In 1917 did the Russian people simply swap one form of authoritarianism for another?

In February 1917 over 300 years of the Romanov dynasty ended with the abdication of Tsar Nicholas II. Eight months later the short-lived Provisional Government, which had emerged from the Tsar’s Duma, was in turn overthrown in the Bolshevik October Revolution. Lenin’s imposition of what he termed the ‘Dictatorship of the Proletariat’ meant that Tsarist autocracy appeared to swiftly give way to communist dictatorship. The extent to which this is simply what took place from 1917 will be the focus of this essay.
There are many clear similarities between the ways the Tsars and the communists ruled Russia. Neither the Tsars nor the communists were democratic in their methods of government; dictatorship and autocracy were both forms of absolute government. Lynch has described what happened as ‘the replacement of one form of state authoritarianism by another’. Under the Romanovs, the Tsars had been determined to uphold autocracy. For example, Nicholas II’s stubborn determination to condemn as ‘senseless dreams’ any plans for constitutional reform set the tone for his reign until the 1905 Revolution. Forced to concede the October Manifesto by the shattering events of 1905, Nicholas II swiftly showed his determination to rule as he pleased by rigging the elections for the 3rd. and 4th. Dumas. After 1917 Lenin and Stalin  similarly imposed dictatorship. The Constitutional Assembly that met as Russia’s parliament in January 1918 was shut down after one day as the Socialist Revolutionaries had won the elections. The Bolsheviks were determined to hold on to power and swiftly turned Russia into a one-party state. The Cheka, and its successors, replaced the Okhrana and imposed ‘Red Terror’. Just as Pobodonostev and Alexander III imposed the ‘Reaction’ from 1881 to suppress the rising tide of opposition so Stalin imposed his ruthless authority through the Purges and Show Trials of the 1930s.  Stalinist terror shows continuity with the Stolypin era when his ruthless execution of opponents from 1906 led to the hangman’s noose being termed the ‘Stolypin necktie’. Usually neither set of rulers considered reform unless faced with the threat of opposition, for example Nicholas II in 1905 and Lenin in 1921. As Berdiaev commented about the Bolsheviks, ‘All of the past is repeating itself, and acts only behind new masks’. The Marxist Utopia in which the need for government would wither away was a remote dream in the Stalinist USSR.  
Despite the similarities between Romanov and communist government, there are clear differences in terms of effectiveness and scale. It is clearly apparent that Stalin as ‘Red Tsar’ was much more effective at eradicating opposition than any Tsar. The story of the Romanov dynasty from 1855 is broadly that of a regime in terminal decline, shored up temporarily by the determined vigour of Alexander III. Stalin, on the other hand, ruled supreme until his death in 1953. In terms of effectiveness, comparisons between Stalin and any individual Tsar might most appropriately be made with Ivan the Terrible. Paranoid that the aristocrats were plotting to kill him, Ivan had his bloody retaliation first. In terms of scale it is also questionable whether it is valid to compare the terror under Stalin with the terror under the last three Romanovs. For example about 1 400 opponents were executed between 1905 and 1908 as Stolypin hunted down revolutionaries. 692 000 people were executed at the height of Stalin’s terror during 1937 – 38. It must also be remembered that Lenin and Stalin, though claiming to rule in the name of the people, both secured power through ruthless brutality whereas the Tsars claimed the divine right to rule by birth.
If the Russian people did swap one form of authoritarianism for another in 1917, there is considerable dispute whether this happened simply. In between February and October 1917 Russia flirted fleetingly with liberal constitutional democracy. Arguably pure autocracy had already been abandoned in 1905 after the Duma was introduced in the October Manifesto. Instead of viewing this hundred-year period as ‘a game of two halves’ either side of 1917, it is possible to see Tsarist autocracy slowly and reluctantly conceding constitutional developments from which the Provisional Government emerged in 1917. Kerensky’s errors, most particularly in relation to the war and land issues ensured his political demise. The triumph of the Bolsheviks in 1917, and their subsequent closure of the Constituent Assembly in January 1918 and their victory in the Russian Civil War by 1920, meant that the road towards liberal democracy was closed for most of the Twentieth Century. However it seems quite clear that Russia did not simply swap one form of authoritarianism for another in 1917.

There has been considerable historical debate about Lenin’s role. Much traditional writing suggested that the course of the Russian Revolution was effectively perverted by the evil genius of Stalin. The Russian historian Tsipko wrote as recently as 1989 that ‘the road being taken was quite correct, but then came a bad man and distorted everything’. In 1956 Khrushchev denounced Stalin at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party. Khrushchev said that Stalin had ruled as a tyrant and that ‘Soviet citizens came to fear their own shadows’. Khrushchev argued that Lenin had only used terror against ‘class enemies’. The dictatorial nature of many of Lenin’s actions were either overlooked or excused by many historians on the grounds that they were made necessary by circumstances. Marx preached that after the proletarian revolution a period of dictatorship would be essential in order to defeat the forces of counter-revolution. Lenin faced just such a threat from 1918 to 1920 with the need to defeat the White Army and the allied interventionists. Lenin was therefore a dictator not by choice but through circumstance. 
This somewhat romanticized view of Lenin has come under increasing attack by revisionists, especially since the opening up of the old Soviet archives following the collapse of communism. These historians claim that Stalinism grew directly out of Leninism. Pipes states that: ‘Every ingredient of Stalinism save one – murdering fellow communists – Stalin learned from Lenin and that includes mass terror’. The post-Soviet Russian historian, Volkogonov, writing in 1994, agrees: ‘Everything done in Russia after Lenin’s death was done according to his blueprint’. More liberal western historians, like Cohen & Service, see continuities between Lenin and Stalin but argue that it is an over-simplification to argue in terms of a ‘straight line’ between them. For example, they argue that Lenin resorted to terror when the regime was fighting for survival, but that Stalin’s purges occurred when there was no threat to the regime and that the sheer scale of Stalin’s atrocities went way beyond anything Lenin contemplated. Clearly this debate about the role of Lenin puts another firm question mark against the notion that Russia simply swapped one form of authoritarianism for another in 1917.  
To conclude as Miliukov commented soon after 1917 ‘Bolshevik practice is deeply rooted in Russian reality and reasserts Russia’s past in the present’. But if in 1917 other party leaders like Kerensky or Miliukov had showed more vision, and made fewer mistakes, then the path from Romanov autocracy to communist dictatorship may have been blocked. Clear issues about the extent to which Lenin was a dictator by choice or because of circumstance remain. How far it can be asserted that there was a direct line of policy and practice between Lenin and Stalin is still debated. Russia certainly did swap one form of authoritarianism for another in the period from 1855 to 1956, but it did not happen simply and perhaps not in 1917.
