
Order in disorder
Revolution against the state becomes but a page
in its history
Ilya Budraitskis

It would seem that the centenary of the Russian Re-
volution could not have come at a more inopportune
moment for Russia. The colossal scale and univer-
salist ambitions of that event are at odds with the
apathetic state of Russian society today. Indeed, ef-
forts to dispensewith this inconvenient ghost appear
to provide the sole point of consensus. The policy
of ‘Reconciliation’ [Primirenie] that has become cent-
ral to official discourse on the centenary is a case in
point: resolving a conflict that has split society is
not on the agenda; rather, it is asserted that there
is no conflict. The only reconciliation offered serves
to consolidate the present state of affairs as not only
legitimate but the only possibility. The Revolution
is both condemned as a violent and utopian exper-
iment and embraced as a ‘fact’ in the history of the
nation.

Sheila Fitzpatrick, in her recent review of new
books on the Russian Revolution, expressed her con-
cern about the change in its status. A few decades
back the Revolution was widely perceived as a tip-
ping point in the world history of the twentieth cen-
tury. Today its significance is being rapidly margin-
alised. Historical studies as well as current politics
increasingly see it as a local accident or one of his-
tory’s dead ends.1 Fitzpatrick raises the alarm: in the
year of its centenary this dramatic chapter in history
faced, like a rare species, the threat of extinction.

Eternal present: Russian version

The Kremlin’s policy on history in general is based
on the idea of a struggle to preserve a heritage that
is under constant attack by external competitors and
internal enemies. The only history that exists is the

history of the forebears – of rulers and their faithful
subjects. This is the history of a nation that is repro-
duced in every one of their heroic feats or crimes, a
Russia that demands devotion to itself alone. Such
devotion can justify any action and leaves no room
for choice.

1917 is no exception to this schema. Here also
we have the devious machinations of the neighbour-
ing countries, themoral forces of internal resistance,
a thousand-year-old state imperilled. It is from this
complex that the genuine spiritual ‘meaning’ of the
conflicts of the Revolution can and must be extrac-
ted, a meaning that would have been beyond the
comprehension of the actual participants in the ori-
ginal events, but now familiar to every present-day
government official: the Revolution is a legitimate
part of our history that must never be repeated.

This is precisely the ‘objective assessment’ of the
Russian Revolution that Vladimir Putin requested
from the participants in the Congress of RussianHis-
torians a year ago.2 In January 2017, at the firstmeet-
ing of the official agency charged by the President
with arranging the centenary events, The Organising
Committee for theCentenary of the 1917RussianRe-
volution, Sergey Naryshkin, the former Chairman of
the State Duma and one of the United Russia party
leaders, unequivocally launched the following anti-
revolutionary mission for contemporary Russia:

A number of countries in recent years have been vic-
tim to the import of so-called revolutionary tech-
nologies and colour revolutions, which are always
fraught with bloodshed, the death of citizens, de-
struction and hardship for the countries subject to
such experiments. The Russian nation, however, has
a vivid geneticmemory of the price one has to pay for



the Revolution and therefore highly values stability.3

The Organising Committee for the Centenary
of the 1917 Russian Revolution includes academics
along with public figures from both liberal and pat-
riotic camps. (Liberals such as journalists Nikolai
Svanidze and Alexey Venedictov, and patriots such
as film director Nikita Mikhalkov and writer Sergey
Shargunov.) All of them presented the Committee
as an agency of national reconciliation, assembled in
commemoration of an event that no longer has any
political significance. This stance was clearly articu-
lated by Shargunov (who is also a Member of Parlia-
ment for the Communist Party):

Let us all see our national history as dreadful, mur-
derous, tragic and yet great. Let us all see that we
do have a state and that it will develop further. This
trust in Russia is what should be felt by us all while
commemorating this important event.4

According to this scenario, the parties to the ‘re-
conciliation’ put aside their differences in order to
swear allegiance to the country. In this respect,
the fate of one of the hallmark projects of the cen-
tenary – the ‘Monument to Reconciliation’ [Pamiat-
nik primirenyia], which, according to the initial plan,
should have been unveiled in Crimea in November
2017 – is very revealing. The design for the monu-
ment consisted of a column crowned with the fig-
ure of ‘Russia’, flanked by two kneeling soldiers sym-
bolising the Red and the White armies in the civil
war, now reconciled in genuflection before the na-
tion. However, the mere depiction turned out to be
too ‘hot’ for official politics: on the eve of the monu-
ment’s installation local Stalinists in Sebastopol held
a number of protests at this image of reconciliation,
making the future of the project rather uncertain.
The litigation between the city administration and
activists remains unsettled, with the project’s com-
pletion now scheduled for 2018, probably not before
the presidential elections in March.5 This exposure
of political conflict over the historical representation
of the Revolution is precisely what the official celeb-
rations seek to conceal under the veil of patriotism.

The art exhibitions listed in the government’s
plan also promise to depoliticise the Revolution. The
State Tretyakov Gallery held an emblematic exhibi-

tion, ‘Someone 1917’, which laid out a history of the
Russian artistic avant-garde independent from the
Revolution. The exhibition’s curator, IrinaVakar, be-
lieves that ‘in 1917 the artists didn’t think about the
Revolution at all. However, after it took place they
started to use it…For Russian painting, 1917 became
a sum total, a final point in concluding the decade of
freedom.’6

On theway to ‘Historical Russia’

These commemorations to reconciliation are, of
course, merely epiphenomenal to the principal re-
conciliation between the Revolution and its oppon-
ents: the Russian state itself. According to Vladi-
mir Medinsky, the Soviet state emerged from the
revolutionary conflict as a ‘third power’, realising
the continuum of ‘historical Russia.’ He argues that
the Bolsheviks, despite their own anti-state atti-
tudes, ‘were obliged to deal with the restoration of
the ruined institutions of the state and the struggle
against regional separatism. … The unified Russian
state became known as the USSR and maintained al-
most exactly the same borders. Moreover, 30 years
after the demise of the Russian Empire, Russia un-
expectedly found itself at the pinnacle of its military
triumph in 1945.’7

This reproduces a conservative thesis first pro-
claimed about the French Revolution more than 200
years ago: the true significance of a revolution is not
grasped by its revolutionaries. Conservative thinkers
were convinced of their own ability to perceive the
true content of a revolution, whether determined
by divine providence, a metaphysical national des-
tiny or historical inevitability. This was the abil-
ity, as Joseph de Maistre expressed it, ‘to delight
in the order in disorder.’8 De Maistre wrote with
satisfaction: ‘All the monsters begotten by the Re-
volution have evidently only laboured for the sake
of royal power.’ Alexis de Tocqueville observed that
the French Revolution completed the work of cre-
ating a centralised bureaucratic state that had been
begun by Bourbon absolutism. Following de Toc-
queville’s logic, one could say that the French Re-
public existing today is heir to both the ancien ré-
gime and its revolution. Revolution is rendered
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amyth, a quasi-religious faith in the ability of people
to overthrow the old, sinful world through their own
conscious effort and create a Kingdom of God on
earth that lives according to completely different
laws. A nation split apart by revolution can become
aware of its continuing common history and over-
come its own internal division only when it buries
the destructive revolutionary religion conjointly. In
this spirit, on the eve of the 200th anniversary of
the French Revolution, the historian François Furet
called for the completion of the Revolution by taking
final leave of the illusions to which it gave rise. The
history of the Revolution has not been completed as
long as the political tradition that it created, based
on myth, is still alive.9

This conservatism infuses the Kremlin’s com-
memoration of the Russian Revolution: dismiss-
ing the revolutionary ambitions to create a new
world reveals the true significance of the events that
happened one hundred years ago, enabling us to see
the contours of the millenary state organism in the
obscurity of the period’s self-awareness.

But the more direct precedent for Medinsky’s
conservative notion of ‘historical Russia’ is the
‘Change of Signposts’ movement of the 1920s. Its
ideologues, such as Nikolai Ustryalov and Yury
Kliuchnikov, saw Soviet Russia as the continuation
and development of a thousand-years-old Russian
state, the logic of which has proved more profound
and more powerful than the internationalist per-
spective of the Bolsheviks. Sergei Chakhotkin, in his
article ‘To Canossa’ from the programmatic compen-
dium A Change of Signposts, published in Prague in
1921, wrote: ‘history has forced the Russian “com-
munistic” republic, contrary to its official dogma,

to take up the national cause of gathering together
a Russia that had almost fallen apart and at the
same time restoring and increasing Russia’s relative
weight internationally.’10 Furthermore, in the opin-
ion of the ‘signpost-changers’, the very victory of the
Revolution had realised an internal necessity of Rus-
sian history, by overcoming ‘the gulf between the
people and power.’ In Ustryalov’s opinion, the tra-
gically high cost of the Revolution was the price ‘paid
for the rehabilitation of the state organism, for cur-
ing it of the prolonged, chronic malady that led the
St. Petersburg period of our history to its grave.’11

Through the zig-zags of Bolshevik policy, de-
termined by the contradiction between communist
ideology and reality, Ustryalov glimpsed the triumph
of the ‘reason of the state’, manifested outside the
law. In effect approximating Carl Schmitt’s concept
of a ‘state of emergency’,Ustryalov regarded the Rus-
sian revolution as a triumph of the spirit of the state
through the flouting of its letter.12 Every step the
Bolsheviks viewed as taken under compulsion – the
limited recognition of the market through the New
Economic Policy, or the temporary rejection of world
revolution in the name of ‘socialism in one coun-
try’ – was regarded by the ‘signpost-changers’ as be-
ing legitimate and inevitable. The Bolsheviks, hav-
ing assumed the burden of state power, even though
they regarded it as a dangerous instrument from the
moral point of view, started becoming transformed
into its agents. Their revolutionary practice, under-
taken from outside the state, had attempted to sub-
ordinate it to the goals of an anti-state and liberating
moral order. But the dictatorship of the proletariat
was gradually reduced to the condition of a dictator-
ship of the bureaucracy over the proletariat. Under
the influence of circumstances, the means were vic-
torious over the goal.

The Revolution as amoral problem

The course of events in 1917 was a challenge, not
only to the old world, but also to the revolutionary
social-democratic movement in its previous form –
a movement which saw itself as no more and no less
than an instrument for the realisation of the laws of
history. From the moment it was established, the
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Second International, which had proclaimed Marx-
ism to be its official doctrine, based itself on a clear
teleology of progress in which the socialist character
of revolution was determined by necessary and inev-
itable preconditions. A social revolution had to be
prepared by objective circumstances and it had to be
the resolution of the contradictions that are inher-
ent in the capitalist mode of production. The Rus-
sian Revolution was the direct and deadly negation
of this entire tradition of Marxist politics: it was a
revolution in an unexpected place, with an unexpec-
ted result. This aspect of ‘defiance’ runs through the
entire history of 1917, engendering hope and sur-
prise in European radical dissidents within social-
democracy. Thus, in April of that year Rosa Luxem-
bourg writes exultantly that the Revolution is taking
place ‘despite the treason and the universal decline
of the working masses and the disintegration of the
Socialist International.’13 Six months later Antonio
Gramsci hails the October coup in Russia, calling it a
‘revolution against Das Kapital.’14 For Gramsci, Rus-
sia became a place where ‘events have defeated ideo-
logy’, and the Bolsheviks had opted for events. The
unique combination of these events, which preceded
the coup, repudiated the absolute determinismof the
‘laws of historical materialism’ by giving the masses,
who had liberated themselves from the dictatorship
of external circumstances, an opportunity to make
their own history. According to Gramsci, this liberat-
ing act also signified the beginning of the liberation
ofMarxism itself,which had previously been ‘corrup-
ted by the emptiness of positivism and naturalism.’
He concluded with an open appeal to return to the
sources of Marxist thought in German idealist philo-
sophy.

Despite the fact that class-consciousworkers, or-
ganised into Soviets, were the main driving force
throughout 1917, the goals of the Revolution and its
socialist character resulted from moral and political
decisions taken by the Bolsheviks. Just as the Rus-
sian Revolution was not predetermined by a simple
combination of circumstances that added up to a
crisis, the goal of the transition to socialism did
not in itself grow out of the dynamics of the class
struggle. On the contrary, it was a kind of new,
autonomous circumstance, a genuine moment of

Kantian ‘practice’: a moral action that was based
only on an inner conviction of the correctness of
the decision taken. The party of Lenin accepted this
moral burden of making the transition to socialism
in a country which, according to all the definitions,
was not ready for it. The dead weight of this de-
cision would assert itself throughout the whole of
Soviet history, and without any doubt the moral re-
sponsibility for all the events of that history runs
back to the crucial decision taken by the Bolshev-
iks to seize power in October 1917. The Bolsheviks
themselves were fully aware of this responsibility.
The choice made by Lenin’s supporters began as a
tragic acceptance of the risks involved in the contra-
diction between goal and means, in the decision to
seize state power.

This contradiction was expressed most precisely
and profoundly by Georg Lukács in his ‘Bolshevism
as a Moral Problem’, written at the very dawn of
Soviet history in 1918.15 According to Lukács, the
goal of the Revolution is not determined by it itself,
but lies outside its specific social content. It is dir-
ected not simply towards the victory of the work-
ing class, but to surpassing class society as such.
This is a path from the ‘great disorder’ of capital-
ism, alienation and the splintered condition of hu-
man life to universal good. Such a goal is universal,
global and transcendental in relation to the circum-
stances of the specific historical situation in Russia.
A little later, in his 1919 essay ‘Tactics and Ethics’,
Lukács writes: ‘The final goal of socialism is uto-
pian is the same sense inwhich it transcends the eco-
nomic, legal and social framework of present-day so-
ciety and can only be realized by destroying this so-
ciety.’16 Lukács diagnosed the newmoral decision as
follows: either remain ‘good people’, autonomous in
one’s moral relation to immoral circumstances, and
wait until the general good becomes real ‘through
the will of all’, or seize power and impose your will
on these unjust circumstances. Inevitably the state
becomes the instrument of this volition towards the
common good, although historically it was founded
for a diametrically opposed goal. The state is ac-
knowledged as an evil which is nonetheless neces-
sary. To use the state, which was designed to assert
inequality and injustice, for the triumph of equal-
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ity and justice, entails consciously accepting the de-
struction of one’s own moral integrity, deliberately
attempting, as Lukács put it, ‘to drive out Satan with
the hands of Beelzebub.’

In effect, Lukács explains in the terms of Kant’s
moral philosophy the contradiction of a workers’
state, which was formulated in the terms of Marx-
ist theory by Lenin in State and Revolution. This text
was written in August 1917 on the eve of the seizure
of power. Lenin assumed that the state the revolu-
tionaries were about to seize would cease to be a
continuation of the old type, an instrument of one
class’s domination of the others. On the contrary,
Lenin’s ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ is a dictat-
orship to end all dictatorships. For Lenin, the mis-
sion of the new proletarian state lay in proving itself
unnecessary to a victorious class, the true class in-
terest of which lay in dissolving both its own dom-
ination and itself in a consciously organised society.
The task of the Bolsheviks should not be to reinforce
the state apparatus they have inherited from previ-
ous overlords, but to ‘smash and break it.’ According
to Lenin, such a state should not attempt to present
itself as a moral force, an educator of the masses: on
the contrary, itmust convince thesemasses that they
no longer need any educators.

However, while accepting responsibility for the
creation of such a historically unprecedented, self-
negating state, the Marxists were aware of the im-
mense danger implicit in it. Having become the
stewards of the proletarian state, the revolutionar-
ies must not forget that it is evil. The moment this
state starts believing in itself as the good, not only
will it not ‘disappear’, it will consume society and be
transformed into a totalitarian apparatus of oppres-
sion, exploiting the argument of the common good
as the basis for its own monopoly on violence.

Not only do these conclusions, which follow dir-
ectly from the reasoning of Lenin and Lukács, con-
tain a prophecy of the Stalinist dictatorship, but also,
and most importantly of all, they are founded on
an awareness of responsibility for its very possibil-
ity. The Bolshevik coup was not therefore the con-
sequence of that old, familiar, unreflecting political
instinct to seize the power that has fallen out of the
hands of the previous government, as the coup is

often explained by banal anti-communists. On the
contrary, it was a moral choice that opposed itself
to the previous laws of power and politics; a choice
which also recognised the terrible risks of failure.
Stalinism – this victory of ‘the ethical state’ over the
striving for an ‘organised society’, to use Gramsci’s
terms – was this failure.

However, even in the harshest conditions of to-
talitarian dictatorship, the moral basis of Bolshev-
ism, its will to struggle against overwhelming cir-
cumstances, remained. This can be seen in the tra-
gic struggle of the Left Opposition in 1920s and 30s,
and in the interpretation of the experience of the gu-
lag by writers such as Varlam Shalamov. Forty years
after ‘Bolshevism as a Moral Problem’, Lukács, hav-
ing himself endured the tribulations, if not the tri-
als, of the times, wrote that Solzhenitsyn’s One Day
in the Life of Ivan Denisovich was the finest example
of genuine ‘socialist realism’, since the true ques-
tion of ‘real socialism’was still the moral question.17

However, it is Lenin’s State and Revolution that must
be regarded as the fundamental text of the Soviet
age and the mystery of its origins. It was always
something like the ghost of Hamlet’s father, hover-
ing over the Soviet state throughout its entire his-
tory. Packed into the canon of official ideology, this
book was a constant reminder of the arbitrary nature
of this ideology, placing in doubt over and over again
the very right of the bureaucracy to hold power.

This dual nature of Bolshevism–as moral choice
and actual historical experience, as conscious prac-
tice and the overwhelming force of circumstances
– constitutes its heritage in an essential, undivided
form. Historical Bolshevism was an attempted an-
swer to an irresolvable moral contradiction: the
question of correct action by the individual in an in-
correct, distorted reality. Admittedly, this attempt
was not conclusive and it ended in defeat, but it is
perhaps the only such attempt in modern history to
have been undertaken so seriously and on such a vast
scale. Reflecting on the centenary of the Russian
Revolution one can conclude that its fundamental
moral question remains unanswered.

Translated by AndrewBromfield
and Anna Yegorova
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