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The masses remembered Lenin. He was a source of energy and confidence. He pleaded that he was guiding Russia toward a higher social order. That’s why he changed the name of his party from Bolshevik to Communist. For Lenin, a world without exploitation was humanity’s noblest ideal. He contrasted Wilson, who wanted democracy. After Lenin signed the humiliating treaty of Brest-Litovsk (3/1918), civil war broke out in full. The anticommunist Whites fought the communist Reds, who were led by members of the elite. Foreign governments moved into Russia. In 7/1918, Nicholas II and his family were murdered by communists. In August, a socialist nearly killed Lenin, while the Whites cut off central Russia from its food supply. The communists built up the Red Army, which was the remnants of tsarist officers and had strict discipline and compulsory service. Trotsky reintroduced the death penalty. But the Army lacked discipline. Only the most ruthless commanders prevailed. Foreign intervention stepped up in response to the Communist International, which was founded by Lenin in 1919 to guide the international revolutionary movement. By autumn 1920, the Whites were divided among themselves. The Bolsheviks had greater skills and support. The last Whites were evacuated in 11/1920. Before the war was over, Poland invaded and Lenin was forced to accept a new boundary running deep inside Russian territory. By 1921, Russia was ejected from Europe. Lenin’s party prevailed, but they had carried to tsarist tradition of political violence to a new level. The entire population suffered. The famine of 1921-22 didn’t help either. In 1918, war communism was introduced, in which the state took over the means of production, conscripted labor, and confiscated food. People began to protest. An uprising which Trotsky suppressed showed that people weren’t happy. The Communists had to retreat and restore a measure of stability. In 1921, the Communists adopted the New Economic Policy, which lasted until 1928. Under a system called “state socialism,” the government controlled finance, industry, and transportation only. After paying food as taxes, the peasants could then sell the rest of it. While the communists were fighting the civil war, they instituted a dictatorship. The new elite preserved the revolutionary drive in the face of everything. Despite the lack of discipline, the party was adaptable and energetic, and ruthless. The human values that Marx wanted were destroyed, but the faithful Communist still dreamed of human happiness. For most Russians, it was hard to be a Communist. They had to be political, disciplined, and smart. In the lower ranks, sloppiness, corruption, and abuse of authority occurred. The top leaders were superior. The Russian Communist Party was a democratic body. However, the power shifted to a small group, the politburo. There Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin controlled everything. The party dominated public agencies. Trade unions worked for the party. In attempting to modernize Russia, it became more authoritarian than the old one. In the view of the party leaders, the masses always needed guidance. In 11/1917, the party had set up an Extraordinary Commission (Cheka) to get rid of counter-revolutionary activity. It used terror against people and founded labor camps. The Communists also made sure of continued popular support. The Communists held out hope for cultural and administrative autonomy among non-Russian minorities. At the same time, they pleased Russia nationalists by forcibly incorporating most of those non-Russian national groups that had tried to escape from the empire. They abolished the church. They simplified the alphabet and changed the calendar. They wiped out the educated upper class. The new Russia was the first to base its legitimacy on the toiling masses. The party promised to make men and women equal, but that didn’t happen. Women had to deal with the family, but the ideal remained alive. The Bolsheviks derived acclaim from redistributing wealth to the masses. They were not opposed to private property but outlawed income producing private property. The state became the sole employer. The Bolsheviks always said that they worked for the welfare of the population. Lenin said that the workers didn’t equal those in the West, and urged competition and discipline for the party. The minds of the people came under government control. The Communists were determined to strengthen the unity of the Russian empire. They propagated Marxism-Leninism as a universal creed. All working classes had a bond. In 1924, the party made the first Soviet constitution, creating the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Leaders said that the country demonstrated it was advanced by its constitution. To prevent citizens from doubting their superiority, the party prohibited all uncontrolled comparison with capitalist countries. Lenin had turned Russian ambition into an international revolutionary force. The Revolution touched nationalistic ambitions in Asia. It appealed to students of the Enlightenment. These people favored self-determination but wanted to modernize their countries. Lenin made himself the spokesman for unhinging the capitalists. He created the Communist International. It helped raise small Communist parties in Europe and Communist feeling in backwater countries. The Communist experiment retained its global appeal until it collapsed in 1991. When Lenin gave rise to the fear of a world revolution, it was met by panic and anticommunism elsewhere, which gave rise to facism. World revolution was never really a realistic prospect. The Comintern was never strong. But the fear was good, because it made the U.S.S.R. seem strong when it was weak. The world was now polarized.


