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The Russian Soviet Republic (1923)

By Edward Alsworth Ross, Professor of Sociology, University of Wisconsin

Chapter I The Communists and Their Aims

The Russian Communists were men with a vision of a regenerated society which they sought to realize.  All the party leaders who in November, 1917, laid rude hands on Russian society to remold it by force were sincere men, since, for the sake of their ideal, they had made themselves targets for the inhuman persecutions that went on under the czars.  When freedom arrived in March, nobody had any standing with the Russian masses who had not stood up for them in those ghastly years when every spokesman for the robbed toilers had to skulk and run and burrow if he would remain at large.  These fire-tested revolutionaries had behind them a record of personal disinterestedness and heroism which should put to blush our smug captains of conservative opinion, who have never risked their lives or freedom for others . . . .

Outraged by the spectacle of blood-sucking on a gigantic scale, the Communists aimed to do away with all exploitation of man by man.  By “exploitation” they meant any gathering by one man of the fruits of the labor of others.  When one man works with the aid of a machine provided by another, they considered that the worker is “exploited” if he receives anything less than all the value he had produced with the aid of the machine.  This leaves nothing as rental for the owner of the machine.  If he gets anything for the use of the machine he is an “exploiter.”

Since it is impossible for the workers in a mine or a mill to own individually the equipment they work with, and since the joint ownership of such equipment by the particular group of laborers who work with it would breed strife because of the power of certain strategically placed production groups to “hold up” the rest of society, the Communists saw no remedy for exploitation save the ownership of the instrumentalities of production by the community or nation.

The Communists aimed utterly to do away with our social system founded on private ownership of the means of production and to rebuild society on the rugged principle, He that will not work neither shall he eat. [II Thessalonians, 3:10]  Through most of history since the beginning of the Higher Barbarism the rich never-works have stood higher in social position and political power than the most clever and useful members of the community . . . . Since the French Revolution, and particularly in certain democratic societies, the doers have gained the upper hand of the leisure class, so that achievers are more looked up to than mere enjoyers.  The Communists, however, go further and insist that all who draw their living not from some form of useful labor—of hand or brain—but from their ownership of blocks of the indispensable means of production are “social parasites.”  That there should be a class of people living softly, even luxuriously . . . yet never doing one stroke of honest labor, they regard as one of the most profoundly immoral situations that can be conceived.  And, since more and more our thinking and teaching and preaching and law-interpreting are warped to sanctify the claims of this class, they regard bourgeois society as coming to be an organized lie . . . That society should not only tolerate a class of propertied never-works, but should look up to them, defer to them, allow them to dominate (secretly or openly), and treat their claims on the product of industry as actually more sacred than any claim that the producer himself can advance, strikes them [i.e., the Communists] as worthy of topsy-turvy land.

Among those who live from property, the Communists make no distinction between landed proprietors and capitalists . . . .  Staking society’s whole livelihood on the proposition that nationalized production can be made an instant success, he [the Communist] proposes that we rid ourselves of factory barons as the various peoples have with impunity rid themselves of land barons.  They are alike “capitalists,” and the parasitism of the one is quite as indefensible as the parasitism of the other.  The spectacle of mill-owners feasting without working may be just as scandalous and corrupting as the spectacle of landowners feasting without working.  The Communist deems (private) capitalism no more necessary to-day than was feudalism in the eighteenth century and considers a bloody struggle to break the fetters of (private) capitalism to be quite as justified as were the bloody struggles to break the chains of feudalism . . . .

In personal character the Communist leaders are at once more disinterested and more unscrupulous than the political leaders we are familiar with.  They have risked and sacrificed more for the cause, but, on the other hand, they are likely to be more unscrupulous and ruthless in the measures they will resort to in order to carry out their program . . .  [the] Russian Communist, who imagines himself to be striking the chains from a large part of the human race, feels justified in sticking at nothing in order to make the Social Revolution triumph.  He has the terrible single-mindedness of the fanatic who, with a perfectly good conscience, will dupe his followers or trick his opponents.

It should be borne in mind that these Russian Bolshevists are a singularly wrathful and truculent species of Communist.  They are familiar with a degree of barefaced robbery of the toiler hardly to be matched in any part of the world.  They have seen knowledge shackled and ideas stifled more brutally than they have been shackled or stifled anywhere else in our time.  Still vivid in their recollection are the days when the privileges of the big Russian landowners and capitalists were protected with a ferocity befitting the Dark Ages . . .  These men and women have been embittered by being chased and maltreated and buried alive in Arctic Siberia for saying and doing things which we admire.  In June, 1917, I crossed the Pacific with fifteen returning revolutionists, all young, who had been arrested forty times in all and had spent twenty-two years in prison.  What had they done?  Shot an official?  Exploded a bomb?  Organized a conspiracy?  Not at all.  Not one had done anything which our laws forbid.  They had been guilty either of propagating socialist ideas or of organizing working-men.  If, therefore, we find these abused altruists stern with the human tools and props of this iniquitous order and relentless snuffing out of the counter-revolutionaries who would bring back the old state of things, we ought not to regard them as monsters, but rather as the sort of men we might be had we seen and endured what they saw and endured.

In spite of having lived much abroad, these Communists see the world through their Russian experience.  They imagine that wage-earners in the countries of popular government, who get three times as large a share of what they produce as the Russian workers did, are well nigh as inflammable as the latter.  They deny that the exercise of the suffrage by the producers seriously mitigates in the “democratic” countries the domination by the capitalist class.  They see societies as much more nearly abreast, in point of exploitation and proletarian resentment, than they really are.  They make little allowance for nationalism as an obstacle to the development of a world-wide working-class consciousness, and imagine that Norwegian or American wage-earners have had such an experience of wrong that a little propaganda and agitation will suffice to replace their love for the national past and the national institutions with disgust.  And yet these men, so badly warped by what they have lived through under the worst of regimes, propose to thrust aside as “traitors” the men who have brought the national labor movements to the point they have reached and replace them with men who take their cue from the International founded by Moscow! [pp. 3-8]

Chapter XXXV, Conclusion

Rash, indeed, would be the man who should hazard a prediction as to the future of Russia.  I shall venture only on a few comments upon the effect of Russia’s experience on the rest of the world.  The revolution in Russia cannot and will not be duplicated in any other society.  Its clean sweep of the old social order is to be accounted for, not so much by ideas poured in from above by doctrinaires, as by the needless miseries of the Great War added to the stored-up wrath of the Russian masses.  They harbored bitter memories of hideous injustice and barefaced exploitation which threw them into a rage whenever they were recalled to mind.  Had the toilers been conceded something of a stake in the old order, the appeal “All Power to the Soviets!” would have fallen on deaf ears.  Even though it fell in partly with the program of the extreme Marxians, the expropriation of the landlords and capitalists was not really a thing planned.  Begotten of wrath and vengefulness, it illustrates in the social field Newton’s third law of motion, viz., to every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.

So the ruin that overtook the possessing classes in Russia was not brought upon them by a handful of Bolshevik agitators; they brought it upon themselves—they and their forefathers—by their iniquitous treatment of the toilers, by their idleness, extravagance, and general worthlessness.  And in this squaring of accounts the individual had to suffer for the sins of others . . . .

If the key to the Russian Revolution is reaction against the unbearable, it follows that the early world-wide uprising against the capitalistic social order, which the Russian Communists have looked for as the early Christians looked for the End of the World and the Second Coming, is a chimera.  The catastrophic overturn in Russia with be repeated nowhere else because nowhere else in our day have the working masses been so victimized as in Russia under the czars.  The real security of the possessing classes in other countries is not their hysterical and malevolent measures to throttle free speech and discredit labor movement, but the absence of wide-spread wrath and despair in the minds of the common people . . . .

Certainly nothing in history has focused the world’s attention on the labor question as has the Russian Revolution . . . In their age-long wrestle for social prestige the Doers have scored heavily off the Owners.  The lesson the Russian Revolution thunders is GO TO WORK.  Recipients of an income from ownership who loaf through life, will never again be tolerated and looked up to as they were in the Golden Age of Capitalists, which was closed by the World War. . . .

For a long time to come the example of Russia will be a provoker of social disturbance in the less happy sections of humanity.  Wherever the hand of the employer is felt to be rough and heavy, wherever the question is not, “How little profits will content investors?” but, “How little can labor subsist on?” the whisper will run through the ranks of the toilers: “We don’t have to stand this.  Look at what the Russians did.” . . . [pp. 394-399]

1) Briefly summarize the author's major points of these excerpts.

2) What is the author's view of the Bolshevists?  Does he agree or disagree with their actions?

3) What does the author think is the most important result of the Bolshevist Revolution?
