass, speed, knowledge of the terrain, and surprise to carry the
day. They rarely waited for conventional foes to bring up their forces and
firepower for deployment in accordance with accepted military practice.
Rather, enemies from the mountains and steppe, whether Nogai, Kalmyks,
or Cherkess, preferred to harass, to fade into the distance, to bide their time,
then to fall unexpectedly in overwhelming numbers on poorly led,
inexperienced, and tired soldiers.!®

Answers to these and other challenges frequently came in the form of
tactical and organizational flexibility and fluidity. From the second half of
the eighteenth century, the Russians began to accumulate sufficient expertise,
experience, and confidence to improvise new tactics and formations for
confrontations in the steppe with Tatar cavalry and Turkish infantry. Under
the pressure of horde-formation attacks, the Russians adopted or refashioned
tactical formations which capitalized on flexibility and discipline both in the
approach march and the assault. A reemphasis on training and spirit imparted
the confidence and expertise necessary to develop both facility in battle drill
and trust in the tactical integrity of small formations. This enabled
commanders P. A. Rumiantsev (1725-96) and A. V. Suvorov (1729-1800)
to march more rapidly to contact over parallel routes in smaller formations.
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1t also enabled them to engage in the articulated attack, which meant they
could anticipate battles of annihilation using hammer-and-anvil style tactics.
At the same time, Prince G. A. Potemkin’s innovative reforms in uniforms
and equipment facilitated readiness and rapidity of movement. However,
novel approaches failed to resolve the dilemmas of siege warfare, which
continued to be a thom in the side of Russian commanders until they learned
to resolve it either by storm or by ignoring the fortresses to concentrate on
their covering field forces.2

The campaigns of Rumiantsev and Suvorov also revealed the limitations
of frontier-inspired innovation. Although their exploits inspired emulation
and envy, too often contemporary and subsequent interpreters ignored
context, thus obscuring the frontier origins of departures from convention
during a period of relatively static military practice. The exigencies of
frontier warfare helped explain why field commanders sought original
answers to tactical problems which, although limited in scope, either
anticipated or accompanied military changes often associated with the
innovations of the French Revolution. Yet, Russian changes were not always
persistent because they were written into field regulations only in gencral
terms; therefore, much was left to the caprice of individual commanders in
training and application for specific circumstances. Except for the occasional
military commission, innovators lacked either the systematic interpreters or
the educational institutions which would distill wisdom from successful
practice and inculcate it as accepted method within the officer corps. Finally,
the commanders themselves often failed to translate tactics from the realm
of the unconventional to the conventional. In 1778, Suvorov himself
prescribed the following tactical formations to the Crimean and Kuban corps:
“against regular forces the linecar order as in the Prussian war; against
irregulars as in the last Turkish war.”?!

Less eye-catching than novel tactics, although in certain ways more
persistent, were changes in force structure and organizational emphasis
associated with frontier warfare. Unlike the American frontier, where the
U.S. Army scarcely ever exceeded 30,000 men, the frontier wars in Russia
devoured manpower: the Turkish wars of the eighteenth century raised the
level of the Imperial Russian Army to 300,000, while the Caucasian wars of
the nineteenth century eventually engaged the efforts of 200,000 men.
Although densities in Central Asia were lower, a chain of forts and related
force requirements for active military campaigns regularly engaged 50,000
troops concentrated in several frontier military districts. These considerations,
plus the necessity to maintain additional conventional forces in the event of
simultaneous war in Europe, were jointly responsible for the tremendous
growth of the Russian Army between 1750 and 1881.%2

The same requirements in large part also determined the mix of
components. Speed and maneuverability were assets on the frontier, and
corresponding emphasis fell upon light troops, including jaegers and
Cossacks, whose numbers multiplied geometrically during the earlier phases
of frontier warfare. By the 1790s, the organizational innovations of Prince
G. A. Potemkin left the Imperial Army with a jaeger force of 50,000 men,
a number equivalent to or larger than a number of standing European
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armies.® However, differentiation tended to disappear as infantry became
more homogeneous in the Napoleonic era and as frontier fighting units such
as the Caucasian corps achieved an identity separate from the rest of the
Russian Army. Indeed, isolation meant that Caucasian corps trained and
fought differently and that only in exceptional instances did frontier regulars
(or irregulars) communicate with establishment regulars. This prompted the
historian P. A. Zaionchkovskii to note that on the eve of the Crimean War
there were in effect two Russian armies: a frontier army in the Caucasus and
a regular army deployed elsewhere. He very directly associated the former
with the innovating spirit of Suvorov and his spiritual heirs and the latter
with the dead hand of military formalism.?*

In ways unperceived and probably unintended the Cossack forces of
Imperial Russia became a curious bridge between the frontier army and the
more conventional military establishment. In the American West, Robert
Utley has speculated on how the U.S. military tradition might have been
altered had the U.S. Army consciously chosen to fight a larger proportion of
its battles with auxiliaries. The Cossacks of Imperial Russia afford something
of an answer to that speculation. As sometime military auxiliaries of the
Tsar, the Cossacks had performed various kinds of frontier service since the
days of the formation of Muscovy. During the Imperial period, as the
number of frontier enemies multiplied, Cossacks came increasingly to be
relied upon to fill an organizational gap created by the absence of adequate
numbers of regular cavalry and a tactical and operational gap created by the
regulars’ inadequate speed, flexibility, and lightness. Thanks to reforms
initiated and perpetuated by Prince Potemkin, the number of Cossack hosts
proliferated, and they became an important part of the conquest and
settlement of the steppe and the Caucasus.

By the first decades of the nineteenth century, Cossacks increasingly
supplemented the forces of the regular army cavalry, and many of their
attributes which had been necessities on the frontier came to be viewed as
virtues in a new vision for the utility of mobile forces, which flowed from
the military experiences of the Napoleonic wars. In addition to their frontier
functions, the Cossacks came to inherit a number of other missions, ranging
from providing security and engaging in the “little war” to composing the
nucleus for long-range mobile strike forces and fielding main-battle,
mounted combatants. The Cossacks continued usefulness was a vision
supported by A. 1. Chernyshev (Nicholas I's Minister of War, 1827-52) and
shared by other leading military figures of the period, including the Emperor
himself. It was this proliferation of missions that accounted for the burst of
reform activity that completed the regularization of Cossack military service
and which prompted the multiplication of Cossack hosts in the 1830s and
1840s, even as the Caucasian wars raged and Central Asia levied new
frontier requirements.> Despite the military reforms of the liberal era, the
Cossacks remained important and persistent fixtures within the Russian
Army, albeit increasingly regularized and increasingly integrated into the
formal military establishment. They were destined both to live on the frontier
and to outlive it.2



31 BRUCE W. MENNING

This was in part because warfare across vast distances on the frontier
encouraged commanders and theoreticians to seek rapid decision through
concerted application of mass and mobility. Christopher Duffy has already
pointed out that one of Peter the Great’s contributions to Imperial Russian
military organization was his employment of the corps volant, or “flying
corps,” a large, all-arms mobile force designed to undertake missions either
independently or in conjunction with regular forces within a theater of
operations.”” Although the frontier in itself did not figure prominently in
Peter’s original calculations, forces and experiences drawn from the frontier
ensured that the concept would not die with its originator. As Cossack
service became increasingly regularized under Peter’s successors, light
horsemen from the steppe frontier made up a larger proportion of successive
flying corps, real and theoretical. In 1760, five Cossack regiments
contributed to the advance guard of G. K. Totleben’s raid on Berlin.?® In
1785, Prince Potemkin seriously proposed sending a huge Cossack raiding
corps into the Prussian rear in the event that Frederick II decided to invade
Russian Poland while the majority of the Imperial Russian Army occupied
itself with operations on the southern frontier. The mission of the corps
would have been chiefly to operate against Prussian logistics and lines of
communication. The idea was that such a mass of cavalry swarming in the
Prussian rear would divert Frederick’s attention and arrest his advance until
additional Russian forces could be transferred to the theater to augment the
customary Observation Army.?

Potemkin’s vision became limited reality during the Napoleonic era,
when a new generation of cavalry leaders would benefit from the frontier
organizational legacy of Catherine’s one-eyed reformer. Between 1812 and
1815, a number of officers, including not only A. 1. Chemyshev, but also V.
V. Orlov-Denisov and M. L Platov, would either build or stake military
reputations on their ability to launch flying corps in daring thrusts along
enemy flanks and deep into the rear. Their versions of flying corps were
usually, but not always, of mixed composition, with a majority of Cossacks
and other light auxiliaries accompanied by smaller detachments of infantry
and horse artillery. During 1813 and 1814, these formations struck out for
enemy objectives deep in rear areas, sowing panic and securing information,
key population centers, and road junctions for the allied cause.

From the time of the reign of Alexander I (1801-25), therefore, the
vision of using mobile forces—often Cossack in composition—on a large
scale to achieve what we now might call operational results within a theater
of war remained a permanent fixture in Russian military thinking. In addition
to Cossack forces, for example, Nicholas I retained a 12,000-man dragoon
corps to support independent mobile operations. During the period following
the American Civil War, Russian officers such as I. V. Gurko and N. N.
Sukhotin saw in the experiences of Jeb Stuart and Nathan Bedford Forrest
an affirmation of earlier Russian thinking about the mass use of cavalry
even in an era of new weaponry. P. 1. Mishchenko’s raid against Inkou in
early 1905 during the Russo-Japanese War was testimony to the faith in this
vision. So also was V. A. Sukhomlinov’s scheme of 1912, which resurrected
Potemkin’s eighteenth-century plan to insert a large mobile raiding force into
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Prussia in the event of war with Germany. After World War I, the fluid
conditions of the Russian Civil War encouraged the ficlding of mobile
formations on a scale which might be termed a latter-day reincarnation of a
vision originally born on Russia’s frontier steppes.>!

The Cossack experience and mobile strikes aside, frontier circumstances
also revealed the limits of traditional order-of-battle style structures in both
prosecuting a war and mobilizing the forces and resources necessary for
supporting war. In fact, the contemporary Soviet military district owes its
origins to organizational departures associated with the names of Prince A.
1. Bariatinskii, Viceroy of the Caucasus, and D. A. Miliutin, his chief of
staff. While serving together in the Caucasus between 1856 and 1860, the
two sought a novel approach to army organizational dilemmas required by
centralized orchestration of tighter resources and decentralized tactical
execution. From the early nincteenth century, the Imperial Russian Army in
times of war and peace had been typically administered, supporied, and
quartered in a manner reflecting corps- and even army-size order-of-battle
dispositions. Within the sprawling Caucasian theater of frontier warfare, the
difficulty with such traditional organizational mechanisms was that
centralized command and staff institutions proved inadequate for
simultaneous control of far-flung ogerations and management of spare
logistical and administrative support.

Grounded at least in part in previous Caucasian experience, Miliutin
and Bariatinskii devised a territorial system of military administration which
balanced the requirements of centralized command and supervision with the
necessity for decentralized tactical execution.® They created within the
Caucasus a system of five military districts, the boundaries of which roughly
corresponded with natural geographic divisions. Each district was assigned
its own commander and headquarters staff to coordinate with central
administration and to plan and control local military operations. At the same
time, the Commander of the Caucasus retained overall supervision of
military operations and centralized control of logistics. In a word, the new
design left overall responsibility with the Caucasus commander while freeing
the hands of district subordinates to prosecute the war in a manner suitable
to the peculiarities of geography and enemy within each district.* Thus, the
system embodied a calculated decentralization for flexibility and
effectiveness, which came to be a hallmark of Miliutin’s subsequent military
reforms. Less than a decade later, Miliutin as War Minister, with appropriate
modifications, imposed his system of military districts on the remainder of
the Russian Empire.

As the evolution of the military district indicated, frontier fighting
encouraged commanders to weigh the totality of their military missions
against the totality of their assets. Because of the nature of various theaters,
this calculation naturally included naval assets. Early Cossacks had
understood the benefits conferred by ability to take to the water; they
devoted substantial energy to expeditions on the river systems of the steppe
and the seas into which they emptied. Circumstances caused subsequent
conquerors and rulers who followed to imitate the Cossack example. Thus,
from the time of Peter the Great, naval concerns figured prominently in most
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military campaigns on the southem and southeastern periphery. River
flotillas moved troops and supplies and provided badly needed firepower.
Modest fleets on the Black and Caspian Seas were to a considerable extent
dedicated to supporting shore operations in the steppe, mountains, and desert.
During the Caucasian wars, only support from the sea enabled the
beleaguered network of shoreline fortresses to survive repeated Murid
onslaughts. Even in Central Asia, river flotillas played an important part
supporting ground operations. Officers from the time of P. V. Chichagov
(1767-1849) to S. O. Makarev (1848-1904), the great naval commanders,
owed some or all of their early careers to operations on the frontier, which
became a kind of leadership laboratory in which successive generations of
young naval officers received early experience in independent command.
Indeed, one might plausibly argue that some of the first Russian equivalents
in joint operations occurred against the Tatars of the steppe and
mountaineers of the Caucasus.>

In other ways that we do not completely understand, the frontier also
helped condition the very manner in which the Russians conceived of
waging war within one or more theaters by taking into account overall
problems and the resources available for the resolution of those problems.
The Russian military historian D. F. Maslovskii has noted that during the
Russo-Turkish War of 1787-91, Prince Potemkin had been the first officer
in the history of Russian military art to wield the authority of a commander
in chief over operations in several theaters.*® In the nineteenth century, it
was no coincidence that D. A. Miliutin pioneered modemn military statistical
studies of various areas and resources within and without theaters of
operations. These and subsequent compilations would figure prominently in
the reshaping of Russian military institutions to confront the far-flung
military problems of empire. Throughout the second half of the nineteenth
century, these statistical and geographical studies went hand-in-hand with
theoretical developments associated with G. A. Leer and others at the
Academy of the General Staff who sought answers to contemporary military
challenges in the undying principles of strategy as embodied in contempo-
rary interpretations of Napoleonic warfare. The problem was that Leer and
his disciples tended to view the midcentury innovations associated with the
wars of German unification from a purely Napoleonic perspective. Nonethe-
less, the prospect of war against both conventional and unconventional
adversaries within specific theaters heavily influenced Russian military
thinking about assets, probable enemies, and issues of command, operations,
and tactics.>’” This was the legacy inherited by subsequent theoreticians as
diverse as N. P. Mikhnevich (1849-1927) and V. K. Triandafillov (1894
1931). They, in turn, would serve as intellectual midwives in the birth of
military theories that would eventually culminate in modern Soviet opera-
tional art.

The catalytic effect of the frontier on military intellectual development
in Russia thus varied somewhat from the American experience. However,
in at least one area the Russian and American experiences were similar: the
way that Utley saw frontier war presaging twentieth-century total war.>® By
definition, frontier warfare involves a clash of cultures, and it just might be
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that in most cases such a fundamental clash eventually culminates in the
death of one or the other of the protagonists. Those who are horrified by
Custer’s tactics on the Washita have not read of Suvorov in the steppe
against the Nogai Tatars and Kalmyks.?® Those who are horrified by
contemporary Soviet operations in Afghanistan have not read of Russian
military operations in the Caucasus. With the rise of Muridism, the
Caucasian wars assumed an ever more total character, so that by the 1850s,
extermination and deportation had become regular features of the Russian
way of war against the mountain peoples. By 1864, one contemporary
calculated that 450,000 mountaineers had been forced to resettle. Meanwhile,
thanks to pacification operations, entire tribes were decimated and relocated
to assure Russian military control of key areas, routes, and shorelines.*

Numbers were not so obvious in Central Asia, but the population,
perhaps because it seemed more Asiatic, evoked what amounted to be
racialist responses from Russian commanders. The English observer, George
Curzon, for example, remained much impressed by the Russian penchant to
apply massive force in the face of native resistance to military penetration.
The British, Curzon believed, struck gingerly “a series of taps, rather than
a downright blow.” In contrast, M. D. Skobelev, hero of the Russo-Turkish
War of 1877-78, asserted, “I hold it as a principle that in Asia the duration
of peace is in direct proportion to the slaughter you inflict upon the enemy.
The harder you hit them, the longer they will remain quiet afterwards.™! As
Skobelev’s own actions suggested, this approach did not exclude inflicting
mass slaughter on a broad cross section of the population to further Russian
interests and subordination of the peoples in question. Central Asia, a locale
into which Russia was far less capable of injecting manpower and resources
than either the southern steppe or the Caucasus, seemed to breed its own
peculiar kind of wars of annihilation. In this respect, the frontier wars were
sad precursors of twentieth-century wars of annihilation.

The Russian military frontier also had other negative aspects. To borrow
a phrase from the contemporary novelist Reynolds Price, certain segments
of the legacy might unexpectedly assume the character of an “unlucky
heirloom.” Some experiences would always remain valid and could be
transferred into other military circumstances. Others, like Price’s heirloom,
were better left on the frontier. This is precisely what Suvorov had
acknowledged in the tactical realm when he advised his Crimean and Kuban
corps to fight in the steppe as against irregulars and in the north as in the last
war against Prussia. In this century, the Russian military scholar A. A.
Svechin pointed out the pitfalls of transferring too much of the frontier
legacy. He claimed that A. N. Kuropatkin in fighting against the Japanese
in the Far East brought with him habits he had learned on the military
frontier in Turkestan, and in part this fact accounted for the Russian
commander’s inability to deal with the realities of fighting a modem
enemy.*? Always there is the problem of analyzing conventional and
unconventional experiences and extracting the useful while discarding the
useless, and for this reason modern armies have sometimes devised
institutions to sift experience to determine the appropriateness of their
lessons to changed circumstances over time.
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In conclusion, let us return to Utley and Paret. Various references to
Utley have indicated the degree to which the Russian military experience
on the frontier corresponded with the American experience. For reasons
which merit further examination, frontier fighting appears to have affected
Russian military institutions more profoundly than was true for the United
States. Within the Russian context, the Imperial Army both reacted to and
acted upon the frontier in ways that affected Russian military art from tactics
through strategy, that affected methods of mobilizing forces and resources
for war, that influenced important conceptions about waging war, and that
helped determine the means that Russians deemed necessary to achieve
decision in war.

At the same time, the historian must always temper comparisons and
judgments with reference to intensity, longevity, and frequency. In light of
Paret’s analysis of innovation and military reform within other contexts,
one might hazard to observe why some of Russia’s frontier-inspired
innovations were translated into reform and others were not. In the Russian
experience, persistence was usually a function of organization and structure.
Those changes which were institutionalized early and which demonstrated
usefulness beyond the frontier tended to endure. Others which demonstrated
unexpected utility under different circumstances at different times also
endured. Some innovations were also capable of transcending time and place
to appear under altered guises when circumstances caused a reversion to
frontier-style combat. Thus, the Russian Civil War saw the rebirth of cavalry
armies and theoretical discussions of warfare in near-frontier-style
circumstances under Svechin’s rubric, “undeveloped theaters of war”
(malokul' turnye teatry voiny).*3
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Mobilization for War and Russian Society
Walter M. Pintner

In the context of the decades prior to the First World War, “mobili-
zation” has a very specific meaning: the calling up of reservists and related
preparations required to put an early twentieth-century army on a wartime
footing, including the collection of the thousands of horses that were still
necessary for moving men and supplies from railheads to the points of actual
use. In more recent years, as that particular feature of military preparedness
has become less prominent, mobilization has come to be used most often in
a broader sense. According to one recent official reference work its first
definition is: “The act of preparing for war or other emergencies through
assembly and organizing national resources.”! Although both meanings of
mobilization will be discussed in this paper it is primarily with the second,
broader usage that we shall be concerned.

The story of Russia’s problems in mobilization, taken in the narrow
sense, is quite well known because of its crucial role in the events leading
up to the outbreak of World War 1. The famous Schlieffen Plan, which
called for an immediate German attack on France once Russia began to
mobilize, was based on the fact that Russia’s mobilization was, quite
correctly, expected to take longer than that of Germany and therefore there
was a brief period in which Germany could concentrate its forces against
France without fear of a major attack in the east. The relative slowness of
Russian mobilization was due both to geographic factors—it was a large
country and reserves had to be moved greater distances than those of
Germany 10 reach the locations where they could be put to use—and to
reasons of economic and cultural underdevelopment. The Russian railroad
network was less dense, and Russian bureaucracy was less efficient than
those of more advanced countries.

Furthermore, the particular geography and ethnic makeup of the empire’s
western frontier complicated the problem of mobilization even further.
Russian Poland stuck out to the west, forming a large salient with German
territory to the north and west, and Austro-Hungarian territory was to the
south and southeast. This geographical configuration put the Russian frontier
temptingly close to Berlin, but any move to the west from Russian Poland
would require adequate defense of the flanks to both the north and south.
Not only was the geographic situation difficult for the Russians, the ethnic
composition of the area also presented problems. The most easily mobilized
reserves would naturally be those resident in the surrounding area. The local
population, however, was largely Polish or Jewish. From a Russian
standpoint Poles were politically unreliable, and there was a widespread
belief among Russian military men that Jews did not make good soldiers.



MOBILIZATION FOR WAR AND RUSSIAN SOCIETY 40

The result was that it was considered necessary to keep large numbers of
predominantly Russian forces stationed in the western areas (43 percent of
the Russian Army in 1909) in peacetime. In case of war these forces could
not be quickly augmented from local reserves, but had to wait for those from
predominantly Russian areas farther east to be shipped west, making the
already complex mobilization effort even more difficult. It did, however,
reduce the total number of men and the amount of equipment that moved at
times of mobilization since whole units did not have to move from east to
west. In 1910 a territorial system was introduced, which meant that units
were generally stationed in areas from which they drew recruits. At least to
some degree this was due to the desire to have more troops available in the
interior to combat civil unrest. It had the effect, at least for a time, of
slowing the mobilization process because larger numbers of men, horses, and
equipment had to be moved greater distances.”

Russian military planners were far from unaware of the problems they
faced with respect to mobilization against a prospective enemy to the west
(Austria-Hungary, Germany, or both). In the 1830s, in the prerailroad age,
mobilization time, even though the Russian Army was thcn essentially a
standing force with few reserves, was five to six months.> However, the
Austro-Prussian and Franco-Prussian wars demonstrated to Russian military
men, as well as everyone else, that railroads were the key to successful
modern warfare, and the Russians began to plan accordingly.

Although the first major Russian railroad, which linked St. Petersburg
and Moscow, had been constructed in the 1840s when other continental
countries were also beginning to build significant lines, no further efforts
were made until after the Crimean War. But from the 1860s onward,
progress was relatively rapid. The basic problem was lots of space to cover
and limited funds, so it was quite natural that the lines built were those most
likely to attract traffic, which meant that they went from the interior to the
major ports on the Baltic and Black Seas. There was little economic
incentive to construct lines running east and west or north and south within
the Polish salient. Nevertheless, between 1870 and 1914 very substantial
progress had been made, both in the construction of hew lines and in double
tracking and otherwise raising the capacity of others.*

After the conclusion of the Franco-Russian alliance in 1894, the French
helped to finance the construction of strategic lines in the west which would
facilitate Russia’s mobilization to support France in the case of a conflict
with Gexmany Somc of this construction was still under way when the war
began in July 1914.5 Despite French preferences for construction aimed at
facilitating an offensive against Germany, much of the available resources
were spent on lines to the south which related to an attack on Austria, not
Germany.® It must also be remembered that a great deal of the “strategic”
railroad construction was not in the west at all but in the remote colonial
fringes of the Russian Empire, the Caucasus, Central Asia, and the Far East,
arcas of little importance to the problem of mobilization for a major
European war. The expenditure of substantial resources on these far-flung
projects reflects the dual nature of Imperial Russia in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. It was both a major continental land power and
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major imperialist power, like Britain or France, but one that had its extra-
European colonial empire overland rather than overseas.

When the First World War began in the summer of 1914, Russia was
committed to an attack against Germany within fifteen days of the start of
mobilization, a commitment to the French that many, particularly in
retrospect, view as overly optimistic. As late as 1911 Gen. Nikolai
Alexandrovich Danilov, senior strategic planner in the War Ministry,
maintained that twenty-three days were required for Russia to launch a major
offensive. There can be no doubt, however, that in the years immediately
prior to World War I Russia was making considerable progress in
strengthening its military position, recovering from the defeat of 1905 and
the concomitant internal disorder that largely occupied the army for several
years thereafter. The failure of the Russian military effort in 1914 is
primarily a question of the failure to settle on an appropriate strategic plan
and not a question of short-term mobilization.”

The main issue to be addressed in this paper is the problem of the long-
term mobilization of Russian society’s resources for war. We shall be
primarily concemned with the second half of the nineteenth century, down to
1914, but always in the light of Russia’s earlier experience. There are two
major components of overall societal mobilization for war: (1) the effective
mobilization of manpower, a concept which embraces both the actual
recruitment process of both officers and men, whatever it may be, and the
ability to create an effective and reliable force from the men recruited; and
(2) the mobilization of physical resources to support the men recruited, an
effort which includes not only weapons and munitions, but quantitatively
more important elements, such as food, clothing, shelter, and transport,
especially railroads and horses. In general, the effort to mobilize physical
resources can be summarized in terms of a monetary budget, although some
allowance should be made for nonmonetary or decentralized sources of
support, such as quartering on the local population, forced requisitions, and
the “regimental economy,” that is, the effort of troops to be self-supporting.

The premodern Russian Army (down to the reform of 1874) has recently
been descrlbcd at some length by several Western writers, including John
Keep.? It was, as Professor Keep has shown so well, a harsh and unjust
institution in a harsh and unjust society.’ It was also, and I have ar; 0gue,d this
at length elsewhere, a highly effective if not efficient institution.!® It made
possible the transformation of sixteenth-century Muscovy, a small and
remote principality, into a great empire encompassing essentially the territory
occupied by the USSR today, the largest of any country in the world. All
that was done by conscripting peasant boys for life, or at least virtually all
of the useful part of it, and putting them under the command of young men
from the upper class who had few if any viable career options open to them.
The limit on the size of the premodem army was not the number of men
available but the number who could be supported by the society in
nonproductive activity. The state did not need to pay the peasant conscripts
anything to speak of, but it had to provide them with food and clothing.
Most of the time it was able to force the reluctant population to house the
army. Weapons were, and remained down to 1874 and even later, a small
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part of the total military budget. The officers were paid but not very well.
Since most were not wealthy, they had to get enough, or be able to steal
enough, to get by, and their pay was a substantial item in the military
budget.

Thus, the major expenses for the premodern army was food and clothing
for the troops, fodder for the horses, and pay for the officers. To meet these
expenses the state had three major sources of income: (1) revenue from the
sale of vodka, the most important source, providing roughly 30 to 40 percent
of the total in the early nineteenth century; (2) the head tax on all male
peasants and additional rents paid by state peasants, about 20 to 30 percent;
and (3) customs revenues, around 15 percent. The remaining 25 percent or
so came from a hodgepodge of taxes and fees.!! Inevitably the burden of
taxation fell on the peasant population. Russia was an almost totally
agricultural country populated by peasants who paid the head tax and rents
and drank the taxed vodka, plus a good deal more illegally distilled. The
only substantial revenue source that fell largely on the upper classes, who
were exempt from personal taxation, was revenue from customs, for virtually
all imported goods were luxuries used only by the westernized privileged
groups.

It was extremely difficult, if not impossible, to increase revenues from
any of these sources of the short-term to meet emergency needs, as in
wartime. The head tax and rents on state peasants were fixed at a level that
was close to the maximum that the peasants could bear. Increases were as
likely to produce increased arrears as increased revenues. Indeed, in times
of poor harvests, arrears increased to such an extent that the entire state
budget was threatened, and these arrears were rarely made up. The vodka
revenues were administered much of the time through a system of “farming
out” that involved long-term contracts which could only be changed at
infrequent intervals. Customs revenues could not easily be increased because
smuggling was already so widespread that further increases in rates were
viewed as counterproductive. Even in the mid-nineteenth century, not to
speak of the eighteenth, the administrative ability of the state to collect
revenue was stretched to a maximum, and had it been more effective in
collection, there was not much more there to collect. Russia was a poor
society and remained so down to 1914.

Nevertheless, despite these handicaps the military system worked well
enough from the state’s point of view through and beyond the Napoleonic
wars. In the post-Napoleonic era Russia had the largest standing army in
Europe and viewed itself, and was viewed by others, as the predominant
land power in Europe. Although some perceptive Russians had realized long
before the Crimean War that all was far from right in Russian society, that
defeat brought home to those in charge of the state that the comfortable self-
confidence and complacency of the post-Napoleonic age was based on
assumptions that no longer held. A whole series of state-initiated reforms
ensued, including the emancipation of the serf population. We are, however,
only concerned with those that relate directly to the question of mobilization
for war.
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Alfred Rieber has advanced the hypothesis that the emancipation of the
serfs, the greatest of the “Great Reforms,” was carried out primarily to
permit the mtroducuon of general conscnpuon to form a large trained
reserve for the army.!? Although it is clear that emanmpatmn was a
prerequisite for general conscription with short-term service, it has not been
generally accepted that rmhtary concens were the primary issue that
motivated the emancipators.'

There was a thirteen-year gap between the proclamation of serf eman-
cipation in 1861 and the inauguration of the modem military recruitment
system in 1874. Any proposed change always provokes opposition, and
general conscription was not an innovation to be undertaken lightly. During
the interim years Dmitrii Miliutin, Minister of War, did what he could to
improve the existing system. Substantial progress was made toward
increasing the size of the reserve by somewhat reducing the long-established
twenty-five-year term of service for conscripts. As late as his report to the
Tsar in 1869 (covering 1868) Miliutin said, “The basic strength of Russia
must remain its standing army,” and “the present system can supply enough
reserves.”™ Like a good bureaucrat Miliutin was certainly trying to make his
current efforts look successful in this official document, despite whatever
misgivings of or hopes for future change he had. It was probably the
dramatic and decisive defeat of France by Prussia in 1870 that convinced
enough influential Russians that major military reform was necessary.'>

Above all, the military reform was a measure designed to make the
limited funds available for defense purposes go further. It was fiscally
inconceivable to have a standing army that could match the armies of
Russia’s continental rivals operating with general conscription, short-term
service, and a large reserve force. Miliutin’s program, “more rifles for the
ruble,” was a first and essential step in Russia’s attempt to maintain its
position as a major European power, a position that had been drawn into
question by its inability to bring the Crimean War to a successful conclusion.

The military reform was, however, more than a measure establishing a
new recruitment system. For Miliutin and his supporters it was part of a
major attempt to reunite Russian society that, at least from the time of Peter
the Great, had been split into a small westernized upper class and the vast
mass of the peasant population whose life, world view, and values had
hardly changed since the seventeenth century. If Russia was to compete
successfully with its rivals it had to develop a comparable degree of national
consciousness and unity. Two features of the 1874 reform specifically
reflected this concern. Most controversial was its “class blind” character.
Traditionally, peasants and other members of the lower classes were subject
to conscription into the ranks. Members of nobility (and some other
privileged groups) were exempt from military conscription after 1762 (before
that service had been required of nobles, but they generally became officers).
After 1874 all males were subject to military service without regard to social
origin. Terms of service were reduced in proportion to the amount of formal
education the recruit had. Thus a university graduate might have as httle as
six months active service while an illiterate peasant a full six years.'¢ Of
course, de facto, this still favored the privileged classes who were generally
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better educated, but for Russia the principle involved was a radical departure
from the past. A member of the lower classes who had achieved a measure
of education (and there were such people in some number) was, for the first
time in Russian history, entitled to the same advantages with respect to
military recruitment as a noble with similar educational accomplishments.

Another important feature of Miliutin’s program, if not of the actual
1874 reform, was his emphasis on teaching soldiers to read. However,
mandatory literacy classes were dropped after Miliutin’s resignation in 1881
and were not restored until 1902. Even then they were often conducted on
paper rather than in actuality.!” John Bushnell has recently argued, and I am
inclined to think he is correct, that Miliutin’s attempt to use the army to help
create a united rather than a bifurcated Russian society largely failed. He
argues convincingly that the gap between the officer and the soldier
remained the gap between modem and traditional Russia, total and mutually
uncomprehending. It was far greater than the distance between superior and
subordinate, common to all military organizations. Members of educated
Russian society who found themselves in the ranks either as a result of the
workings of the new system of general conscription, or even those being
punished for radical activity, were not treated like ordinary soldiers but
instead were given light duties and even invited to have tea with their
superiors. !

The mass mobilization of men for war in western Europe not only had
depended on the mechanical process of recruiting, training, and placing in
the reserves thousands of men, but was also based on the development and
maintenance of a general national consciousness or patriotism, which made
the men effective soldiers once they donned their uniforms. The post-1874
military system in Russia was comparable to those systems used elsewhere
in the formal mechanical sense, but Miliutin’s vision of a society that was
able to mobilize men in a more profound sense failed to materialize. Down
to the end the Russian Army reflected the sharp and tragic division of
Russian society as a whole.

A full explanation of the failure to achieve national unity within the
army would require a comprehensive discussion of virtually every aspect
of Russian history, for that failure is simply one aspect of that complex
story. However, it is abundantly clear that this failure had an important
economic dimension. A major reason for the introduction of general
conscription was, of course, the desire to make available funds go further,
while obtaining forces deemed adequate to compete with Russia’s potential
enemies without expanding the standing army. The reform helped, of
course—no standing army could have coped with the military situation that
developed in the post-1870 era—but despite the reserve system Russian
military leaders felt compelled to maintain more men in uniform than their
rivals because of the long frontiers, greater internal distances, and slower
mobilization time. At the same time Russia was confronted with the
necessity of keeping up technologically as a series of important innovations
demanded substantial new expenditures for the army (rifles and artillery) and
for the navy (ships). But despite these new demands, the largest expense
remained by far simply paying for the subsistence of the men under arms.!®
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The result for the officers and men of the Russian Army was poverty for the
officers and a quasi-military life for the peasant soldier.

John Bushnell has recently drawn our attention to the surprising fact
that after a relatively short period of training, Russian soldiers spent very
little time doing things that were directly related to their functions as soldiers
but were primarily involved in what was called the “regimental economy.”
To cut costs, the regiment manufactured its own uniforms and boots from
raw materials provided by the Ministry of War (or sometimes even obtained
with funds earned by a regiment), and when possible it cultivated crops to
reduce expenditures for food. In 1907, for example, 12 percent of all enlisted
personnel were engaged full time in tailoring. Even more significant was the
diversion of soldiers’ time and energy to work in the civilian economy to earn
money for the regiment (vol’ nye raboty). Bushnell quotes Gen. Mikhail Ivano-
vich Dragomirov, Commander of the Kiev military district, writing in 1899:

In July enlisted personnel fan out in haymowing, in forests, along
railway lines, in towns for building; they sew clothing, they acquire an
external aspect entirely unsuitable [for military service], they become
unaccustomed to discipline and lose their military bearing 2’

Dragomirov opposed the system, but concluded that it was impossible to
eliminate it for lack of funds. The officers were necessarily involved as
much or more in running an economic enterprise as they were in running
a military one. They were very poorly paid and the temptation to divert
some of the regiment’s income to themselves was great; and when the
officers were honest, the soldiers probably assumed that they were not.2!

Even if one does not accept every detail of Bushnell’s argument, the
overall picture is convincing, at least to me. Russia in the decades prior to
the First World War was mobilizing and training more men than any other
power. Russian generals argued that their illiterate peasants needed longer
terms of enlistment than better-educated western men to become good sol-
diers.?? But in fact they seem to have spent less time in military activity
during their four to five years of service than German or French conscripts
did in two or three. Military service in Russia did not produce the modern
“citizen-soldier” but rather transferred agricultural labor from the private
manorial or village economy to the regimental economy on a temporary basis.
Thus the experience of army life tended to replicate to a considerable degree
the traditional experience of the peasant in his village, both in terms of what
he actually spent his time doing and in terms of his relationship to the upper
class—officer or landlord—army or village life played a similar role.

The central importance of the noncommissioned officer (NCO) in the
modern military system is a truism. Officers issue orders, noncoms execute
them. They are the men who deal directly with the recruits and actually
transform them into soldiers. The Russian Army had fewer long-term NCOs
(that is, men who had reenlisted for more than one term) than any other
major European army. The average was only one per company compared to
twelve in Germany and six in France.?? The authorities were very much
aware of the problem but were unable to devise sufficient incentives to
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induce more men to serve longer. An official report published in 1903
looking back to the preceding decades put it this way: “The ordinary
Russian, while readily fulfilling his military obligation, is generally unwilling
to remain in service longer than the required term.”? Given the fact that
peasants were voluntarily moving to the growing industrial cities in very
large numbers in this period, despite very poor living conditions in the cities,
it is somewhat surprising and also revealing that it proved impossible to
make a long-term military career attractive to an adequate number of men.
The government was trying to stretch the available funds further than they
could actually reach and never could make the option attractive in material
terms. It may also have been unappealing in other ways, but the sources
available do not reveal how.

Even more prominent than complaints about the shortage of NCOs in
the Minister of War’s annual reports to the Tsar was mention of the shortage
of officers and the unsatisfactory economic condition of the officer corps.
The most serious aspect was the lack of reserve officers to be called up at
the time of general mobilization.® The basic reason, of course, was lack of
money. Officers were paid very poorly compared to German officers, which
is not particularly surprising, but also compared to Russian bureaucrats with
comparable ranks. The salary scale in the Ministry of the Interior for
bureaucrats was higher than that of the Ministry of War for army officers.
Officers could not afford to send their children to school or buy proper
clothing for their wives. It is hardly surprising that it was difficult to attract
well-educated and talented young men to the army. As the economy grew
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, more and more attractive
opportunities were developing outside of state service in the professions and
business. What had traditionally been virtually the only possible career for
a member of the upper classes was now becoming an increasingly less
attractive option among the growing range of possible choices. Thus, except
for members of the lower classes and the most impoverished nobles, a
military career was no longer promising. There remained, however, a small
elite of wealthy noble families whose sons became guards officers and who
dominated, but did not monopolize, the higher ranks.

The system of military education, despite the improvements embodied
in Miliutin’s 1874 reforms, was generally inadequate, and the differences
between graduates of the various military schools of differing quality
remained very great.?’ Only in 1912, on the eve of the First World War,
were substantial measures taken to improve the economic condition of the
officers, when for example the pay of lieutenants was increased 33 percent
and staff captains by 42 percent.

The regime was certainly concerned about the shortage of officers and
the quality of morale of those in service, but its efforts, after Miliutin’s
retirement in 1881, were not directed at creating a corps of well-trained
professionals but rather at building a traditional “esprit de corps” based on
isolation from and contempt for civilian society by means that included the
restoration of the practice of dueling, military “courts of honor,” and the like.
William Fuller has perceptively called this phenomenon the development of
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“negative corporatism,” a sense of unity and common purpose that was
nourished primarily by hostility to outsiders.?’

Viewed from the perspective of the problem of mobilization, I think it
can be fairly said that although the formal mechanisms and training systems
were in place to mobilize and train both men and officers for war, the old
regime in Russia failed to mobilize either group in terms of the moral or
psychological dimension. Instead it seemed to concentrate on perpetuating
traditional relationships and attitudes that were increasingly outdated and
counterproductive.

Virtually all of the discussion thus far has touched on budgetary
problems that affected short-term efforts to mobilize, the quality of military
service life for officers and men, and so forth. A basic fact that must never
be forgotten is that Russia was by far the poorest of the great European
powers, yet it aspired to equality or perhaps superiority among them. Total
Russian expenditures on its army generally exceeded those of France or
Germany from the early 1890s onward.*® Of course, the Russian Army was
nearly twice as large as either of those powers, so per soldier expenditure
was much, much lower. The point, however, is that the strain on the
undeveloped Russian economy to maintain even the existing unsatisfactory
level of expenditure was very great. Throughout the last forty years of the
nineteenth century and up to the very last few years prior to 1914, the share
of military expenses in the total state budget was tending to decline, from
around 40 percent to around 25 percent or, excluding the navy, from around
30 percent to around 18 percent.!

The last thirty years of the old regime was a period of rapid (but uneven)
economic growth. The extent of government responsibility for that growth
is a matter of some controversy among historians, but there is no doubt that,
in general, the Ministry of Finance tried to encourage it, particularly, but far
from exclusively, during the ministry of Count Sergei Witte (Minister of
Finance, 1892-1903). From the Finance Minister’s point of view the
Ministry of War was a bottomless pit into which productive resources were
poured, resources which otherwise could have been used to enrich the nation
and, in the long run, solve its constant financial problems. As Fuller has
pointed out most effectively, there was constant struggle between the
Ministry of War and the Ministry of Finance. The military men could hardly
have denied that economic development might ultimately solve their
problems, but there is little evidence that they did or could think in those
terms. The promise of ample resources ten or twenty years into the future
could mean little to officials charged with maintaining military forces
adequate to meet national security needs in the present or the next year. The
figures show that down to the last few years before 1914, when the
conservative Third Duma supported increased military expenditure, the
Ministry of Finance was generally successful in limiting military
expenditures as revenues and other expenses rose.”

Even after the great industrial boom in the 1890s, the major sources of
revenue for the Russian Empire had not changed a great deal compared to
those for the prereform era, even though total revenue in absolute terms had
increased substantially. The direct payments from peasants had declined
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from 20 or 30 percent of the total to 11 percent in 1902, and the share of
alcoholic beverage revenues remained about the same at 36 percent, as did
customs revenues at 15 percent. The growth of the urban population is
probably reflected in the increased share of other excise taxes, 11 percent in
1902, roughly balancing the fall in direct taxation on the peasantry.>* The
prosperous urban and industrial economy producing large new sources of
revenue that could solve Russia’s problems was still far in the future at the
beginning of the present century. Given that, the willingness of the
government and the Duma to embark on a major program of increased
military expenditure just before the First World War is striking.

In retrospect it is easy to say that much of this money was misspent.
Too much went for fortresses and the navy, too little for field artillery,
machineguns, and so forth. But what military plan or program ever turns
out to be “just right”? No one can know what the next war will really be
like. With the advantage of hindsight, one can just as easily fault the great
German naval program, for it clearly contributed little to the German war
effort in World War 1. Despite all its problems Imperial Russia did mobilize
reasonably quickly when the war came, and the harshest modern criticism
is now directed at an overly ambitious strategic plan, not at its capacity to
achieve short-term mobilization,>*

Initially the army suffered from shortages of supplies, but by 1916 it
was receiving adequate amounts of ammunition and other necessities, despite
the isolation of Russia from its allies and the difficulties of organizing
wartime production.3> For two and a half terrible years the Russian Army at
the front, officers and men together, suffered huge losses, and yet it did not
give up, despite the weaknesses that we have described. Only when the
workers and soldiers, behind the lines in St. Petersburg, deposed the Tsar did
the active army decide that it had had enough. All of us who so easily
discern weakness in any aspect of the old regime’s system must remember
that fact. There was a great deal of resilience and strength in the society
which was demonstrated in the time of crisis. Had the First World War been
a short one as virtually all contemporary experts expected, we might now be
examining the reasons for Russia’s successful mobilization rather than the
causes of its failure.
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From Imperial to Red Army: The Rise and Fall
of the Bolshevik Military Tradition*

David R. Jones

Revolutionaries, according to the “Anarchist Prince” Peter Kropotkin,
seck to overthrow “everything” while taking upon their shoulders “the task
of universal reconstruction in the course of a few years . . . like the work of
cosmic forces dissolving and recreating the world.”! And among no one was
this aim, and the belief in its possibility, more widely accepted than among
Kropotkin’s own colleagues, the revolutionaries of his native Russia.

True, in 1917 literate internationalists, such as V. 1. Lenin and L. D.
Trotsky, believed that in the long run their revolution could only succeed
by spreading westward and engulfing the more advanced industrial states
of Europe. But for the majority of their radical followers, the era opened
by the downfall of Nicholas II was to see the immediate socialist
reconstruction of the Tsarist Empire. Peasants began seizing the land,
workers began establishing their control over factory managements, and the
soldiers began setting up committees to supervise their officers.” These
impulses merged and peaked in late October when, under the aegis of the
Second All-Russian Congress of Sovicts, the Bolsheviks at last seized power.
Then, “in the shadow of a terrible dawn grey-rising over Russia,” it seemed
to the young American journalist, John Reed, that the long-desired
Revolution at last “had come—rough, strong, impatient of formulas,
contemptuous of sentiment; real. . . .”

An “adventure” it may have been, but for Reed and millions of others
the October Revolution seemed “one of the most marvelous mankind had
embarked upon,” and “one of the great events of human history.” At the
time, it seemed to him that the “devout Russian people” were building on
earth “a kingdom more bright than any heaven had to offer, and for which
it was a glory to die. . . . Today, millions of corpses later, the Soviet
Union’s drab exterior scems to mock the enthusiastic expectations and hopes

*All dates up to March 1918 are old style; that is, thirteen days behind the
Gregorian Calendar used in the West. Much of the research originally was carried
out under the auspices of the Advanced Studies Program of the U.S. Naval War
College.
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of Reed and his comrades. Nonetheless, their faith was real enough, and
perhaps is 10 be envied in an age grown cynical through disillusionment.
Indeed, since their denouement played a large part in this same
disillusionment, the story of the collapse of the ideals of 1917 is of interest
to all who follow the tragedy known as history. And while this retreat into
reality, as some might see it, can be traced in many areas of Russian life, it
is particularly clear in that of the military. For despite Soviet writers’ claims
that their’s is “an army of a new type,” this institution is strikingly
reminiscent of its Tsarist predecessor.’

Bolshevik Military Thought Before 1917

This is somewhat surprising when one recalls the revolutionaries’ hatred
of the Imperial Russian Army and the latter’s reputation—undeserved or
otherwise—for conservatism, inefficiency, corruption, and downright
stupidity ® Indeed, a rebuilt Tsarist military establishment was the last thing
intended by the men of 1917. The programs of both Russia’s socialist
parties, the Social Democrats (SDs) and Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs) had
long called for the abolition of the standing army and its replacement with
a militia of the entire people in arms.” So while Lenin and Trotsky had
emphasized different aspects of this programmatic tenet during 1917,
ultimately they agreed on the end result.

Both leaders were first and foremost practical revolutionaries who faced
a backward economic-social system and, after 1905, a still partially
autocratic regime. For this reason both, despite their familiarity with the
growing “revisionist” tone of contemporary Marxist writings, continued to
be attracted to the older, radical-democratic undercurrents that had surfaced
during the Paris Commune of 1871. Thus Lenin and Trotsky, each in his
own way, had incorporated into their military programs an insurrectionary,
one might say Jacobin, interpretation of the role of the armed people in any
revolutionary upheaval. As a result, when these tactics finally brought them
to power, they had to rclearn many of the same practical lessons of
organizing and using armed force as had the French Jacobins of 1793.%

Of the two Bolshevik leaders, Lenin had been most impressed by the
lessons drawn by Marx from the Paris Commune. The “Commune ideal”
appears repeatedly in his writings before 1918 and permeates his celebrated
State and Revolution of 1917. Indeed, tradition has it that after October,
Lenin counted each day his regime had outlasted the Parisian model as
“Commune plus one,” “Commune plus two,” and so on’® For him, the
validity of these lessons had been amply demonstrated by the events of the
Russian revolution of 1905-7. Lenin was convinced that a popular
insurrection was the only method of creating a true socialist order. From a
military point of view, he insisted this could only be carried through if the
workers, supported by the poorer elements of the peasantry, first obtained
arms, then demoralized and neutralized the old standing army, and finally
formed their own armed force as a proletarian militia. This force could then
seize power, after which the proletariat and its leaders must dismantle
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completely the old governmental machinery. In its place they would set up
the revolutionary organs of the proletarian dictatorship that would serve as
a brief prelude to the transition to a truly Communist social order. In a
military regard, this meant that while Lenin recognized the importance of
negating the old army’s resistance, and while he was prepared to use some
units that came over to the revolution, his attention focused more directly on
the role of the armed people, or rather, armed proletariat. This was the force
he actually expected to overthrow the old regime, and it also was to serve
as the basis for building the postrevolutionary armed forces. As for the old
standing army, like all the other “class-based” institutions of the past, it
would be abolished and replaced by a true proletarian, and eventually a true
armed people’s militia.!®

Since the dead hand of Stalinism stifled Soviet historians in the 1930s,
these teachings usually are represented as being the Bolshevik military
program of 1917, and Lenin’s contributions to it have been extolled ad
nauseam.! Nonetheless, his theoretical formulation tends to play down one
other major factor in the revolutionary equation. This was clearly stated by
the old Bolshevik, F. Kon, in 1928. Then he stressed that “the question of
turning those same bayonets, which the autocracy had directed against the
people and the revolution, against the autocracy itself, was a vital task of the
revolution.” For, he reminded his readers, “without modern arms, without the
modern army, and without contemporary technique, it was absolutely
unthinkable for the armed people to rise in defense of their rights. . . .2
Lenin himself, of course, was fully aware of this fact. Nonetheless, in his
pre-1918 writings he necessarily concentrated on the formation of a new
armed force rather than on uﬁlizing the old one, a tendency which has been
reflected in later Soviet writings.!

In part this is because the writings of Leon Trotsky, Lenin’s great
colleague of 1917, have been banished to oblivion. Despite his many early
factional disagreements with Lenin, he too was dedicated to the ideal of
seizing power. But unlike Lenin, Trotsky, the leader of the ill-fated
Petersburg Soviet in 1905, had witnessed firsthand the power of regular
disciplined troops, and the real weakness of the armed workers. So like Marx
before him, Trotsky realized full well that the day of popularly manned
barricades waging successful street battles with the old army were over. He
therefore came to favor arming the workers for actual combat mainly as a
morale measure. The struggle in the streets was to be a demonstration of the
people’s revolutionary determination that shook the soldiers’ faith in the old
order and promoted their defection to the side of the revolution. He
continually counseled that the army would have to be won, not defeated,
and that it was utopian to believe that the people, even when armed, could
gain power solely by their own might. This achieved, the old regime’s
soldiers, now merged in victory with the armed masses, would provide the
nucleus and necessary technical competence for a militia that would form the
revolution’s new armed forces.!*

In 1917, then, Trotsky tended to keep his eyes fixed on the masses of
workers and peasants in soldiers’ gray, while Lenin kept a close watch on
efforts to expand the proletarian militia, or Red Guard. Yet it must be
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stressed that this was more a question of emphasis than one of real
theoretical disagreement. Furthermore, for both men the question of the real
military value of the postrevolutionary army was largely academic. They,
like many of their followers, expected a revolutionary victory in Russia to
spark off a European-wide upheaval. It was possible, as Trotsky admitted,
that the revolutionary wave would not materialize immediately. Even so, he
argued that the new revolutionary army, fighting for a democratic peace and
in defense of the gains of its own revolution, would do so with a renewed
and irresistible vigor. And it seemed certain that this could only provoke a
revolution in war-wearied ranks of the opposing Austro-German forces
which, in its tumn, would spread westward.!® In the event, such hopes rapidly
proved illusory. Nonetheless, these illusions formed the Bolsheviks’ policy
throughout 1917, continued to haunt them for at least the next half decade,
and must be borne in mind in any examination of military questions during
this period.'®

The Military Program Before October

In 1917 the actual military policies pursued by the Bolsheviks embraced
both their leaders’ views. However, they can best be outlined by examining
the general objectives sought, and the practical tactics employed, by the
party members most directly involved with creating the revolution’s armed
forces, the so-called “military workers.” As the seizure of power came to
head the agenda, a military program was devised which sought to weaken
the troops’ allegiance to the Provisional Government and to win them for the
revolution and, simultaneously, to organize the factory workers of the rear
into paramilitary detachments of Red Guards. The eventual merging of these
two forces would, Bolsheviks argued, provide a truly armed people.”

Three years of war had already greatly changed the nature of the Tsarist
Army. The old regulars, both in the ranks and within the officer corps, had
been largely decimated in the forests of East Prussia, the fields of Galicia,
and the marshes of Poland. As a result, the government resorted to massive
mobilizations. These filled the army with men of all ages, ranging from raw,
newly conscripted youths to middle-aged reservists of dubious military
potential.'® It can be argued that, in the process, the government also
inadvertently armed the workers and peasants. As a result, to some
revolutionaries there remained “only one thing” more to be done: “to unite
the workers and peasants, and to insist that they not let them (i.e., their
weapons) out of their hands but use them against their enemies.”” In other
words, the army already seemed to have gone a long way toward becoming
a people in arms. And by 1917, many soldiers not unnaturally shared the
average Russian’s longing for peace and growing doubts about the
competence of the Tsarist leadership. This helps explain the surprising ease
with which the old order collapsed, both at the front and in the rear, during
the revolutionary days of February-March 1917. Once the middle-aged
reservists of the Petrograd garrison had mutinied, Nicholas II—like Louis
XVI before him—found himself holding a broken sword. When even the
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once trusted battalion of St. George medal holders, formed as an elite guard
at Stavka proved unreliable, Nicholas himself was quickly forced to
abdicate.?

The struggle for control of the army developed against this background
during the spring of 1917. In the first days of the February-March revolution,
the famous Order Number One of the Petrograd garrison laid the basis for
the process of democratization. Officers, whom the revolutionaries regarded
with traditional suspicion, were to be stripped of much of their powers, the
old forms of discipline were to be abolished, soldiers were given the full
rights of citizenship, and they were to elect their own unit committees or
soviets. Further, and of the utmost importance in democratizing the army,
soldiers in Petrograd and elsewhere began sending their deputies to the
workers’ soviets. This meant the old gulf between army and population was
bridged and that the revolution’s new institutions, through the soldiers’
deputies, could wield great influence in the armed forces.?! True, efforts
were made to restrict Order Number One’s impact to Petrograd and prevent
the spread of its influence outside of the capital. But, as soldiers’ soviets
sprang up even at the front, one British observer concluded that it fast
became a question of “a democratic army or no army at all.”? Thus, the
opposition of some bewildered military traditionalists, the hesitations of
liberal and moderate socialist politicians, and growing domestic and Allied
pressure for a new offensive could only increase the appeal of the
Bolshevrks demands for further democratization and an active peace
policy.?

Meanwhile, a new armed force had appeared on the scene. As in Paris
in July 1789, in Petrograd the collapse of the Tsarist regime and its police
had threatened to lead to a breakdown of order. Further, during the first
days of the uprisi §4 many feared “the very heart of the revolution” might
be left undefended.” For these reasons, on February 27 the Petrograd Soviet
sanctioned first the formation of a workers’ militia and then a general
citizens’ militia or national guard. The soldiers’ mutiny, along with the
looting of weapons stores and arsenals, had made arms readily accessible,
and over the next few days a formal organization was worked out. District
committees took charge of the city’s various regions, and the militia as a
whole was directed by a “central bureau” established at the Petrograd
Municipal Duma or City Council.® For the moment, this seemed to assure
moderate and middle-class leadership. Nonetheless, the new militia itself
comprised a heterogeneous collection of armed students, civil servants,
artisans, shopkeepers and, most important, the factory workers. As the
pattern of “dual-power” (the simultaneous existence of both revolutionary
Soviets and the old organs of local govcmment) spread across the land,
similar militias sprang up in every major city or town.%®

Many Bolsheviks saw an initial advantage in this general arming of the
populace as long as the factory workers, or proletarians, could utilize it as
an opportumty to acquire weapons.?’ For, as the Bolshevik V. I. Nevskii
wrote in Pravda on March 17, 1917, “it is impossible to forget the lessons
of history.” One might well emulate the French revolutionaries of 1789, he
argued, and create a “national guard, the army of the revolutionary people,”
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but one should also recall the lessons of 1848. At that time, he reminded his
readers, “reaction drowned the republic in the workers’ blood because the
creation of a national guard has been taken out of the workers’ hands and
fallen into those of the bourgeoisie.” Russia’s own reaction, he warned, was
weakened but not dead. So now was the moment to “demand from the
Provisional Government a law—a decree on the immediate arming of the
people and the creation of a national guard out of workers.”2

The radical Bolsheviks in the party’s Petrograd Committee who received
the belated blessing of Lenin’s Letters from Afar were thus naturally
disturbed at the moderate Soviet leaders acquiescence to the submerging of
the workers’ guard into a general militia, under the “bourgeois” control of
the city Duma. The Soviet moderates, they felt, were surrendering the
Soviet’s authority and armed force to the class enemy and, in the long run,
were seeking to disarm the workers and deprive them of any real
revolutionary gains. On March 3, therefore, the Petrograd Committee
established its own “militia commission.” This body, which eventually
merged with the “military commission” created on March 10, took on the
twofold task of maintaining ties with the revolutionary units of a mutinous
garrison and of speedily drawing up plans for “the organization of
proletarian militia cadres.”? At the same time the party press opened a
strong campaign in favor of a workers’ guard. Rejecting any attempt to
replace the old police with a bourgeois-controlled organization, Pravda’s
lead article for March 8, “The Organization of a Militia,” insisted that “the
workers’ militia must be a strong permanent force” and not merely a
“provisional organization for the needs of the moment.” A true “workers’
army” must be the force to maintain order in working class districts, to
defend the workers’ civil liberties, and, in this way, prove “by its existence
. . . that liberty is no empty word but a living reality.”® Then, ten days later,
V. D. Bonch-Bruevich, in his article “The Armed Peosple,” gave this
proposed workers’ force its famous name of “Red Guard.”!

Although the lefi-wing Bolsheviks® struggle for an independent workers’
militia under their control at first received little practical support from the
party and had to remain muted within the Soviet itself, work progressed at
the grass-roots level within the factories themselves throughout the spring of
1917.32 By the end of April, however, the organizers felt strong enough to
air their plans in public. After preliminary meetings, on April 28 a large
assembly of 150 representatives gathered in the city Duma to discuss the
creation of a citywide workers’ Red Guard. In formally proposing statutes
for this organization, the Bolsheviks and their allies made their objectives
perfectly clear. It was intended, its organizers reported, “for the defense of
[the workers’] political gains and the support of the working class in its
battle for an economic improvement in its condition and a socialist state.”
Beyond this tactical utility it was visualized that, “after the war, the standing
army is to be dispersed and its place taken by the Red Guards.”?

Although these statutes and proposals were outvoted,* they are still
important as a statement of principle. It has been observed that an analysis
of Red Guard statutes, instructions, and regulations shows that they generally
“lack a military character, but were closer to the statutes of other voluntary
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organizations such as [political] parties and unions.”® Yet although
disciplinary, drill, and combat regulations proper only appeared with the Red
Army in 1918, in practice, efforts had been made to utilize the regular
soldiers, NCOs, and junior officers to train them. Nevskii, for instance, had
insisted in March that the new “revolutionary army” must be used to create
“pot a militia but a standing national guard” of workers.>® Then the
Bolsheviks’ April conference, which coincided with the Petrograd meeting
on the Red Guards noted above, reaffirmed the party’s dedication to the goal
of a “democratic proletarian—peasant republic,” that 1s a state without a
profcssxonal bureaucracy, police force, or standing army.”’ The Red Guards’
place in this system is obvious, and such ideas remained foremost
throughout the pre-October period. Thus the Petrograd Red Guard Statutes
adopted on October 22, the very eve of the Bolshevik coup, proudly declared
this force to be the “organization of the armed forces of the working class”
and assigned it both civil-police and military roles.®

This desire to democratize and win, not destroy, the old army and then
to mergc it with the workers’ guard was the other essential element in this
plan.* This is clearly revealed in the work of the All-Russian Conference
on the Front and Rear Military Organizations of the Russian Social-
Democratic Workers’ Party (Bolshevik), R.S.D.R.P.(b)., held in Petrograd
June 16-23, 1917. Although this meeting has usually been discussed with
regard to the growing political crisis that exploded in the abortive Bolshevik
uprising of July, it also climaxed three months of work by the party’s mili-
tary workers and allowed them an opportunity to work out a military pro-
gram that remained in force until late December 1917.%° Thus this program
expressed, as John Erickson has rightly noted, “not naivete but the deepest
consideration of the military experiences of the proletariat to date.” It was
“a precise step in the Bolshevik ideas of ‘their’ armed force.”™!

The organizing force behind this important conference was the Military
Organization of the Central Committee of the R.S.D.R.P.(b). This body had
developed out of the various Petrograd Party Committee commissions and
had been formally constituted as the Petrograd Military Organization on
March 31. In April, with the reorganization of party work that followed
Lenin’s return, it became directly subordinate to the Bolshevik Central
Committee.*> The Voenka, as it became known, took an active part in
organizing Red Guards in Petrograd and in creating Bolshevik cells both in
the rear garrisons and units of the active army, while eminent party workers
(such as N. L. Podvoiskii, V. I. Nevskii, K. A. Mekhonoshin, and N. V.
Krylenko directed its activities. These involved soldiers, NCOs, junior
officers (up to the rank of staff captain), factory workers, and professional
revolutionaries; connected revolutionary Red Guardsmen with soldiers in the
ranks; and in the early months of the Soviet regime, served as a bridge
between the old army and the new.*?

In an effort to unite the pany s work, the idea of a conference began to
be discussed in early May.** On the 25th of that month the Military
Organization issued an official proclamation announcing that this would be
held on June 15. “Revolutionary Social Democracy,” it announced, faced the
“urgent task” of “winning for itself the army.” In this way, the proclamation
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argued, all the Russian people could be united. For the army consisted of
“the poorest peasants dressed in soldier’s gray” and they must be joined
“into a single, indivisible whole” with the workers (the Red Guardsmen) “to
develop the revolution” and prepare for “the battle for socialism.” Hence the
winning of the army served as a major method of achieving the union
between proletarians and peasantry which Lenin and Trotsky had long
recognized as necessary within the Russian context. The final goals of this
union were suggested by the five items of the proposed agenda, which
included the discussion of the decisions of the party’s April conference,
mentioned above, and of “the arming of the people and the workers’
guard.”™

By June 16, when the ten-day conference finally opened, the igenda
had considerably expanded and included, finally, eleven points.*® The
discussions, occurring in the heavy atmosphere of growing political crises
and the government’s agitation for a new offensive, involved 167 delegates
representing, according to Soviet estimates, over 500 army units and 26,000
party members.*” Among the subjects discussed was G. V. Zinovev’s report
on the April conference, Krylenko’s and E. F. Rozmirovich’s reports on
“war, peace, and the offensive,” Stalin’s report on the nationality issue
within the army, Lenin’s reports on the “current moment” and the agrarian
question, Nevskii’s report on a newspaper for the army and peasantry, and
others on the aims, tasks, and forms of the military organization.

While these items give an idea of the impressive range of topics
considered, two other items are of more direct concem to this discussion:
P. V. Dashkevich’s report on the general arming of the people and
Krylenko’s on the subject of democratization within the existing armed
forces. The final resolutions on both these subjects deserve detailed
examination because, taken together, they comprise a sophisticated
expression of the radical Jacobin strain of Marxist military thought and
illuminate the often ignored positive, if utopian, assumptions behind many
of the Bolsheviks’ policies in this area before October.

On the first topic the conference, before outlining the forms suggested
for the future armed people, restated the traditional radical social-democratic
objections to existing standing armies. Such forces were considered
responsible for the continued increase of the tax burden. This, of course, was
mainly borne by the same workers and peasants, the best elements of whom
were tomn from their productive labors to serve in the army’s “servile
subordination,” a condition that “deforms and destroys the human
personality.”

These objections were not new, but, in the conference resolutions, they
were restated within the context of Lenin’s recent general theory of capitalist
imperialism. Standing armies, since “the time of the decisive victory of the
capitalist means of production,” had been “one of the mightiest and most
loyal tools” available to the ruling bourgeoisie for the pursuit of their selfish
class interests. Armies were used to maintain:

the basis of its [the bourgeoisie’s] class supremacy, for the broadening
and expanding of this rule to lands and regions of lower culture—known
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as colonies—and, on comparatively rare occasions, for an armed
struggle for world hegemony between the leading group of a nationally
unified bourgeoisie and other bourgeoisies who are similarly unified on
a national basis.

Thus, although wars were the products of the imperialist-capitalist system
and not standing armies as such, the Bolsheviks, like their colleagues in the
Second International, believed that the very existence of such forces
increased the chances of conflict. Therefore, these forces were injurious to
the true interests of the people but, as they served the national bourgeoisie,
the latter—as in England—were seen as pressing for the creation of such
forces even where they had not previously existed. “Revolutionary Social-
Democrats,” on the other hand, must oppose such tendencies and could
“only demand and fight for the immediate and complete destruction of the
standing army and its replacement by a universal militia of the generally
amned people.”®

As a theoretical basis for the new force, the conference affirmed their
belief that “the right to possess arms is in itself an inalienable right, like
any other civil liberty.” Therefore, it was obvious that only reactionaries
could insist on “any limitation whatsoever being placed upon the right of
all citizens to acquire and legally make use of weapons.” The same naturally
applied to the formation, by groups of private citizens, of sports hunting-
and-shooting associations and the conference’s proposal that “training in the
handling of arms should be given as one of the courses in the city and
village public schools under the control of democratically based institutions
of self-government.”!

The Bolsheviks attempted to anticipate the arguments of opponents who
would naturally suggest (like Engels before them!) that militias would be
incapable of defending the nation. They thus argued that the battles of the
last few years had demonstrated that “the previous onerous three-year term
{of service] is unnecessary for the preparation and training of a contemporary
soldier, and that two months of training is fully sufficient to enable a soldier
to bear the brunt of war. . . .” This accepted, a future militia could aim at as
short a term of service for training and as small a personnel establishment
as possible, thus providing a mixed system with, at any given moment, a
small ever<hanging group of militia men under arms. With regard to
administrative and command functions, the future militia would have
“elective organs in the place of appointed superior officers and officials.”?

At the same time the conference delegates, who inciuded frontline
soldiers, never forgot that Russia was still at war. Their militia program
could, of course, not be realized immediately but for the present, “before
general transformation of the army,” a number of measures could be adopted
to facilitate this process. Thus the resolutions demanded:

the formation and arming of workers’ battalions of the Red Guard,
including workers of both sexes; they are 1o be self-administering and
placed under the orders of elected workers’ organizations in the districts
and suburbs of the great proletarian centers . . . ;
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similar detachments of the peoples’ army in county districts;

the destruction of the former police in all its forms and their replacement
by a militia conirolled by the people;

the replacement of all appointed military officials with elected
representatives of the people;

the resolute democratization of all military institutions, the preservation
of which is connected at present with the carrying on of a war>?

Here, then, the formation of the Red Guard and democratization are
closely connected as two immediate tactical steps toward the achievement
of the traditional radical military goal. It is interesting to note, however, that
the organizers of the conference did not intend originally to discuss
democratization, despite its immediate tactical importance, as a separate
item on the agenda.* According to one Soviet historian, it was finally added
“as a result of the initiative of the frontline delegates who had especially
sharp feelings about the necessity for a genuine democratization.”® So,
despite the fact that this topic was touched upon in the discussion and
resolutions on the militia and although many of the same theoretical
propositions were repeated, the final resolutions on democratization had
mainly a tactical importance and simply expanded the propositions listed
above.

To begin with, the conference rejected the army reforms and limited
democratization introduced by the Provisional Government as an attempt to
still the hopes stirred up by Order Number One and the resulting agitation.>
‘While the Bolsheviks admitted that the new “Declaration of Soldiers’ Rights”
had “much that is proper and necessary for the soldiers,” they nonetheless
maintained that many of its provisions ensured that it was really “a declar-
ation of the soldiers’ lack of rights.” For, once standing armies were recog-
nized as instruments of “coercion and oppression,” it was obvious that no
true “democratization could be achieved” by maintaining and utilizing those
principles which serve as the general basis of all existing armies.>’

In this context the officers, as the executors of the existing military
system, naturally merited particular attention. Among the principles reso-
lutely rejected were those of “appointment, orders, and subordination,” which
must be immediately replaced by those of “election, self-administration, and
the granting of initiative to the lower ranks.”*® Or, as Krylenko boldly put
it in his report on this topic: “We must oppose the idea of orders from above
by the seizure of power from below.”® Otherwise the delegates feared the
present “conscious selection of, in the majority of class, counterrevolutionary
command personnel; the conciliatory policies of the coalition ministry; and
the implementation within the army of policies ordered by the bourgeoisie”
would succeed in “rendering harmless the revolutionary mood” of the soldiers.
So, making the “widest use of the rights granted,” the immediate task was
to achieve complete democratization and a “practical realization of the
reorganization of the command on an elective basis™ so as to be able to
oppose successfully “the reactionary tendencies of senior commanders.”*
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The conference’s general resolutions and demands reflected these same
ideas. Seeking, as Krylenko had noted, to unify the army into a revolutionary
whole and to democratize its institutions, the Bolsheviks would ensure
themselves of the soldier’s support, weaken the forces of reaction, and at the
same time, take a major step toward educating and winning the peasant
masses.®! To this end, their resolutions called for, apart from elected
commanders, an army administered in all its details by a hierarchy of elected
soldiers’ committees or Soviets. Further, soldiers must retain the full right
of citizenship while in the service, receive the right of challenging and
approving all promotions and transfers of command personnel, and be
permitted to arrest and prosecute officers suspected of counterrevolutionary
activities.®?2 All this provided a short-term program which, once
democratization was complete, would fully prepare the soldiers of the old
army for a transition to the old radical Jacobin ideal of the armed people.®*

The immediate impact of these resolutions is difficult to assess, but it
must be stressed that they remained until December 1917, without essential
change, as the basis of the Bolsheviks® military program.%* True, the collapse
of the July uprising in Petrograd, the subsequent persecution of the party,
and the apparent threat from the right represented by Gen. L. G. Kornilov
and his supporters brought a tactical modification of the slogan of the armed
people.®® Prior to July a radicalization of the Soviets and, with this, a
“constitutional” seizure of power by the revolutionary Left seemed possible
to the Bolsheviks. But after the disastrous events in Petrograd, it seemed
power could only be won by force; and in this situation, the arming of all
the people meant weapons for both proletarians and their class enemies.
Hence a first, and supposedly provisional, retreat from the general principles
enunciated by the June Conference was dictated by the tactics of
revolution.%

Lenin, hiding in Finland and writing his famous State and Revolution,
resurrected his call of 1916 for a proletarian militia and conceived it as the
sole armed force allowed for by his transitional proletarian dictatorship.?
Trotsky, now a full member of the Bolshevik Party, also became a strong
proponent of the Red Guards who, he argued, were the only true bulwarks
against reaction.®® But again it was the military organization which most
succinctly restated the party’s military demands. An August 31 meeting,
for instance, arguing that the “power of the people” must be organized
to resist Kornilov’s advance, demanded the following: the arrest of all
counterrevolutionary officers, with the soldiers’ committees having the right
of decision in this matter; the introduction of the principle of election into
the army administrative and command system; and the arming of the workers
“under the leadership of soldier-instructors, to organize from a workers’
guard.”® Yet despite restricting the demand for arms to the workers alone,
no one suggested any change in the “arming of the people” and the militia
system as the final goal for the postrevolutionary, and, most important,
classless, state.

Ironically, it was Kornilov who, by raising the spectre of Russian
“Bonapartism,” unintentionally gave the Bolsheviks a chance to realize their
tactical objectives. Frightened, the Provisional Government turned to the



FROM IMPERIAL TO RED ARMY 62

workers and armed them with the very weapons which, three months later,
brought down Kerensky. Throughout the autumn of 1917 the Bolsheviks’
military organization and military workers frantically orgamzed and lramed
new Red Guard formations and prepared for the oormng confrontation,”
Then, on October 11, the eve of their successful uprising, the Petrograd Red
Guard units at last received unified regulations and a centralized command
structure that greatly facilitated the forthcoming seizure of power. n

Komilov’s ill-advised adventure had even greater repercussions within
the army. The Bolsheviks, playing on the soldiers’ increasing weariness
with the war, anger at the restoration of the death penalty for military
offenses, and dramatically increased distrust of their officers and senior
commanders, demanded complete democrahzaﬂon and successfully struggled
for control of the soldiers’ committees.”> Many officers now found their
position untenable: a few were lynched, others were arrested, some were
hounded from their units, and many found pretexts to leave the army,
devising their own forms of “self-demobilization.” Those who remained
grew depressed by the continual suspicion of their men and watched
dlsconsolately as their once-proud army seemed to dissolve as a fighting
force.™

To the Bolsheviks, however, the democratization seemed startlingly
successful. The power of the old command personnel, the defenders of the
old order and possible Bonapartists, was broken. Further, by the end of
October most of the army was, if not an active supporter of the Bolshevik
uprising, at least a benevolently neutral observer of events: attempts to
organize the front in support of the Provisional Government came to nothing,
leaving the Red Guard the master of the field. On the morrow of the new era
it only remained to be seen whether the peasants at the front could be
successfully stiffened with the proletarian Red Guardsmen capable of
supporting the Council of Peoples’ Commissars (Sovnarkom) in its negotia-
tions with the Central Powers and battles with the scattered opposition of
small groups of domestic opponents.

The Collapse of the Militia Program

Prior to October, then, the traditional radical socialist, or Jacobin, ideal
of an armed people had suffered only a small, and seemingly temporary,
revision by limiting it to the arming of the toiling people to meet the needs
of a Civil War fought on a class basis. Yet, by the end of 1920, the vision
of 1917 had lost much of its force and remained present only in a feeble and
mutilated form. These changes naturally had a tremendous impact on the
party’s and Soviet government’s views about the command personnel and
proper form for the exercise of authority within the revolution’s armed
forces.

The chronicle of the Bolsheviks’ abandoning of the militia ideal has
been examined elsewhere and need only be briefly reviewed here.” During
their first months in power (November-December 1917), the Bolsheviks
continued their policies of democratization within the old army. These
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culminated in the decrees of December 16, 1917, which abolished all ranks
and titles and simultaneously introduced the principle of an elective
command staff throughout the military system.” Such measures oompletcd
the process begun earlier in the year. From the political point of view, they
made the army useless as a base for counterrevolutionary action against the
new government, and for the moment at least, the revolutionaries’ control of
the old Stavka (General Headquarters) seemed to make Bonapartism
unlikely.”

Nonetheless, by the end of 1917 it was obvious that the fears of the old
officers had been realized and that democratization had also rendered the
army usecless as a fighting force. True, the Baltic sailors and individual
military units and soldier recruits had proved a useful support to the Red
Guard units successfully operating against various bands of “White Guards”
in the Ukraine, along the Don, and in the Urals. But the old army itself was
rapidly dissolving as the soldiers, tired of the trenches and anxious to gain
their share of the former landed estates, clogged the railways home. All the
new government could do was attempt to impose some sort of order upon
this elemental process, to which end an All-Army Demoblhzauon Congress
met in Petrograd from December 15, 1917, to January 3, 1918.”7 Meanwhile,
as the peace negotiations dragged on, the new government, the members of
the Military Organization, and the handful of professional officers who had
elected to serve the Bolsheviks, began to search desperately for some force
capable of opposing the powerful armed forces of the Central Powers, in
case this need arose.

At the end of December 1917, a number of meetings were held in
Petrograd which coincided with the Demobilization Congress. The collapse
of the frontline units and real military deficiencies of the Red Guards meant
that efforts to create a true armed toilers’ militia had to be shelved and, as
a result of various discussions, a new Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army was
created by the decree of January 15/28, 1918. The units and men salvaged
from the old army were, where possible, to be merged with the Red Guard
formations to provide a small standing force of volunteers which could
defend the Soviet Republic until its position became stabilized and the long-
awaited socialist revolution matured in the West. Thus, once more the
Bolshevik leaders had retreated from the platform of 1917, and once more
this was justified as a provisional measure, forced upon them by the
exigencies of the situation. The new army was recruited on a class basis,
ensuring that it properly reflected the social basis of the new regime, the
dictatorship of the proletariat and toiling peasantry. But although the
foundations were now laid for a standing revolutionary force, and while
some old professional officers were employed by the new regime, the
“democratic” institutions of elected commanders, soldiers’ soviets, and
“revolutionary self-discipline” remained intact.”®

The breakdown of the Brest-Litovsk peace negotiations left this new
force—which was still in the process of formation—and the remnants of
the old army to face the well-organized and efficient advance of the Austro-
German forces. Like the French predecessors of 1792-93, Lenin and his
compatriots declared their patrie—the “socialist fatherland”—to be in
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danger, hastily threw their newly organized battalions to the front, and
appealed to the old professional soldiers to lend their services to the
common, and now patriotic, cause. But for the Bolsheviks there was no
“miracle of Valmy,” and in the end they were forced to accept the
humiliating peace terms dictated by the Central Powers. And, given the bad
showing of their new volunteer units in the face of the Austro-German
regulars, in March another grim reappraisal of their military strength was
under way.”

As a result Leon Trotsky was appointed Commissar of War, Under his
guidance, with the full support of Lenin, a series of sweeping reforms were
carried out which eradicated most of the practices and institutions introduced
as part of the democratization program: the soldiers’ committees had their
powers drastically curtailed, officers were appointed, not elected, and
“revolutionary self-discipline” was replaced by more traditional military
forms in all their striciness. Party opposition was naturally strong and not all
“military workers” yet accepted the need for such measures. At the end of
March 1918, for instance, Lenin—now in Moscow-—had to intervene person-
ally in support of the Commissar of War. In Petrograd, too, bitter debate
surrounded this further retreat from the principles of 1917. Yet once again
this course was defended as provisionally necessary in view of the contin-
uing military threats to Soviet power. It also was argued that a continuation
of recruitment on a class basis and the strengthening and consolidating of the
institution of military commissars, the watch—do(gs of the revolution, pre-
served the essentials of the revolutionary ideals.?

At the same time the expanded standing force remained based on
volunteers while, in the countryside as a whole, the institution of
Vsevobuch’—the Universal Military Training of Toilers—seemed to provide
the basis for a future militia. Thus the Bolsheviks had been forced, like the
Jacobins before them, to adopt traditional military forms but, ever mindful
of the dangers of standing armies, retained the radical-Jacobin ideals for
implementation in the fumre. But for the moment Trotsky and Lenin settled
for a mixed regular-militia force, not unlike that advocated by Engels in
1852 as suitable for France.®!

The late spring and summer of 1918 subjected the new system to still
greater strains. The mutiny of the Czechoslovak Legion and the sudden
spread of Civil War fronts, along with the beginnings of Allied intervention,
proved even the expanded volunteer force to be inadequate. Even most of
Trotsky’s bitter opponents now accepted the need for a strong, disciplined
army, and the mobilization of toilers replaced the system of volunteer
recruiting.*? The concurrent mobilization of former officers was accepted

*Described by E. Jones as "a system of universal military training for adult
males . . . ; by the end of 1920 five million men had been through the program,
which provided ninety-six hours of military training on a part-time basis without
interruption from work™ (Red Army and Society: A Sociology of the Soviet Military,
Boston, 1985, p. 36). Ed.
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less readily and, after various cases of treason by such “military specialists”
(voenspetsy), resentment grew. This was further fueled by the reappearance
of the more “democratic” types of units and partisan bands who occupied the
Ukraine as the Germans withdrew in November-December 1918 and by
Stalin’s self-made military colleagues on the Tsaritsyn front. Thus, by the
time of the VIII Party Congress in March 1918, a loose coalition, known as
the Mxhtary Opposition, was prepared to challenge Trotsky and his military
policies.®?

After a bitter debate, in which Lenin intervened decisively to defend his
absent Commissar of War, the Congress approved the policies adopted to
date. These decisions are often cited by Soviet writers to mark the decisive
defeat of the militia ideal and the acceptance of the Workers’ and Peasants’
Red Army as a regular, traditionally organized military force with its revo-
lutionary spirit preserved by the class nature of the Soviet government and
the class basis of recruitment.** Nonetheless, the Congress explicitly retained
the militia program as a long-term goal and, at the IX Party Congress of
March-April 1920, Trotsky proposed a new mixed system in which the
militia (as in Jaures’s system) played the major role. This program was
adopted and this fact is in itself indicative of the influence exerted by the
radical military ideal upon the Communist leadership. So the VIII Party
Congress decisions were meant as just another temporary retreat from the
principles of 1917, justified by the same arguments of revolutionary
necessity which had been used on former occasions.?

By the end of 1920, the situation had again changed. The invasion by
the White Poles, combined with continuing fears of further Allied efforts
at intervention and the failure of the revolutions elsewhere in Europe, con-
vinced the Soviet leaders that the militia program of the IX Party Congress
would have 10 be further postponed. In addition, the growing domestic crisis
(which in early 1921 exploded in the Kronstadt mutiny) and fears of nation-
alist separatism recommended a standing army as one institutional bulwark
for continuing unity and domestic order. For as long as the young Soviet
regime remained surrounded by a capitalist sea and plagued by problems of
domestic development, arguments of revolutionary expediency, as well as the
self-interest of many Red Army leaders—both voenspetsy and new
revolutionary commanders—could be used to justify the retention of a
standing, professional “class” army, supported by a militia.

Hence, on December 16, 1920, a series of meetings finally concluded
that the Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army would continue as an institution
of the Soviet state. The alternate militia proposals of the old “military
worker,” N I. Podvoiskii, were rejected in favor of those of professional
voenspetsy.t® In the years that followed, although discussion continued of the
problems of militia building,?? the actual militia aspect of the Red Army
assumed less and less importance. The further failure of the revolutionary
movement abroad seemed to leave the young Soviet regime surrounded by
a threatening capitalist international system, and the adoption of Stalin’s
policy of “Socialism in One Country” signified that the USSR recognized
the implications of this failure. Henceforth a standing regular army appeared
to be a necessity of state; and this fact, along with the professional interests
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of the military themselves and the growing social conservatism of Stalin’s
Russia, condemned the radical military ideals of 1917 to a sure if lingering
death.

Nonetheless, these ideals left their mark on the traditions and rhetoric of
the Red Army and on the composition of its command establishment. As a
result of the varying shifts and compromises in Bolshevik military policy,
by 1921 it had a heterogeneous collection of commanders. They included the
products of the revolution itself—the soldiers, NCOs, and Bolshevik
“military workers,” who had risen by dint of luck and merit; the voenspetsy,
who either voluntarily or otherwise had entered Soviet service; and the
young Red Commanders (or Kraskoms), who, hastily trained in the midst of
civil war, represented the Soviet government’s hopes for its own
professional, Communist officers. However, in the end, it was the old
regulars, seconded by the NCOs, who left their imprint on its structure,
discipline, and professional thought.®® Thus the concepts of “deep battle”
later developed by V. K. Triandafillov and M. N. Tukhachevskii have roots
in the concepts of modern war developed before 1914 bz men like A. A.
Neznamov, who himself served in the new Red Army.*® Meanwhile, in
1927, the Comintern’s Plenum officially declared the militia slogan to be
inappropriate for the Soviet Union and other advanced nations of Western
Europe and held it to be relevant only for “colonial countries that have not
yet passed through the stage of the bourgeois-democratic revolution.” After
this, Russian military men not surprisingly felt perfectly free to rebuild their
nation’s armed forces ever more closely along the lines of the model that
they knew best—that of the Imperial Russian Army. But since the rhetoric
of 1917 and victories of the Civil War gave justification to the existence of
both the new Soviet state and its military establishment, these too had to be
incorporated into the new military outlook. It is this necessity that explains
the curious amalgam of the old Russian and newer radical-revolutionary
traditions that went into the making of today’s Soviet Army, a force that few

of the “military workers” of 1917 would recognize as the product of their
dreams.
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Commentary

William C. Fuller, Jr.

It seems to me that interest in western historical circles in the Tsarist
military experience is very definitely on the rise, and the three interesting
papers that we have heard reflect this phenomenon. I think these papers not
only have illuminated some key problems of Tsarist military history, but
have also provided information about what parts of the heritage of the
Imperial Army was absorbed by the new Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army
(RKKA), and what parts were not. What I will do is briefly discuss each of
the papers before proceeding to talk about some thematic relationships. Let
me begin with the paper of Professor Pintner.

Professor Pintner has given us a study of what we may describe as
Imperial Russia’s capacity for military mobilization in the broader sense.
He is not dealing here with the purely technical facts of mobilization—the
drafting of mobilization plans, the assembling of mobilization schedules,
and the development of railway time tables. All of these were exercises
which Imperial Russia performed extremely well, in fact much better than
even the Germans had expected, as was proved in 1914. What Professor
Pintner is concerned with is the mobilization of resources for war, and he
has two main categories of analysis: the mobilization of motivated and
trained soldiers and the mobilization of economic resources. It is his
contention, and it is a contention with which largely I agree, that as the
nineteenth century progressed, as the twentieth century began, the Russian
state developed weaknesses precisely in these two areas of mobilization.
Now there were a host of reasons for this, but one of the chief ones, as he
also quite properly suggests, was the relative poverty of Russia compared
to the other states of Europe, poverty which is explained by Russia’s failure
until somewhat later in the century to break out of the preindustrial cycle.

Now, this poverty disadvantaged Russia in several ways. First, it meant
that Russia found it hard to compete in the European arms races of the late
nineteenth century. But poverty also had consequences for military readiness,
since as a result of it much of the soldier’s time was spent on nonmilitary
activities, or the so-called systems of vol’nye raboty, or free work. The
government simultaneously believed that it had to have a large army, also
that the army had to be as self-supporting as possible. In fact, this is
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something that you might say is a dominant theme of Tsarist military
history, and even Soviet military history. To this date there are still some
farm troops in the Soviet Union which primarily grow vegetables as their
military service.

Now, in my view, Professor Pintner has painted slightly too somber a
picture of the Russian military performance. Some other armies, in particular
the French Army before 1914, actually had less out-of-garrison training than
did the Russian.! Yet his depiction of Russia’s military dilemma—the fin-
ancial constraint—is correct. But a paradoxical question then arises, because
Russian generals were aware of the implication of the problem. One then has
to ask, how did Russia’s generals expect to win wars, leading relatively less
well-trained soldiers, and relatively less well-equipped soldiers, against
enemies whom they expected to be better off in both departments? Now,
there are some different answers that could be given, but one answer that
was given by the key Tsarist generals was that Russia had certain compen-
satory advantages that inhered precisely in the quality of its human per-
sonnel. The Russian soldier was in fact a soldier who was a soldier of an ideal
type. Many reasons were adduced for this: the bracing character of the
Russian climate, the supposed racial characteristics of the Slavs, and national
piety and loyalty to the Tsar. Qualities of bravery and endurance were in fact
expected to tumn the tide. As Gen. M. 1. Dragomirov, one of the most famous
generals of the second half of the nineteenth century, declared, “Capable of
fighting, capable of dying—this is the basis of the martial prowess peculiar
to the Russian soldier.”

In a strange way, what flowered in the nineteenth century, particularly
in the post-1860 period, was really a theory I would describe as the theory
of the advantages of relative backwardness in Russian military thinking. The
argument was implicitly made that precisely because Russia was relatively
less urban than was the West she was actually potentially stronger than the
West. In this view Russia’s peasant soldicrs were held to have better morale
than the scrawny, class-conscious, conscripted industrial workers of more
advanced societies. The big blow to this style of thought was the Russo-
Japanese War of 1904, because it appeared to demonstrate that Russia was
incapable of motivating its soldiers while the Japanese could.

There are many reasons why Russia was incapable of correctly motivating
her soldiers or indoctrinating them. One reason noted by other scholars,
yesterday and today, was the complacent and static character of the nineteenth
century Tsarist autocracy. The complacency in part resulted from Russia
having been so successful in the campaign of 1812 against Napoleon.
Almost all the countries that warred against Napoleon, including such
conservative polities as Austria and Prussia, had to make some concessions
to nationalist forces, or liberalism, even to the extent of promising some sort
of constitution after the war had been won. But Russia was able to wage war
against the French emperor without recourse to such political or social
concessions. Therefore, one might argue that one source of the socio-
economic and political and military weakness of Russia from 1800-1856 was
precisely that she was not beaten badly enough by Napoleon before she in fact
defeated him, because it is this which helped postpone substantive and timely
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reform. Even after the Crimean defeat had inaugurated the era of the “Great
Reforms” (1861-74), the Tsarist government was reluctant to innovate to
‘build mass support for its policies or to neutralize social opposition.

Professor Pintner’s paper has described a host of weaknesses that
plagued the Russian Army, but interestingly enough, can we directly trans-
late these weaknesses into poor military performance in World War 1? As
Professor Pintner himself suggests, the Russian Army hung on quite a con-
siderable period of time in the war; and there are some scholars, including
myself, who hold that Russia’s military performance from 1914-17 has been
quite underrated. Professor Pintner secks to suggest that Russia’s military
endurance in world war is in part explained by a tardy, but important, victory
in the industrial war. I would take slight issue with him here. He suggests
that by 1916 the Russian Army was self-sufficient in artillery ammunition;
in fact, it really was not. Although by 1916 Russia could produce all of the
shells needed for the 3-inch field gun, these shells were chiefly loaded with
shrapnel. By contrast, Russia was never during the entire course of World
War I able to produce as many heavy guns or high-explosive shells as were
required given the conditions of trench warfare. Thus, despite the fact that
the Russian Army was technologically disadvantaged, it not only fought on,
but showed a surprising amount of skill—beating the Germans in 1914, and
smashing the Austrians in 1915. And in 1916 Russia demonstrated quite
clearly that she was one of the first powers fundamentally to solve the
problem of trench warfare by pioneering the same sort of infiltration tactics
that would be used later by Ludendorff in the Michael Offensive in France.

Now we turn to Dr. Menning’s paper, which reminds us of something
that is often overlooked: the fact that the Russian Army was involved in
struggles on the frontier as well as it was in Europe. If we should look to
the military model and challenge of Berlin to understand part of the Russian
military experience, then we must look to places like Vladikavkaz to
understand the rest.

In Dr. Menning’s opinion, the experience of frontier warfare had many
important consequences for the Russian Army: it stimulated initiative; it
helped to promote techniques such as the employment of mobile cavalry;
and it was the source of vital and long-lived military institutions, such as the
military district system, which is still in place in the Soviet Union today. He
also seems to be suggesting, if I comprehend him correctly, that frontier
warfare was also a school really for cruelty and brutality in warfare, at least
when Russia’s enemies were Muslims or pagans.

Dr. Menning also suggests that the frontier experience had negative
consequences for Tsarist military power, that it accustomed soldiers to forms
of war unsuitable when the empire’s opponents were in fact modern armies,
although I would strongly disagree with his contention that Kuropatkin’s
failure in Manchuria resulted from his use of Central Asian methods against
the Japanese. I have three questions for Dr. Menning, and one of them con-
cems the issue of massacres and deportations. It secems to me that the
Russians didn’t really have to go to the frontier to learn about those p