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Chapter 2: The Symbolic Revolution

It is impossible to imagine the February Revolution without the sound of the ‘Marseillaise’ or the image of the red flag.  Yet we should not regard these simply as colourful adornments of the revolution.  They were important political symbols and played a major role in defining the struggle.  Indeed, there was a whole array of cultural symbols, rites and festivals that helped to make the revolution what it was.  We should study these more closely as the instruments of revolutionary politics rather than as a passive reflection of them.

This perspective has informed the study of the French Revolution for many generations . . . [the] leaders of 1917 consciously adopted the symbolic traditions of the French Revolution.  The compared themselves to the heroes of 1789.  Kerensky, for example, was frequently compared (and perhaps in private compared himself) to Mirabeau and, later, even to Napoleon.  They looked for precedents in their policies, and for models for their institutions, in the revolutionary history of France.  The social were often called the Jacobins, which is also how they saw themselves: there was rivalry between the socialists for the title of ‘true Jacobins’.  The Bolsheviks, in turn, called the liberals Girondins; and it was true that many of the moderates compared their own position to that of the Girondins.  Practically everybody warned of the dangers of ‘counter-revolution’.  Left-wing parties worried about Bonapartism; but many others welcomed the idea of a ‘Russian Bonaparte’ to save the country from left-wing ‘anarchy’.  The ‘provincial commissars’, the soldiers’ committees and army commissars, the provincial committees of public safety and the Constituent Assembly itself—all of them were copied from their French equivalents.  The old deferential terms of address were supplanted by the terms grazhdanin and grazhdanka (‘citizen’ and ‘citizeness’) which had been used in a different context before 1917.  The ‘Marseillaise’ . . . became the national anthem of the revolution.  ‘Marsovoe pole’, the Champ de Mars, became the main public space of commemoration, the altar of the cult of the revolution, during and after 1917; and the choice was significant, reviving as it did the association with the French tradition.  There were even plans for festivals to reproduce the events of the French Revolution on Russian soil: one envisaged the burning of the Lithuanian Castle, a political prison, in a holiday to mimic Bastille Day . . .

Historians of the French Revolution have reminded us of the role played by symbols, songs and festivals.  They unify the crowd, giving it a banner around which to rally in street battles with the police and other enemies.  Sometimes these symbols themselves become the object of the fight . . .

Words and songs also had symbolic meaning for the crowds.  The rallying cry of ‘liberty’, the emotional strains of the ‘Marseillaise’, strengthened there resolve.  The red flag became an emblem of the people’s struggle, embodying their anger and ideals.  People were prepared to die for these symbols.  They would literally risk their lives to attach a red flag to a Tsarist building, or to take down the Romanov double-headed eagle, because for them . . . that is what the revolution was about . . .

At the root of this symbolic revolution was the idea of destroying in order to renew.  Like the French revolutionary festivals, the iconoclasm of the February Revolution obeyed the law of the purge.  It sought to sweep away the superfluity, the excess wealth and decadence of the monarchy, not just for the sake of an end to privilege but in an attempt to ensure the restoration of a purer and more simple model of society.  There was said to be revolutionary virtue in the renunciation of luxury and rank . . . All revolutions were sacralized.  In the euphoria which they themselves create they are conceived as a spiritual renewal, a moral resurrection of the people, in which all sins vanish with the old regime and virtues are restored.  This was the cult of the French Revolution—the holy trinity of liberty, equality and fraternity symbolized by the surrogate Madonna of Marianne.  ‘The Revolution’ itself became a sacred altar . . . The February Revolution and its symbols were to play a similar role. [pp. 30-33]

1) Why was the French Revolution important to revolutionaries in February 1917?

2) Give a different example in which symbols are important. It can be from historical or more recent events.  Why do you think symbols are important to so many people?

