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Anarchism in Russia
NICOLAS WALTER

"Ina FIFTIETH ANNIVERSARY or THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION falls this
month. More precisely, the ýftieth anniversary of the October Revolu-
tion falls on November 7 (the confusion over months arises from the
use of the Julian Calendar, which continued in Russia until after the
Revolution; in the same way, the February Revolution was in March).
This is the occasion for much celebration among Communists, and for
the publication of many books and articles about the Revolution on
both sides of the Iron Curtain. In all the excitement about the October
Revolution and the Communist regime it established, other aspects of
the Russian Revolution and other political groups involved in it may
be forgotten. Our particular interest is of course in the libertarian side
of the Revolution and in the part played by the anarchist movement.
Fortunately, it is possible to redress the balance in the light of a new
history of the Russian anarchists, which has been published in this
anniversary year and at last ýlls a gap previously left by chapters in
books on anarchism in general or on Russian politics in general (and
by a Stalinist history published thirty years ago).

The Russian Anarchists, by Paul Avrich, is a very expensive but
very valuable book.* It devotes 300 pagesð-including over 800 foot-
notes, a bibliography of nearly 600 titles, and 16 illustrationsð-to the
heroic and tragic history of the anarchist movement in Russia. The
author is an Associate Professor of History at Queenôs College, New
York, and the book is one of the Columbia University ñStudies of the
Russian Instituteò. It is a work of real scholarship, based almost
entirely on the original sources, clearly and simply written, as impartial
as a study of such a subject can be, and enormously informative. No
future account of Russian anarchism, or of anarchism in general, can
afford to ignore it, and it*will not be replace: for a long time.

The period covered by the book runs from the appearance of small
anarchist groups in western Russia just before the 1905 Revolution to
the suppression of the large anarchist movement throughout the country
soon after the Bolshevik Revolution; in addition there is an account of
the origins of the movement at the beginning, and an account of the
fates of the leaders after its fall at the end.

To begin at the beginning, I must say I am not happy about the

óPrinceton University Press, $7.50; Oxford University Press, Ã3.
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account of the origins of the movement. Russia played an important
part in the history of anarchism from the start, if not before; there was
a long tradition of anarchy in Russian social and religious movements,
some of the main leaders of the nineteenth-century anarchist movement
were Russians, there was virtually continuous anarchist activity among
Russian exiles from the 1860s onwards, and there was much anarchist
activity in the Russian populist and socialist movement during the 1860s
and 1870s and even the 1880s.

But instead of having a full introduction dealing with each of these
factors before the main story begins, we are given in Chapters 1 and 2
a description of the revolutionary situation at the beginning of the
twentieth century, an account of the conversion of socialists to anarchism
in 1903, summaries of the ideas of Bakunin and Kropotkin, a series of
brief references to peasant revolts and religious sects, to Aksakov,
Herzen and Tolstoy, to the Petrashevski and Chaikovski Circles, and
to the exiled followers of Bakunin and Kropotkin, and so back to the
socialist converts of 1903.

(In explanation, Avrich says that ñno revolutionary anarchist move-
ment arose in Russia before the twentieth centuryò; this may be true,
but it misses the point, which is that it doesnôt necessarily mean there
was no anarchist movement at all, and in fact there was one for forty
years before the twentieth century. Avrich follows Franco Venturiôs
book on Russian populism by saying that ñno genuinely Bakuninist
organisation was founded on Russian soil during his lifetimeò; again,
this may be true, but it misses the point. Bakunin left Russia in 1861
and lived in exile until his death in 1876ðthat is, throughout his career
as an anarchist; no exile managed to run an organisation inside Russia
before the twentieth century (when Lenin succeeded in doing so), though
Bakunin got nearer than anyone else. The point is that there were
several anarchist or at least anarchic organisations in Russia from the
time of Bakunin onwards.

Avrich agrees that Bakunin ñcast his unique spell" over many
populists and that ñhis inþuence was feltò by some of the workers who
were active during the 1870s, but there is more to it than that. As
Isaiah Berlin says in his introduction to the English translation of
Venturiôs book, Roots of Revolution, anarchism was one of the ends
which were ñuniversally acceptedò in the populist movement, and in
his book Venturi gives many examples of individuals and groups in the
movement who were anarchist in their means as well as their ends.
Avrich names only one anarchist who was active in Russia between
1861 and 1903~Nechayev; but Nechayev, as he says, was ñless a
genuine anarchist than an apostle of revolutionary dictatorshipò. I
think it is worth naming some of the other more genuine anarchists, to
show exactly what I think is wrong with this part of the book.

Ô Ô
ONE or THE FIRST of the populists who went ñto the peopleò was an
anarchistð-Ivan Orlov, who met Bakunin in Siberia in 1860 and led
an ñapostolateò to the peasants from Kazan in 1863; Avrich does not
mention him. He mentions Zhukovskiôs paper Narodnoye Delo (The
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People's Cause), published in Switzerland in 1868, but not that it was
circulated among students in St. Petersburg. He mentions-Ralliôs paper
Rabotnik (The Worker), published in Switzerland from 1.875 to 1876,
but not that it was circulated among workers and peasants in and
around Moscow. He mentions Bakuninôs Russian Brotherhood and
Ralliôs Revolutionary Commune of Russian Anarchists, formed in
Switzerland in 1872 and 1873 respectively, but not the anarchist groups
and groups inþuenced by anarchists which existed in Russia then and
later.

There were several anarchists in the Chaikovski Circle, which
worked in St. Petersburg from 1872 to 1875 and led the great move-
ment ñto the peopleò in 1873 and 1874, apart from the well-known
example of Kropotkin; the most important were Sergei Kravchinski
(Stepniak), who was ýrst a famous activist and then a famous author
in the revolutionary cause, before joining the ILP in 1893, and Nikolai
Chaikovski, the leader of the group, who attended the International
Anarchist Congress in London in 1881 and helped to found FREEDOM
in 1886. before becoming a leading Co-operator and Social Revolu-
tionary and ending as the head of the anti-Bolshevik Government of
Archangel in 1918. There were also many anarchists in the Union of
South Russian Workers, which was active in Odessa from 1873 to 1875,
and of the earliest propagandists among the St. Petersburg group at
the same time, two leaders, Vyacheslav Dyakov and Alexei Siryakov,
were anarchists.

Genuine anarchist organisations certainly appeared in Russia before
Bakunin died. The buntars (rebels) who were active in Ukraine during
the 1870s were virtually pure Bakuninists, though Bakunin refused to
support some of their more extreme actions (such as the Chigirin
conspiracy of 1876-7, in which three buntars persuaded hundreds of
peasants near Kiev that the Tsar favoured a peasant rising against the
nobles). The All-Russian Social-Revolutionary Organisation, which
was active in Moscow in 1875, was in close touch with Ralli in Switzer-
land, distributed his paper, and was pretty well purely anarchist; the
speeches made by two of its leaders, Soýa Bardina and Pyotr Alekseyev,
at the Trial of 50 in 1877 were suppressed by the authorities and
printed by Russian anarchists in Switzerland for circulation in Russia.
Anarchists in the Trial of 193 in 1877-8 included Feofan Lermontov
and Sergei Kovalik, who had both been associated with Bakunin in
Switzerland before returning to join the movement ñto the peopleò,
and above all Ippolit Myshkin, whose speech at the trial made a sensa-
tion and was also suppressed officially and circulated unoýicially in
Russia; Kropotkinôs programme for the Chaikovski Circle, which was
an important part of the prosecution evidence at this trial, was openly
anarchist, but it is not mentioned by Avrich.

Anarchist activity survived the death of Bakunin and the great
trials of the 1870s, and was important both in the wider populist move-
ment and in the growing working-class movement. The South Russian
Workers Union, formed in Kiev in 1879 and revived in 1880-1, was
largely anarchist; its main leader. Pavel Akselrod, was a Bakuninist.
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The Northern Union of Russian Workers, active in St. Petersburg from
1876 to 1880, had anarchist tendencies and in 1878 adopted a pro-
gramme calling for virtual federalist collectivist anarchism; its main
leader, Georgi Plekhanov, was a Bakuninist (he led the pioneering
demonstration of workers in the Kazan Square in 1876). The second
Zemlya i Volya (Land and Liberty), which was the umbrella organisa-
tion of the populist movement from 1876 to 1879, had strong anarchist
tendencies and a virtually anarchist programme; Utechin describes
Zemlya i Volya, in his history of Russian Political Thought, as ñpre-
dominantly Bakuninistò. Obshchina (The Commune), the anarchist
paper published in Switzerland in 1878, which is not mentioned by
Avrich, was widely read by members of Zemlya i Volya in Russia.

When Zemlya i Volya split over the question of tactics in 1879,
there was strong anarchist inþuence on both sides, at least for a time.
Narodnaya Volya (The Peopleôs Will, or Liberty) adopted terrorist
means, though its ends were the same as before at ýrst; but soon the
extreme methods had the usual paradoxical effect of moderating the
aims, so that the eventual assassination of Alexander II in 1881 was
carried out in the name of a Constituent Assembly, though there was
still a libertarian programme in the background. Chorny Peredel (The
Black Partition) rejected terrorist means and stuck to the old methods
of propaganda and agitation, and its ends were also the same as before;
most of the deýnite anarchists in the populist movement who were not
in prison or in exile went with Chorny Peredel, and Utechin describes
it simply as ñBakuninistò.

But during the period of extreme reaction after 1881, the leaders
of Chorny Peredel who had been anarchists--ðnotably Akselrod and
Plekhanov~ðbecame Marxists, and began to lay the foundations of the
Social-Democratic Party, later to split between Bolsheviks and Men-
sheviks. At the same time, Narodnaya Volya was succeeded by the
Social-Revolutionary Party. The anarchist tradition was thus eclipsed
in Russia during the 1880s; but it was not a total eclipse. Both the
Social Democrats and the Social Revolutionaries were under some
anarchist inþuence for a time, and it was at this point, as Avrich him-
self says, that Tolstoyan groups began to appear. When Kropotkinian
exiles began sending anarchist literature into Russia again during the
1890s, and when Social Revolutionaries and Social Democrats began
turning to anarchism soon afterwards, they were doing so in the light
of a long tradition of anarchist agitation and activity in Russia.

For Avrich to suggest that ñonly the proliýc pen of Peter Kropot-
kin . . . kept the dream of an anarchist movement aliveò between 1876
and 1902 is a serious error, and for him not to mention any of the
individuals and groups I have listed is a serious omission in a book of
this kind. I hope that a second edition will give a proper account of the
ýrst forty years of the Russian anarchist movement.

Ô Ô
THINGS GET BETTER when the main story begins, on page 38. Avrich
shows that the revived movement had two origins, one external and one
internal. On one hand were the efforts of Kropotkinian exiles to get
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anarchist literature into Russia and reopen the discussions of the 1870s,
and on the other hand were the conversions of socialist individuals and
groups working inside Russia to a belief in anarchism. Thus there
were Atabekianôs Anarchist Library and the Geneva Group of Anar-
chists, active from 1892 in producing pamphlets and books in Switzer-
land and smuggling them into Russia; the Russian translation of
Kropotkinôs book The Conquest of Bread, published in London in
1902 with the title K/zleb i Volya (Bread and Liberty); and the Khleb i
Volya group, formed in Geneva in 1903, which published a paper with
that title and continued the production of pamphlets and books for
Russian readers. All this meant a stream of anarchist communist pro-
paganda into Russia, rising to a þood in 1902 and 1903.

The converts to anarchism appeared in several parts of western
Russia, especially among the minority nationalities, and came mostly
from the Bund (the Jewish section of the Social-Democratic Party), and
from the Polish Socialist Party, the Revolutionary Ukrainian Party, and
the Social-Revolutionary Party. The ýrst important collective con-
version was that of Bund members in Bialystok in 1903 (the year of the
Kishinyov pogrom, which was the climax of the semi-ofýcial anti-semitic
campaign), who formed an anarchist communist group to organise direct
action against the regime in place of socialist propaganda and agitation.

From these two origins developed the two main streams of the new
movement. The distinction between them is rather confused because
both kinds of anarchists called themselves anarchist communists, but
apart from that there was little in common between the anarchist groups
of Moscow and Kiev, which generally followed the Kropotkinian line
of Khleb i Volya and concentrated on peaceful methods of action, and
such organisations as the mainly Jewish Chomoye Znamya (Black
Banner) of westem Russia and the mainly Russian Beznachaliye (ñrule-
lessnessò = Anarchy) of St. Petersburg, which advocated-and practised
-ðdirect action including ñexpropriationsò (armed robberies), political
assassination, and even indiscriminate terrorism.

Apart from the two kinds of anarchist communists, who were
divided by personal diþerences as well as political principles, there were
some individualists and a growing number of syndicalists. The Russian
syndicalist movement more or less followed the pattern of western
Europe, developing within the labour movement independently of anar-
chist inspiration, and only later coming under direct anarchist inþuence.
But there were diýerences resulting from the peculiarities of the Russian
situation. There was not the reaction against the compromises of
moderate socialists in ofýce, because there were no moderate socialists
in oþice in Russia. There was a much stronger reaction against intel-
lectualism, following the Russian tradition; this was most strikingly
expressed by Jan Waclaw Machajski, a Polish socialist. who warned
against the danger of a new class of ñmental workersò who would use
a socialist revolution to replace the bourgeoisie and continue the
oppression of the real workers. and who established an independent
movement from 1898 onwards which took up a position between the
anarchists and the Marxists (something like the Solidarity Group in this






























