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From: "Le Parti Bolshevique: Histoire du P.C. de 1'U.R.S.S.", by Pierre Broue, Editions
de Minuit, 1971.

Chapter Seven. The Crisis of 1921: “the Beginnings of the N.E.P. and the Rise of the

ABEarEEEE

The country which had experienced the first victory of he proletarian revolution and of
the construction of the first workers' state seemed, three years later, to be near to de-
composition. Entire regions were living in a state of anarchy near to barbarism, under

the threat of bands of brigands. The whole economic structure seemed to have collapsed.

Industry produced 20% in quantity of its prewar production, and 13% in value. The out-

put of iron represented 1.6% and that of steel 2.4% The production of oil and of coal,
sectors least affected, represented only 417 and 27% of that of pre-war; in other sectors,
the percentage varied between zero and 20%. Capital equipment was wearing out: 607 of

locomotives were out of action and 637 of the railway tracks could not be used. Agricult-

ural production had falled in quantity and value alike. The area under cultivation was

down by 165%. In the richest regions, the production of specialist crops for the markets

or the rearing of cattle had disappeared and given way to poor subsistence cultivation.

Trade between towns and the country had falled to the minimum, to the level of requisitions

or of barter between individuals.

At the same time, there was a black market, in which the prices were forty to fifty times

higher than the legal prices. The standard of living of the population of the cities was

In 1920 the trade unions estimat-
ney two and a half

well below what is strictly necessary to maintain life.
ated that the absolutely necessary expenditure represented amounts of mo

or three times higher than wages. The most privileged workers received between 1,200 and

1,900 calories, inétead of the 3,000 which specialists regarded as necessary. For that

reason the cities, starving, were emptied. In autumn 1920 the population of forty

provincial capitals had fallen by 337 from the 1917 level, from 6,400,000 to 4,300, 000.

In three years Petrograd lost 57.5% and Moscow lost 44.5% of their population. By compar-
ison with prewar, one lost half and the other a third of their inhabitants. :
Four years after the revolution, then, Russia presented this paradox, a workers' state,

to borrow the expression of Bukharin, a
In 1919 there had been

founded in a proletarian revolutian, in which,

veritable "disintegration of the proletariat" was taking place.
in 1920 there were only 1,500,000 and in 1921
"Wormal" absentee-

three million workers in industry;
1,125,000. In addition, the majority of them were not really working.

ism in the factories was 507%. The workers drew wages which were nearly unemployment pay.

The trade unions estimated that half of what was manufactured in certain work-places was

immediatély sold by the people who made it. The same was true, which was more serious,

in the case of tools, coal, nails and plant.
v

The workers had fallen in numbers, but perhaps hadchanged still more deeply
the fighters in the revolution, the

in depth. Its

vanguard, the militants of the underground pericd,

neration of experienced cadres like that of the enthusiast-

organisers of the Soviets, the ge
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ic youth, had left the factories en masse at the beginning of the civil war. The revolut-
jonary workers were at posts of command in the Red Army, in the state apparatus and on
every front across the vast coﬁntryr The most active of those who remained formed the
cadres of the trade unions. The most capable sought amid the general poverty that indiv-
{dual solution which would enable them aﬁd their families to survive. The workers of the
towns went back to the country, with which their links had always remained alive, in hund-
reds of = thousands. No vanguard remained, nor even a proletariat in the Marxist sense of
the term, only a mass of declassed workers, a wretched, half-idle sub—proletariat. The
regression was so deep and the decline into barbarism 80 real that the year 1921 was to
see the re-appearance of the famine which, according to the official statistics, would af-

fect 36 million peasants. Cases even of cannibalism were recorded.

The crisis of 1921: Cronstadt

The explosion took place at the beginning of 1921. To tell the truth, the crisis had
been brewing since the end of the civil war. The peasants had chosen, between the two

evils of the White Army and the Red Army, the lesser evil wheﬁ they supported the second.
But the requisitions became all the more intolerable when, af ter the defeat of the thites,
they no longer had ‘to fear a restoration which would take back the land from them. So the
peasant discontent rose without a break froﬁ September 1920 onwards. There were uprisings
in Siberia during the winter and the food supply of the cities was threatened. It was

the support of the peasants to which Makhno owed his ability to hold out with his men under

arms. The crisis spread from the country into the cities. For long weeks in Petrograd

a workers' wages amounted to half a pound of bread a day. In February strikes and demon-

strations multiplied.

This is the asgitation which formed the background for the Cronstadt insurrection. The dis-

cussion on the trade unions and the campaign by Zinoviev for mworkers' democracy" fed fuel
to the flames. The Party Committee in Petrograd tried to take advantage of the discontent
of the sailors with the centralisation imposed by the political comrissars. by demanding the
political leadership of the fleet. Zinoviev served to protect those who denounced "the
dictatorship of the commissars”. A1l these elements of agitation were germinating in a

fertile soil at Cronstadt.

In 1917 the naval base had been the fartress of the revolutionary sailors. It was no
longer. Here too the vanguard had been drawn off by the new tasks. The leaders of 1917
were no longer there. The Bolshevik, Rochal, had had his throat cut by the Whites in
Rumania. The anarchist Iartchuk was in prison. Markin had been killed on the Volga.
Raskolnikov, Dingelstedt and Pankratov were dispersed all over the country; they end the
people like them were military commissars or chiefs, or commandants of Tchekas. Among

the sailors, who were this deprived of their political leadership, there were numerous new
' .
No doubt opposition-

Mensheviks could be

recruits. Yet they retained a tradition, a prestige and a strength.

al political currents were at work among them. The influence of the

-
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months would be needed to defeat them. Makhno still held out in the Ukraine. All
these movements could spread with lightning speed if Cronstadt were to hold out for any
length of time. Here and there, as at Saratov, peasants were attacking towns in order
to slaughter the Communists there. The Bolsheviks could see White Terror on the horizon
and the enemy could take advantage of the popular discontent to get a fresh foothold in
Russia. They therefore decided to cut it to the quick.

At the Tenth Congress, Lenin stated: "Here we have a democratic petty bourgeois move-
ment, demanding free trade and protestiné against the dictatorship of the proletariat.
But the non-party elements are serving as a stepping-stone, a support and a gangway for
the White Guards" (8). As Radek writes, it was on "the monarchist counter-revolution-
ary conspiracy of the artillery commander, Kozlovsky, un-observed by the sailors” that
the proclamations of the Bolsheviks laid the emphasis” (9). On March 5, in his capacity
as chief of the Red Army, Trotsky summoned the mutineers to surrender unconditionally.
They refused. Tukhachevsky prepared to attack with elite troops, consisting of Tchek-
igts and cadet-officers of the Red Army. The operations were carried out quickly, be-
cause time was short before the thaw, which would isolate the fortress from the main-
land. The fighting was to be costly in human lives. The attackers went into battle
under the fire of the guns of Cronstadt. It began on March 7 and was over by the 17th.
A certain number of the leaders of the insurrection escaped, including Petrichenko, who

waa to take refuge abroad, but the repression was severe. Cronstadters were shot in

the streets and, according to Serge, others were to be shot {r¢. the" coming months, hund-

reds of them, "in small groups" (10).

The insurrection was liquidated. The Thermidor which Lenin feared had taken place, but

the Bolsheviks had defeated the Thermidoreans. None the less, very deep traces remain-
ed. The programme of the insurgents bore many reminders of the programme of the revol-
ution of 1917, of which Cronstadt had been the spear-head. The demands which accompan-

jed corresponded to the aspirations of many workers and peasants who were tired of sacri-

fices, weary, tired out and starving. "ye have gone too far", Lenin was to say. YNone

the less, the party had suprorted the leadership;the delegates to the Tenth Congress,

including the Workers' Opposition, played their part in the attack anl the repression.

Lutovinov, Shlispnikov's right-hand man, who was in Berlin, categorically condemred the

insurrection and approved the attack by the Red Army. None the less, it is clear that

new relations were formed between the party and the working people: "Must we give way

to the working people, who are at the end of their physical strength and patience, and

are less enlightened than we aTe about their own general interests?", Radek asked him-

self some days earlier, in an address to the students of the military academy of the Red

Army. He drew the conclusion: "The Party takes the view that it cannot give way,
that it must impose ita will to conquer on the exhausted working people, who are pre-

"higher consciousnesa",

the party which until then had known how to convince the working people, had fought
hemselves in which it revarded as a I®-

pared to give way" (11). For the first time, in the name of its

arms in hand against those who had expressed t
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the moment of danger, he was accused of having satened the Cronstadt men. The confer-

ence decided by acclamation to arxrest him and Vassiliev. The rumour spread that the Com-~

unists from the party school were marching on the meeting hall. The conference closed in

confusion, after having appointeda committee of five, which yas soon enlarged by the co-

option of ten newcomers and was to become the provisional revolutionary committee, with the

sailor Petrichenko as its president. From that moment the revolution began against those
whom the Cronstadt men called "the Communist usurpers"

have have drawn in behind it the majority of the Communists in Cronstadt (3).

and the ncommissarocracy”. It seems

The situation was extremely serious for the Bolshevik government. None of the leaders

seems to have really believed that White Guards had any influence in the beginning of the

immediately described the mJ%%Et as having been inspired by Vhite
General Kozlovsky. This former officer in the army

affair, its propaganda

Guard officers and led by one of them,

of the Tsar, who was serving in the Red Army, was head of the artillery in Cronstadt. He

was a member of the city's defence committee afteT March 4, but does not appear to have in

any way been an initiator of the movement. None the less, the experience of the civil

+ the Soviet regime always ended up,

war showed that spontaneous pOpular.uprisings agains
by falling jnto the hands of

despite the democratic character of their initial demands,
On March 3, the Cronstadt delegates tried to get a foot-
If they had succeed~

monarchists and reactionaries.

hold in Oranienbaum and to win to their cause the 5th air squadron.
the party secretary in

who was ready to &

nI have been waiting

ed, Petrograd would have fallen in a few hours (4). Serge Zorin,
Petrograd, revealed the preparﬁ%gs of the commander of a regiment,
over to the Cronstadters and who was to declare; before he was shot:

for this moment for years. I hate you all, you assassins of Russia" (5). Despite the

for a "third revolution", which obviously would bring them into
opposition to the supporters of the Constituant Assembly, the White Guard emigres multi-

plied their advances and offers of help, which moreover were rejected. Petrichenko re-
Miliukov, the Cadet

calls of the insurgents

fused to receive ~Chernov until the situation was clarified (6).
leader, writes that the insurgents found the right road to bfinging down the regime when =
though this is untrue - they issued the slogan "Soviets without Communists".

but . they do not want our regime

ay the role

Lenin stressed: "They do not want the White Guards,
either" (7). It appears that he particularly feared that the sailors would pl
of a Trojan Horse. Cronstadt is a vital strategic position and it carried important
heavy artillery. The island was blocked by ice, but if th& insurrection were prolonged
until after the thaw, the jsland could become the bridge-head for a foreign invasion at
The first military initiatives were taken by the insurgents on
to have thought at first of negotiating, but made up
d by_radic.

the gates of Petrograd.
March 2 and 3. The government seems

its mind to use force after several days of propaganda warfare by leaflets an

There was nothing encouraging in the news from the rest of the country. Victor Serge

y centres of peasant insurrection could be counted. The socialistf

says that over fift

sevolutionary Antonov-had collected a peasﬁnt army of 50,000 in  the Tambov region, and

A
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felt in the Petrograd factories, but not in the fleet. On the other hand, anarchists
and socizl-revolutionaries without doubt increased their audience, which had never com- -
pletely disappeared, and which was to reveal itself in the slogans of the insurrection.}
Yet it is impossible to attribute/sCconsidered initiative "by‘.an-y particular group the
first demonstrations of political opposition by the sailors. These arose directly from

the workers' agitation in February.

One after another the Petrograd factories went on strike on February 24, 25 and 26. Meet-
ings of strikers demanded the end of requisitions, the improvement of the food supply and
the abolition of the labour armies. The 1ast-named had been one of the slogans of the
Mensheviks. Speakers frequently demanded that the powers of the Tcheka. On the 24th,
the Soviet set up a defence comnittee consisting of three members under the leadership of
Lashevich. It proclaimed a state of siege and gave full powers in each factory to other
committees of three, the EEEEEE' and appealed to officer-cadets for the maintenance of
Delegates from the Cronstadt sailors took part in all the meetings

give an account of them to their comrades in the-

order in the atreets.

in the principal factories and were %o
ing which was held on board the Petropavlovsk, on

It adopted a fifteen-point

citadel. It is probably one such meet

-,

February ‘28, in the presence of the commissars of the fleet.

resolution, calling for the re-election of the Soviets by secret ballot after a free elect-

ion campaign, foT the freedom of the press and and of meeting for the anarchists and the

Socialist parties and for the workers' and peasants' unions,
1diers and sailors of Petrograd,

for a meeting on March 10 at

the latest of a non-party conference of the workers, 8O

Cronstadt and the regionm, for the liberation of all the political prisoners of the social- '

ist parties and of persons arrested for having taken part in workers' oT peasants' move-=

ments, for fhe election of a commission to review the cases of all the detainees, for the

abolition of the political education and agitation gections, for the equalisaticn of food

for the abolition of the detachments charged with seeking out

rations for all workers,
well aa of a1l the Communist units, the right of

and requisitioning stocks of grain, as
eir animals, and for artisans to be free to

peasants to dispose of their 1and and of th
At this date there is

y wage-labour (1).

produce what they please when they do not emplo
as that of an jnsurrection. The Petrogra

nothing to permit this programme to be regarded

defence committee, anyway, did not see it in that light. Tt sent two orators to Cron-

stadt, the president of the executive, Kalinin, who had already been able to calm several
strikes in Petrograd, and Kuzmin, the commissar of the fleet.

On March 1, these two leaders spoke, in the Place de 1'Ancre, to some 6,000 sailors,
soldiers and peasants. The meeting was held under the presidency of the Communist,

Vassiliev, the head of the Cronstadt Soviet.
By a very large majority,

ecided to call a conference

interrupted and did
it adopted the Petro-

They were frequently

not suéceed in convincing the assembly.
pavlovsk resolution, and then unanimously d of delegates to

arrange new elections {o t.e Soviet (2).

the next day, that the first serious incidents proke out.

st Party would not let itsel

It was at this conference,
£ pe driven out of powerT &

-

When Kusmin stated tﬁat the Communi
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actionary sense. The lyrical agreement of 1917 belonged to the past.

With the insurrection and the repression at Cronstadt there also ended the dream of
Muhsam and others, the unification]of revolutionary Marxists with libertarians. Af ter
the mediation of the American anarchists, Emma Goldmann and Alexander Berkman failed,
Cronstadt was to be the symbol of the henceforth jrreconcilable hostility between these

two currents in the workers' movement.

The N.E.P.

It was no doubt not by chance that the Cronstadt revolt co-incided with the adoption by
the Tenth Congress of the Party of a radical turn in economic policy, known as the New
Economic Policy and familarly called "Nep". Contrary to superficial but frequently re-

peated staterents, it was not Cronstadt which led to the adoption of Nep, but the same

difficulties lie at the origin of the troubles and the turn. The roots of the events of

March 1921 lie in the consequences both of the civil war and of its end. Moreover, we

may believe that the turn to Nep. was taken too late, and that the Cronstadt insurrection

was the price for this useless delay: most of the economic demands of the mutineers were

,
inecluded in the draft prepared by the Communist Central Committee during the first months

of 1921 as measures inevitable in the new situation.

The Nep. is characterised by the abolition of measures of requisitioning, which are
are replaced by a progressive tax, by the re-establishment of free trading and the re-

appearance of a market, by the return to a monetary economy, toleration of medium and

small private 'industry and an appeal, under State control, for foreign investment. It

is an attempt to break out of the vicious circle of war Communism and in a certain sense

brings it to an end, because it starts from the necessity to encourage the peagant to

supply the products of his labour, in order to open up the policy of industrial product-

ivity necessary to support the market, in place of the necessity to drag out of the

country what is needed to feed the towns. Yjstorians have delighted in stressing the
two contradictory lines in the explanations given by the leading Communists who pre-
sented the Nep. sometimes as a temporary retreat and sometimes as a return to the econom-
ic policy which had been sketched out in 1917 and which had undergone a detour imposed by

the war. The fact is that it had the double aim ofencouragin
1 bases of the new regime. It was

g the peasant masses and

of developing, with industry, the economic and socia
as Lenin explained at the Tenth Con-

imposed by the repulse of the European revolution,
an finally be victorious, but

gress: "p socialist revolution, in a country like ours, ¢

on two conditions, first, that it be supported at the right moment by a socialist revol-

We have done much to bring this condit-

utions 'in one or several advanced countries...
The other... is a compromise

ion about... But we are still far from its realisation.
between the proletariat which exercises its dictatorship or holds state power in its
hands and the majority of the peasant population” (12).

In.fact it was the isolation of the Russian Revolution which led the Bolshevik leaders to

advance the Nep., not the adoption of the Nep. which divertes them from the aim of the



European Revolution. For March 1921 is not only the month of Cronstadt and the Tenth
Congress; it is also the month when the insurrectional strike was repalsed in Germany.
This was hastily prepared, badly a;ganised. imposed on the Central Committee of the

German party by the Hungarian Bela Kun, the emissary of Zinoviev, utilised perhaps in

the hope that a revolutionary succesé would reduce the necessity for the Nep. turm, but
its defeat demonstrated that the tactic of the of fensive, of short-term revolutionary
perspectives, pust be abandoned. Lenin and Trotsky were at first nearly alone, facing

a hostile majority, but succeeded finally in convinecing the delegates to the Third Con-
gress of the International. Trotsky's speech concluded: "History has given the bourge-
oisie a breathing-space... The victory of the proletariat immediately after the war was
a historic possibility which has not been realised... We must take advantage of this
period of relative stabilisation to extend our influence over the working class and to

win its majority before decisive events arise" (13). Before the Communist parties take

power, they must "win the masses". This is the task to which the Communist Internation-

al summons them from 1921 onwards.

The monopoly of the Party

The turn of Nep., liberalisation in the economic sphere, was an important stage on the

road of the political monopoly of the Bolshevik Party. The dictatorship had been justi-

fied, for better or for worse, by the necessities of the military struggle. Now it
maintained and strengthened itself in the name of other dangers. The end of war Commun-
ism and the relaxation of constraints in fact restored their strength to social forces
which until then had been held in check or even suppressed; the richer peasants, the
EEEEEE' the new bourgeoisie, the nepmen, enriched by the recovery of trade and industry,
the bourgeois specialists and technicians employed in industry.

The Bolshevik leaders were haunted by the fear that they would see these forces coalesce

The party was weary. zinoviev declared without equivocation:
1 tension from them;

against the regime.
“Many militants are tired to death; we are demanding an extreme moTa

their families are living in painful conditions and the party or chance transfer them

here and there. Inevitably a physical deterioration results" (14). The Smolensk

archives reveal that at this date 17% of the party were tuberculous (15). Tens of thous-

ands of the best militants were dead. The end of the war encouraged an influx of

careerists and place-seekers, all those for whom a party card represented gocial insur-
In 1921 this old

ance. In 1917 the strength of the party came from its old guard.

guard was decimated and used up, Aas were its connections with an ardent, combattive,

generous and enthusiastic working class. A real revolutionary proletariat no longer

existed: The proletarians who remained were turning away from the party and its histor-

ic perspectives, to cling to the search for a problematic individual solution. How
. z

could the Bolsheviks accept free confrontation of ideas and free competition in the
when they knew that nine-tenths of the population were hostile
to an even

elections to the Soviets,

£ them, when they believed that their overthrow would lead to hloody chaos,

T
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deeper descent into barbarism and to the return of the reactionary regime of the pogrom-
ists?

Never since June 1917 had the Mensheviks had so much influence in the factories and the
unions. For the first time they represented a real force among the workers, as well as
the anarchists. The promises of legalisation were therefore not kept. In fact the
organisations which competed with the Party were prohibited, if not in law. The journal
of the Left Social-Revolutionaries disappears in May 1921. Sternberg managed to flee
into exile, but Kamkov and Karelin disappeared in the jails, like Spiridonova in October
1920. There were still many anarchists at liberty in February 1921 to attend the funeral
of Kropotkin, but after Cronstadt they were arrested 2n masse. Makhno managed to get
away to Rumania and Volin, after a hunger strike, was allowed to go abroad. Despite
Kamenev's prorises, the aged Aaron Baron remained in prison, while his wife was shot in
Odessa. In autumn 13920 Martov received a passport for Germany and was to stay there.
Dan was arrested after Cronstadt as was to be allowed  to emigrate later. From February

1921 the Menshevik journal Sotsialistitchesky Vestnik (Socialist Messenger) appears in

Germany, but for several years was to be distributed nearly freely in Russia.

Many of the former opponents of the Bolsheviks turned towards them and sometimes met with

a warm reception. Semenov, later known as Blumkin, joined the secret service, where

there was a place for this former terrorist. The Mensheviks, such as the old "Economist"

Martynov, Maisky, Vyshinsky, Troyanovsky, all came over. The fact that the party had a
monopoly of political power meant that it became the sole organism within which divergent

class pressures and political disagreements could express themselves.

The Tenth Congress

These new conditions weighed on the party which had to face up to two kinds of contradict-
ory imperatives. On the one hand, it could not admit, without losing its character as a

Communist Party, to becoming the closed battle—ground of oppsed social forces, as its

position as the sole party implied. But, as the Party in power, it could not continue

to govern the country without internal democracy, like a military unit, without turning

It felt obliged to filter new recruitments carefully, but at
o isolate itself or to fall back into a kind of

its back on its own aims.

the same time it had to take care not ©

free-masonry of old comrades, cut off from the new generations which for some years had

been growing up under the new regime. It was because the party found iteelf grappling

with these contradictory necessities that it adopted solutions which only later were to

mutually exclusive, while nearly all the
This explains that the Tenth

reveal themselves as contradictory and even

leaders and the militants regarded them as complementary.
all as the Congress of workers' demo—

d the Congress which declared and prepar-

COngresé, which its contemporaries regarded above
cracy recovered, becane in the years that followe

v
ed for monolithism by prohibiting fractions.

It is improbable that the influence of Zinoviev at the Tenth Congress was due to the ef-

forts he had made previoﬁsly in his campaign for the reatorntion of workers' democracy .



