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Comrades, before we proceed to the business at hand, I would 
like, in the interest of fairness, to point  out certain inaccuracies in 
Comrade Okulov’s1 statements regarding Tsaritsyn. The shortcom- 
ings and the state of disarray he spoke of certainly  existed, but he 
overlooked the most important point: for two months, this army 
remained at a standstill, because the situation did not improve 
during that entire period—a result of the lack of organization 
within the central supply apparatus. Comrades Okulov, Trotsky, the 
Council of People’s Commissars, and others are aware of this. I 
mention it to dispel the disgrace that Comrade Okulov has cast 
upon the army. For better or worse, it successfully defended 
Tsaritsyn—a city now referred to as “Carthage” by the supporters 
of Krasnov, and one still known among our troops at the front as 
“Red [Tsaritsyn]”... <Inaudible> Naturally, any  army with 
shortcomings is open to criticism.

1

1 Aleksei Okulov (1880–1939). a party member since 1903, represented the Tula 
guberniia congress at the 8th Congress of the RKP(b). The son of a merchant, Okulov 
was an active participant in the Revolution of 1905 in Vologda. He lived in St. Petersburg 
from 1907 to 1913 before emigrating during the period of tsarist reaction, during which 
time he lived in Geneva and Paris. He returned to Russia in 1913, was soon arrested, and 
sentenced to 3 and a half years in prison, from which he was conscripted into the Russian 
army. He was active in the February Revolution of 1917 in Krasnoiarsk. He returned to 
Petrograd in the fall of 1917, where he was active in the All-Russian Central Executive 
Committee of Soviets (VTsIK) and gained election to the ill-fated Constituent Assembly. 
He was a member of the Revolutionary Military Council of the Republic (RVSR) during 
the first half of 1919. He was an opponent of the “Military Opposition” at the 8th 
Congress RKP(b). He was a division commander on the Southern front during the latter 
part of the civil war. He later worked as a teacher and served on the board of the Main 
Administration for the gold industry during NEP. He was expelled from the RKP(b) late 
in 1936 and arrested by the secret police. In December 1937 he was sentenced to a 
“tenner” in the GUlag, dying in the camps in Svobodny in 1939.



Furthermore, I must correct the second assertion of Comrade 
Okulov regarding the causes of the catastrophe on the Perm front. 
What he claimed is incorrect. Neither I, nor Comrade Dzerzhinsky 
in his report, stated that the primary reason for the fall of Perm was 
a disorganized staff or an incompetent command. The command 
was indeed incompetent and lacked proper administrative control; 
the army staff failed to effectively  direct military  operations. Yet, 
this was not the fundamental cause. The real reason was something 
else: the unsuitability of the combat reinforcements arriving at the 
front.

Now, let  us turn to the matter at hand. All the issues raised boil 
down to one question: is Russia to have, or not to have, a strictly 
disciplined army? That is the crux of the matter. Half a year or 
eight months ago, following the collapse of the old tsarist military, 
we had a new, volunteer-based army—poorly organized, governed 
by collective leadership, and prone to disobeying orders. This was 
a period when the Entente’s offensives were looming. The ranks of 
this army were composed primarily, if not exclusively, of workers.

Due to a lack of discipline, due to a lack of the cohesion found 
in the old military, due to the failure to carry out orders, due to a 
general disorganization in command, we suffered defeats. Matters 
reached a point where Kazan was seized from us, and Krasnov was 
advancing from the South. In the West, a more intense war was 
being waged between two imperialist blocs. The facts 
demonstrated that a poorly  organized, undisciplined volunteer 
army was simply inadequate, that we, the Soviet Republic, would 
be unable to defend ourselves unless we created a different kind of 
force: a regular army, imbued with a spirit of discipline, equipped 
with an effective political department, and capable of springing 
into action and marching at the first command against the enemy. 
This task has been addressed, poorly or well, but nonetheless 
decided. The fundamental question now before us is to ensure that 
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our decision—the decision made by the central authorities 
regarding the necessity and inevitability  of organizing a regular, 
strictly disciplined army  that obeys orders—is actually carried out. 
This period began the moment the central authority announced 
mobilization and conscripted almost every segment of the 
population into military service. The composition of the army 
changed accordingly. While the volunteer army had consisted 
primarily  of workers, our current army, which is larger and 
intended to be more systematically organized, has become a 
worker-peasant army—predominantly peasant.

The central issue now is how to supplement the conscious 
discipline we possessed, however imperfectly, during the volunteer 
phase with discipline of an “iron” form.2

I must state clearly that the non-proletarian elements which 
comprise the majority of our army—the peasantry—will not fight 
for socialism; they simply will not! They  have no desire to fight of 
their own volition. A whole series of mutinies in the rear and at the 
front, as well as various incidents at the front, demonstrates that 
the non-proletarian elements, who make up  the majority of our 
army, have no desire to fight voluntarily for communism.

Do take note: our task is therefore to compel these elements to 
fight, to follow the lead of the proletariat not only in the rear but 
also at the front—to force them to fight against imperialism. It is 
through this process of rallying the armed peasantry around the 
proletariat that we must complete the construction of a genuine, 
regular army—the only kind capable of defending the country. 

That is how the matter stands.
And if it becomes necessary to launch an offensive against 

imperialism from all directions (sic.), we must recognize that such 
an offensive is already underway, closing in from the South, East, 
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2 This is pretty clearly a euphemism for use of the death penalty at the front for conscripts 
refusing to fight or those willfully disobeying orders. —t.d.



North, and West. In the West, as Comrade Aralov3 has pointed out, 
all these national armies, stretching from Finland through 
Germany, Poland, Galicia, and Romania, are united under a single 
command headed by Hindenburg. These forces do not operate as 
partisans, but as regulars—well-armed. Clearly, the only effective 
counter to such a force is an army that is strictly disciplined, 
steadfast, and politically conscious—with highly developed 
political departments, ready to enter battle at the very  first 
command. I understand that with such army, and only  with such an 
army, we can defend the Republic.

The two sets of draft theses that have been proposed4 
address,this fundamental issue, naturally: the question of military 
specialists, the shortcomings of our units in the rear, the command 
of our armies, the matter of supplies, and the question of how 
command should be exercised—whether individually or 
collectively. All these are distinct issues, but the crux of the matter 
is this: either we succeed in creating a genuine workers’ and 
peasants’ army, predominantly peasant in composition, but  strictly 
disciplined, and defend the Republic, or we are doomed.

4

3 Semën Aralov (1880–1969) was a member of the RSDLP from 1903 and a Bolshevik 
from 1918. He was a founding member of the Cheka in January 1918, where he was the 
head of the Moscow Military district. became a member of the Revolutionary Military 
Council of the Republic (RVSR) in September 1918 and served during the civil war as a 
military commissar. He later moved to military intelligence, working under diplomatic 
cover in the 1920s. He served as ambassador to Lithuania, Latvia, Turkey, and China. He 
was dismissed from intelligence posts during the Terror but was never arrested. He 
volunteered for military service in 1941, at the age of 60, and was discharged in 1946, 
working as a Communist Party functionary until his retirement in 1957.

4 Two rival sets of theses on military policy were proposed and debated at the Congress 
— a draft set prepared by People’s Commissar for Military Affairs Leon Trotsky (who 
did not attend the Congress) and an alternate set by Vladimir Smirnov. Following 
extensive debate, the two sets of theses were put to a voice vote of the delegates on the 
military affairs committee of the Congress, with the Smirnov theses winning the day, 37–
20. Stalin, a member of the Presidium of the Congress who may or may not have been 
present for all sessions, did not vote. Future Stalin allies Kliment Voroshilov and Emelian 
Yaroslavsky supported the Smirnov theses. The final theses were prepared by a five 
person commission, which included Pozern, Safarov, Stalin, Yaroslavsky, and Zinoviev.



The first proposal, presented by Comrade Smirnov,5  makes 
various attempts—veiled and somewhat ambiguous, though clear 
enough to me—to undermine discipline, to grant concessions to the 
peasant elements, and to prevent them from being forged into a 
single, disciplined force. This draft speaks of enlisting specialists 
only with significant reservations. The question is not merely the 
utilization of specialists, but their very enlistment. It is a fact that 
the issue of command is accepted with significant reservations, and 
that comrades are dissatisfied with the lack of clarity  regarding 
established relationships. One thing we must not hide is the 
necessity for discipline. But these same comrades are attacking, in 
various ways, the military  policy of the central leadership, which 
calls for a regular army and the imposition of strict discipline upon 
everyone—from commissars and specialists to all other elements 
that make up the army. Discipline is essential, we must establish it, 
we must use it to bind up the peasant elements within our ranks, 
and thereby forge a regular army capable of confronting the enemy.

Comrades working at the front know that, although a decree 
exists stipulating that only proletarian elements should be 
conscripted into military service, units on the Southern front and 
Eastern front have, in reality, been formed from individuals who 
are practically White Guards. Investigation reveals the General 
Staff is recruiting exploiters for military service; consequently one 
regiment commander had been assessed a revolutionary tax of 

5

5 Vladimir Smirnov (1887–1937) was a member of the Bolshevik Party from 1907, 
joining while a law student at Moscow University. He was a close associate of Nikolai 
Bukharin and the brother-in-law of Valerian Osinsky. He was a Left Communist during 
the period of the Brest-Litovsk negotiations. From February to April he was People’s 
Commissar of trade.  He was a member of the Revolutionary Military Council of the 5th 
Army during the civil war, although a party dissident as a member of the Democratic 
Centralist faction in 1920. An economist, during NEP he was a member of the board of 
the Council of Labor and Defense (STO) and on the financial commission of the Supreme 
Council of National Economy (VSNKh). Smirnov was expelled from the RKP(b) at the 
15th Congress of 1927, arrested and sent to three years of exile, followed by a new arrest 
and a three year sentence to the Verkne-Uralsk political isolator. This term was extended 
by two years, followed by three years exile to Siberia. Arrested and killed in the Terror.



16,000 to 20,000 rubles—in other words, a kulak. Such 
shortcomings must be rectified.

There are also shortcomings in the realm of education 
[vospitanie] within the army. Once discipline has been established 
in the worker–peasant army, this becomes the most fundamental 
issue. The question of political education is of immense 
importance. If we are gaining the upper hand in Ukraine, it is 
primarily  because there is a tremendous revolutionary upsurge. 
Political education within the army is of vital significance. 

We must address the question of the All-Russian Bureau of 
Commissars—it should either be reorganized or abolished. It is 
essential that units, both in the rear and at the front, be imbued 
with revolutionary  spirit; it is necessary  in creating a regular army 
that is prepared to enter into battle at any moment.

As for practical proposals, Comrade Sokolnikov speaks about 
them quite openly and clearly. And I propose that, following the 
theses, we adopt these practical proposals as a natural consequence 
of the Center’s general policy.

Q
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