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ABSTRACT

NADEZHDA KRUPSKAYA AND THE REINVENTION OF CULTURE IN
REVOLUTIONARY RUSSIA: POPULISM, WOMEN, AND EDUCATION IN
THE NEW SOCIALIST SOCIETY

Michael Anthony Iasilli

Most historiography of the Russian Revolution underestimates the impact of the
populists of the nineteenth century in shaping political decision-making that led
to early Soviet national development as well as the women brought up within
the movement. Populism and the legacy of the narodniki is often a separate body
of research, or explained within a distinct political category of its own. Likewise,
most scholars see the socialist movement at the turn of the century as a
divergence away from the populists. However, through the writings and legacy
of Nadezhda Krupskaya, Lenin's wife, she demonstrates a political and cultural
transcendence of Russia’s populist past that guides the Bolshevik project forward
in a way that intersects class, gender, and education. Russian populism, mainly
defined by the prerogatives of Russian intellectuals like Herzen and
Chernyshevski, is often underestimated and should be considered a key
principle phenomenon that brought Krupskaya into the socialist movement and
guided Bolshevik perspectives on education that came about during and after

1917. Her admiration for literary greats like Tolstoy, Pushkin, and the philosophy



of Lavrov, explain the framework that prompted a rethinking in culture as

“proletarian,” and built broad unity through reclaiming the past as their own.



Preface

I began writing this work in 2018, a year before I had the opportunity to travel to
Russia as a fellow researcher. Enthralled by the impact of radical ideas that
sparked a worldwide phenomenon that eventually became a model of resistance
for developing societies under the thumb of imperialism, revolutionary Russia
became a focal point of my research. I became captivated by the lives of leading
revolutionary women who played a central role in the Bolshevik Party's affairs,
who sometimes got sidelined by their fellow male comrades, and later
underestimated in historical accounts of Soviet Russia by scholars. Today, the role
of women in the Russian Revolution has become more widely accounted for
thanks to the opening of Russian archives beginning in the 1990s as well as
increased attentiveness on the subject of gender. But the need to explore more on
the subject is still needed to draw additional attention and a renewal of interest
that re-contextualizes history.!

It can be observed that Russian History has an oscillating tendency; it

contains many periods of conservative autocracy (such as in the seventeenth

L As access to Russia’s libraries and archives become increasingly restricted because of
heightened tensions between the US and Russia as a result of the invasion of Ukraine, these
perspectives may diminish, which should place emphasis on the need to continue exploration in
this area.
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century) that are followed up by moments of liberal departures (such as through
the rise of Catherine II in the eighteenth century and the Decembrist Revolt in the
early nineteenth century), and radical moments (as in the Russian Revolution) in
1917. In its entirety, this duality—or transformative proclivity—can be described
as transcendental, often swinging back and forth from resistance to
traditionalism throughout its history. Thereby, moments of accommodation shift
toward forward-thinking movements, then transform into more unbending
fundamentalism of different political varieties, and so on and so forth.

Though such an observation invites larger questions on the nature of
history itself, the moment between the nineteenth and twentieth century in
Russia, however, offers something that goes beyond the definition of mere
transition or transformation. But that of reinvention. A moment of burgeoning
radicalism propels a vanguard focused on democracy through the total
emancipation of the destitute. From what many saw at the time as the rigid
clutches of capitalism, the revolutionary regime formed under Vladimir Lenin
was in actuality, a culmination of ideas present throughout Russia’s
revolutionary undercurrents percolating in the previous centuries before 1917.
And while the Bolshevik regime eventually succumbs to the reactionary
totalitarianism of Joseph Stalin in 1924, the original development of Soviet

Russia, beginning in the 1900s up to the end of the Russian Civil War et al.,
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1923/24, is to a large degree the product of a unique vision encapsulated in the
mind of Nadezhda Krupskaya, Vladimir Lenin’s wife, who, as a young
revolutionary into adulthood, saw the promise of past resistance movements as
integral to the future of building communism in Russia.

This work does not aim to necessarily recast the Russian Revolution, as
many scholars have done and continue to do. But it is to demonstrate the unique
evolution of the Soviet idea through the context of Nadezhda Krupskaya, who
was not just a Bolshevik revolutionary, but a woman acute to Russia’s cultural
distinctiveness and sublime artistic and linguistic power. Recognizing the
nineteenth century as a period of reflection, reform, and radicalization,
Krupskaya ambitiously and creatively sought to combine the leading ideas of
Russia’s populist movement with Lenin’s view of Marxism as a way to capture
the masses, transform political institutions, and maintain a cultural identity
familiar to Russia’s past. This is not a history of how the Bolsheviks destroyed
old culture. It is a history on how they reclaimed and reinvented the concepts of
culture that reflected the proletarian experience. It is also a history that sheds
light on Nadezhda Krupskaya, an often overlooked character in the history of the
Russian Revolution and points to a much grander narrative of Russia’s historical

reinvention into socialism.
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A great deal of this work would not have been possible without the sound
advisement of Dr. Mauricio Borrero of St. John’s University’s History
Department, who would spend numerous occasions speaking with me about the
Russian Revolution, Lenin, Krupskaya, and everything and everyone in between.
We often reflected on how our conversations could go on much longer if we
didn’t have lives outside of the University. His kindness, support, and shared
enthusiasm in my topic has been a motivator for this project’s completion.
Additionally, my language study and travel abroad to Russia in Summer of 2019
was made possible by Dr. John Bailyn, Director of Stony Brook University’s
Department of Linguistics, who accommodated and supported my academic
needs. I am grateful for his mentorship, which permitted me to join him and the
Explore St. Petersburg program. Because of the opportunity, I was able to
immerse myself into St. Petersburg and Moscow. It allowed me to advance my
research and familiarize myself with the basic fundamentals of the Russian
language and cultural history. I also had the pleasure of visiting many museums,
cultural centers, and historic sites that played a role in the Revolution, as well as
Krupskaya’s life. Through this experience, I was also able to serve as a Teacher
Assistant under Russian Historian Gary Marker, who always shared enlightening

wisdom on pre-revolutionary Russia and its national character.



It is worth mentioning that I planned on visiting Russia again to continue
my language study and visit more sites. However, that effort was derailed
immediately following COVID-19 in 2020-21 and the Ukraine-Russia conflict in
2022. These crises affected my ability to obtain additional archival documents.
However, many Russian-language sources I obtained were translated with
Google Translate, along with my own minor translations. Other translations were
aided by wonderful colleagues I met throughout my doctoral education,
including from the Explore St. Petersburg program. There have been many
inspiring colleagues I came across throughout the years worth mentioning. One
is Elias Seidel, whose past research on Russian art and Cosmonauts was
something so unique and enthralling. Elias hasn’t just been a friend but also an
insightful colleague to confer sources and topics. Additionally, because of the
generosity of the late Nickolas Davatzes, founder of the History Channel and St.
John’s University alumnus, I was granted the Davatzes Research Grant which
allowed me to complete archival research at the Hoover Institute at Stanford
University, California in 2022 and advance this research even further. I am
eternally grateful to the archivists at Stanford University for their assistance,
flexibility, and collaboration. I plan to visit again in the not-so-distant future.

Many of my sources, however, have been chosen from a selection of

already-translated material. Thanks to the Jordan Center for the Advanced Study
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of Russia at New York University, I had access to their expansive libraries, which
included translated works by Krupskaya on education and labor. The center was
also a great place to share research and exchange ideas with fellow scholars in

the field.
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Chronology of Important Events

Krupskaya is Born in St. Petersburg, Feb 26:

Krupskaya enrolls in Bestuzhev Courses in St. Petersburg
Krupskaya meets Lenin:

Krupskaya publishes The Woman Worker:

Krupskaya begins career in Smolenskaya Evening School:

Krupskaya is Exiled /Marries Lenin:

Krupskaya is Appointed Secretary of the Editorial Board, Iskra:

First European Emigration in Exile:
Second European Emigration in Exile:
Return to Russia and the Revolution:
Narkompros is Established:
Proletkult receives Funding;:

Down with Illiteracy! (Likbez) campaign begins:

Krupskaya is appointed as Deputy Minister of Education:

Krupskaya Dies in Moscow, Feb 27:
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New Starting Points on “Soviet” Russia

As I sit here now, after all of the chaotic events of 2021-2022, it almost seems
surreal that I walked the streets of St. Petersburg and Moscow with my students
and colleagues. The various shop owners and Russian citizens I met throughout
my time there now seem farther away from me than before in my mind.
Certainly, the invasion of Ukraine has had an impact on how scholars of Social
Sciences approach Russia. More so, it prompted me to rearrange this very
introductory chapter, in which I originally began discussing xenophobia,
Russophobia, and how the West should challenge its preconceived “Cold War”
characterization of Russia—and by extension, reexamine its view of the East,
more broadly. While this argument has long challenged conservative global
attitudes in the decades following the Cold War, it now almost seems taboo to
discuss such a topic, even within liberal circles, since the horrific actions
launched against Ukraine by the Putin regime in February 2022. There is no
sugarcoating the events that took place and continue to take place as I sit here
writing this. The abomination exemplified in the displacement of innocent

Ukrainian families and the bombardment of civilians is truly earth-shattering



and has the potential to unravel the world order into something not seen since
the likes of the Second World War. The atrocities committed by the Putin regime
are egregious and requires recourse through International Law.

That said, as International Relations (IR) scholars continue to weigh in on
whether we should expand NATO or work to construct a diplomatic peace action
for the two nations that incorporate reconfigurations on the function of NATO,
new questions are arising, prompting a reexamination of Russia and its history.
My goal as an academic has always been to challenge our collective view of
politics and the history of various parts of the world. As a professor of
Comparative Politics and History, I've always encouraged my students to step
outside of what they know and consider, and to ask themselves why other
societies and cultures don’t always overlap with American or other western
democratic values? While one can analyze demographics or geography and
ascertain all sorts of reasons that set certain societies apart, it almost always
comes down to the distinctiveness of a society’s history—in terms of its values,
traditions, laws, and customs, its upheavals, its conflicts, and its reconciliations.
All of which helps us gather new information about the world, preferences, and
distinct identities. Additionally, these discoveries can have the unique effect of
softening our egoist tendencies, helping us better understand why countries

form in different ways around the world. In fact, I have found that this exercise



has always proven invaluable in fostering understanding, tolerance, and
comprehension of global diversity in the classroom. And although recent events
encourage a rethinking in engagement between the United States and Russia,
there is enough precedence to consider the field of history as a guide for a
political path forward that prioritizes restoration and stability. To emphasize my
point further, this chapter is entitled New Starting Points on Soviet Russia, with
an emphasis on “Soviet,” I am encouraging my readers here to consider this
work in the context of revolutionary Russia, its place in the nineteenth century
and early twentieth century. If we better understand Soviet Russia, a place in
which contemporary Russia is born out of, then we may be able to see exactly
how Russia sees itself in the world and in turn, how we engage with it.

One overarching theme that I hope to demonstrate in this work is how
education in Soviet Russia, and the women involved in the social transformation
of society, stood as a major feature in its formation, much like in the United
States. The Founding Fathers recognized the fragility of American democracy
after achieving independence from Great Britain. Yet, they believed that the
success of the states depended greatly on the competency and education of its
citizens. Further proving the necessity of a central education program,
throughout nineteenth-century America, political leaders eventually agreed that

a universally funded education program was essential to the sustainability and



organization of their state.2 Furthermore, education became a central tool in the
project of state-building, shaping national and civic identity that continues to be
a cornerstone of American democracy. Additionally, while underestimated in the
mainstream, and lacking in literary and scholarly representation, women and
early underground feminist movements in America similarly played a key role in
informing the public about laws, social inequity due to disenfranchisement, and
structures of the state responsible for carrying out policy and opportunity.?
Beyond demonstrating how fundamental education is a driver in state
development, and in particular, generating women’s involvement, this
phenomenon sheds light on exactly why we should care about Russian history.

I can recall childhood memories of sitting around the dinner table talking
with my parents about the school day. Recollections of all kinds of assignments,
kindled and broken friendships, and teachers who inspired me with their
academic passions. This is what our frequent evening conversations sounded
like. Of course, in turn, it often prompted parental feedback on various
procedures that caused them to comment on this teacher and that administrator,

and so forth. These conversations each year—which we are all familiar with—

2 Center on Education Policy, "History and Evolution of Public Education in the US," ERIC -
Education Resources Information Center, last modified 2020, https:/ /files.eric.ed.gov / fulltext/

ED606970.pdf.

3 Lisa Pace Vetter, The Political Thought of America’s Founding Feminists (New York: NYU Press,
2017).


https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED606970.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED606970.pdf

would conjure my parents’ own experiences in primary and secondary
education. Among their reminiscences, my parents found that growing up in the
1950s-60s meant living through the height of racial tension in America with the
struggle for voting rights, desegregation, and the resurgence of white supremacy.
It was also the height of anti-communism in the American school system. My
parents lived through reactionary duck-and-cover drill policies in the classroom
and Cold War pandemonium on the evening news. If you were alive then, you
might lie down at night thinking nuclear war was imminent. Their ability to
recall these moments 50 years later was a testament to the cultural impact of the
education system itself.

That part of their lives dramatically shaped the worldview for generations
to come. Irrespective, it is how many growing up in the United States began to
think about Russia: a nefarious, godless epicenter of misery. There is no denying
that education had the power to transform how people grew to think about the
Soviet Union and conceptions of the East, more broadly (such as China).
International Relations scholars undoubtedly see a rationale for Western
vigilance in response to the economic emergence of China and Russia (most
commonly referred to as part of the BRICS countries). As a countermeasure to
compete in the global economy, many in the US intelligence community claim

that to maintain a competitive edge on the world stage, our national security



policy should continue to consider Russia an ‘adversary.” But in terms of
achieving global acceptance, diplomacy, and stability, it will require much more
than just recycling through old foreign policy approaches emblematic of the
Kissinger playbook.

In 2021, the United States began grappling with an uptick in anti-Asian
hate crimes. Many experts blame the rise of anti-Asian violence on prejudicial
discourse espoused by leading politicians who accused China of the COVID-19
pandemic. Of course, racism and hate crimes are perennial issues in the United
States. But its heightened frequency has prompted lawmakers to respond quickly
through anti-discriminatory legislation. To a large degree, we owe much of the
public’s lack of comprehension of Russia and the East to xenophobia stemming
from much of the culture wars during the 1960s-1980s. Some would say these
attitudes are still fixed in the American consciousness.4

One of the ways we can reverse this is by coming to terms with a
country’s history, uniqueness, and similarity to our own. To mention,
comparative Political Scientists are keen on exploring the distinctiveness of other
societies and the history that built them, as it promotes introspection and

tolerance as well as new ideas. Histories that have been underestimated and

4 Anna Lind-Guzik, "American Russophobia is Real—and It's Helping Putin," The
Conversationalist, last modified October 2020, https: / / conversationalist.org /2019/01/22/
american-russophobia-is-real%E2%80%8A-%E2%80%8 Aand-its-helping-putin /.



https://conversationalist.org/2019/01/22/american-russophobia-is-real%25E2%2580%258A-%25E2%2580%258Aand-its-helping-putin/
https://conversationalist.org/2019/01/22/american-russophobia-is-real%25E2%2580%258A-%25E2%2580%258Aand-its-helping-putin/
https://conversationalist.org/2019/01/22/american-russophobia-is-real%25E2%2580%258A-%25E2%2580%258Aand-its-helping-putin/

understudied tend to offer a semblance of nuance that might spark a
reexamination of our own history and exercise a deeper understanding of life
built within a place or period in time. Thus, looking for history’s missing pieces
or its more opaque characteristics yields an expansion of our comprehension of
the past and contributes to the building of new historical material. Most
famously, Christopher Hill’s The World Turned Upside Down was a robust
contribution to the field of history that changed how people viewed the English
Civil War by inviting a bottom-up perspective of history. It became clear that
within the civil war between Royalists and Parliamentarians of seventeenth-
century England, there was an underlying revolutionary struggle among the
English working class who made up their own separate political interests,
independent of the two major factions.> Through his words, Hill had the power
to educate millions on the necessity of looking for what was previously unseen.
However, Hill’s illustrative approach went further than that. There was a deeper
social argument. By highlighting the contributions of groups typically
characterized in old British society as 'poor, backward, and undesirable,” he gave
them agency by destabilizing prejudices and revitalizing their importance in

reconstituting English society.

5 Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the English
Revolution (London: Penguin UK, 2020).



Early Soviet history presents something quite similar if we take Hill’s
view of the presentation of history and confront our current biases. Western
scholars are taught to think about Russia in a category of its own, having its
unique Asiatic polarity within the eastern hemisphere. Beyond geography,
contemporary media usually projects Russia as “adversarial,” despite trade in
the energy and manufacturing sectors or nuclear non-proliferation treaties with
countries like the United States and Germany that fall along mutual interests.
When students typically contemplate Russia or the Soviet Union, they
immediately imagine “communism” or “the Kremlin.” Additionally, they are
likely to pair those terms with people like “Lenin” or “Stalin,” or events like the
fall of the Berlin Wall or the Cold War itself. Once in a while, you'll hear ‘the
villain from 007!". All of these responses are understandable. Though, they are
tilted toward xenophobic and masculine categories that distort Russia’s true and
immersive history and suppress deeper analysis, especially regarding Russian or
Soviet women.

Moreover, most of our understanding of Russia is based on the concept of
communism and the ideology of “post-communism” itself. In discussing The
Sublime Object of Ideology, Slavoj ZiZek writes that “ideology is not simply a false

consciousness, an illusory representation of reality, it is rather this reality itself



which is already to be conceived as ideological.”¢ In other words, our
interpretation of “antithesis” and ‘antagonism’” as it regards Russia/communism,
and its relationship to western society, is merely an ideology onto itself itself that
reflects the current epoch. Anything else is pacified by the dominant ideology of
our own lives (i.e., liberal capitalism). To explain further, Jodi Dean interestingly
demonstrates how the Soviet Union and associations regarding contemporary
Russia, Poland, or Hungary usually refer to “communism.” She writes that
“communism still names the alternative to the extreme inequality, insecurity, and
racist, nationalist ethnocentrism accompanying globalized neoliberal capitalism.
In the contemporary United States, the word ‘communist” exceeds the specificity
of its adjectival confines to serve as a term of opprobrium.”” Note, these societies
are considered “post-Soviet” countries, not “new-capitalist,” which is a remnant
of ideology. Therefore, in recognizing the dampening effect of this long-rooted
and rather inaccurate social construct that governs our contemporary prism of
understanding of the East, a higher standard of critical thinking and a broader
view is therefore necessary for recasting Soviet Russia at the turn of the
nineteenth century. That understanding Soviet Russa as something that isn’t

simply defined within communist or Marxist terms.

6 Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (Brooklyn: Verso Books, 2019), 21.

7 Jodi Dean, The Communist Horizon (Brooklyn: Verso Books, 2012), 39-40.
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Ideology is, of course, a product of a cultural paradigm, or as John Storey
eloquently claims, “an attempt... to make what is cultural appear as nature.”8
vigorously argue that the establishment of the Soviet Union may have less to do
with communism as ideology and more to do with a synthesis of cultures that
were brought to the fore of society during nineteenth century Russia and
reinvented at the turn of the twentieth century to fit what Bolshevik
revolutionaries Anatoly Lunacharsky and Nadezhda Krupskaya labeled as
Proletkult or “proletarian culture.” Distinctively, Soviet society was fused together
with a burgeoning radicalism inherited by the Bolshevik women’s movement,
directly inspired by the imaginative idealism of the populist movement that
came before it. The Bolsheviks creatively engaged national culture to define (or
redefine) socialist identity for the sake of power in culture and permitted women
the authority to make social and political decisions that impacted the direction
taken by the socialist intelligentsia. Culture in Russia, of course, has a long and
complicated meaning that spans centuries of ethnic, religious, and political
threads. Ironically, the Bolshevik era's iconoclasm maintains an idiosyncratic
continuity with its past that is worth investigating and parsing out in several

layers to grapple with the Bolshevik meaning of culture.

8 John Storey, Inventing Popular Culture: From Folklore to Globalization (Hoboken: John Wiley &
Sons, 2009), x.

10



As an example, state atheism was, in fact, a reinvention of religious
veneration altered along civic lines as well as with other forms of private
worship.? Likewise, Soviet iconography was a reinvention of Russia’s old allure
to art’s magnification of classical proclivities and manipulation of nature. Its
twentieth-century socialist realism depicting working-class representations of
women similarly heightened the idealism of objects and people deemed
important. As for education, after the revolution in 1917, the government gave
ethnic minorities the ability to build “life in accordance with the past of their
nationality.”10 And as Jeremy Smith states “the education system plays a central
role in the long-term development of any nationality.”!! In fact, this precise
paradox is what provided me the impetus to embark on this research. Having
spent many years in the field of political science, international relations, and
global history, I became focused on finding explanations to help me better
understand the enigmatic nature of Soviet national development and its
revolutionary underpinnings given communism’s antagonism with national

identity.

9 This can be likened to the “Festival of the Supreme Being” by the Jacobins during the French
Revolution.

10 Jeremy Smith, “The Education of the National Minorities,” The Slovonic and East European
Review, 294.

1 Ibid., 281.

11



How is it that a communist movement in Russia, which hinged on
overturning old society through internationalist revolution, would inadvertently
metamorphose into a reflection of its past? It appears to be that the Bolsheviks
did not maintain but reinvent. More so, the Russian Revolution wasn’t merely
contingent on the socialist-oriented strategy of economism, which asserted the
transformation of Russian society specifically through economic means. Precisely,
a revolution would not have occurred if it were not for countless women
becoming politically active, who resolutely engaged with their fellow citizens
and institutions to build a social democratic movement beyond economism and
eventually the first socialist state that brought women reproductive rights and
political agency. With just a little digging, one will find Bolshevik women like
Nadezhda Krupskaya (and others like Aleksandra Kollontai) played an integral
role in the creation of the Soviet state by denouncing conventional aspects of the
old society but also recognized the procedural and institutional impact in
reestablishing society in their own image. This work takes a particular focus on
Nadezhda Krupskaya, who languishes in obscurity throughout most scholarly
texts on Soviet Russia, but whose writings demonstrate an understanding of
these said social, political, and institutional impacts, and their importance.

Women like Krupskaya aimed to reinvent the world and reframe the

political approach to revolution by appropriating nineteenth century populist

12



principles through the economic concepts established by the Russian socialist
movement. The proliferation of riveting literature that grew out of nineteenth
century Russian radicalism encouraged readers—many of whom were educated
women—to question the very fabric of old society and realize the need to
transform it. Krupskaya herself was a disciple of the literary renegades of her
time, like Leo Tolstoy, Nikolay Nekrasov, and Alexander Pushkin. Russian
women were motivated by such literature not just because of nascent Marxism,
which taught them that old society was systemically intertwined with
exploitative capitalism, but because of the engrossing clarity set in front of
society by literature that told the story of what was happening behind the scenes
of the bourgeoisie.

Likewise, the nature of Bolshevik organizing was reminiscent of Russian
populism, which constituted a program that opened the door for an entirely
unique opportunity to fuse accommodation with revolution, which finally settled
a long-endured struggle within the framework of Russian history from the
seventeenth century to modern times.12 That is to say, revolutionary Russia was a
synchronous environment of resistance (or transformation) and the re-
establishment of popular traditions arising in convergence but eventually

merging in congruity, laying the groundwork for revolutionary thinking and

12 Barbara E. Clements, Barbara A. Engel, and Christine D. Worobec, Russia’s Women:
Accommodation, Resistance, Transformation (Oakland: University of California Press, 1991.
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novel postulations on state construction woven together by women who shaped
it at practically every turn until Stalin.

The Soviet system had a socialist-driven economy and was constructed to
redistribute wealth and advance the interest of workers and peasants. While the
legacy of the Soviet system is still contested and debated today, especially
regarding the extent of communism’s tragedy, one thing the Soviet system
successfully achieved was a robust education system that systematically
overturned the crisis of illiteracy through literacy campaigns, achieving 75%
literacy by 1937.13 At the same time, the professionalization of women increased
dramatically in various job sectors typically dominated by men. The Soviet
education policy was centralized, but local accommodation was made to
traditional cultures, which placed reading, writing, and vocation at the forefront
of its design in order to place the regional interests in lockstep with the Central
Committee. Furthermore, the integration of education into Soviet social life was
an intentional process that drew on people’s civic adherence, painting collective
visions of Soviet society that imagined a unified proletarian utopia. In other

words, this is how the Bolsheviks redrew “Soviet” national and political culture.

13 Peter Myers, "Can the Soviet Education System Help Developing Countries Now? — Master of
Development Practice,”" Berkley Master of Development Practice, accessed September 2021,
https:/ /mdp.berkeley.edu / peter-myers-can-the-soviet-education-system-help-us-now/ .

14 Kathryn M and Robert A. Bartol. "Women in Managerial and Professional Positions: The
United States and the Soviet Union." Industrial and Labor Relations Review 28, no. 4 (1975), 524.
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Whether those conceptions were real or imagined, it was likely interpreted
differently by different people, mostly depending on social class. However, such
imagination within the bureaucratic state structures and reinvention of the social
sphere contradicted the scientific ‘rationalism” of Marxism, which anticipates the
materialist aspects of human relationships in capitalism, and eventually their
‘inevitable” revolution bringing about a worker’s state, as according to Marx and
Engels. However, rationalism was seemingly a secondary concern for the
Bolsheviks—at least in practice, not upfront in theoretical authorship.1> The
product of Soviet education, in fact, demonstrates cultural experimentation that
arguably contradicts Marxism’s scientific rationalism and stateless
underpinnings. Sheila Fitzpatrick’s work in The Cultural Front recognizes culture
as a centerpiece in the development of Soviet life, specifically persuading us that
‘class” was not always part of socialist state development despite its dialectical
centrality. That how the Bolsheviks realized class conflict was contextualized in
terms of culture, not necessarily by the Marxist interpretation of materialism.
Specifically, Bolsheviks, especially Bolshevik women, were thinking about how
new institutional practices could affect cultural values in the new state, help

women and men unlearn rigid social customs, and present new (communal)

15 Often times, the writings of Bolshevik theorists like Lenin, Bukharin, or Trotsky establish
rational goals but contradict them in practice.
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concepts of political organization.!¢ Fitzpatrick argues that immediately after the
Russian Revolution, “‘power’ fought ‘culture’ for power in ‘“culture’.”17
Fitzpatrick is correct to stress the cultural aspect of the Bolshevik movement, as it
had consequential implications on national development, and the definition of
Soviet nationhood. While nationalism has long been anathema to Marxism, or
the socialist concepts associated with it, Lenin (Vladimir Illych Ulyanov) indeed
expressed support of nationalism, but of a certain type: in considering whether

nationalism was alien to Bolshevism, Lenin argued,

Certainly not!”... “We take pride in the resistance to these outrages put
up from our midst, from the Great Russians; in that midst having
produced Radishchev, the Decembrists, and the revolutionary commoners

of the seventies.18

A reference to Radishchev and the Decembrists demonstrates Lenin’s knowledge

of the importance of Russia’s cultural history—particularly, the role that

16 Elizabeth A. Wood, The Baba and the Comrade: Gender and Politics in Revolutionary
Russia (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997).

17 Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Cultural Front: Power and Culture in Revolutionary Russia (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1992), 7.

18 Vladimir Lenin, "On the National Pride of the Great Russians," in Lenin Collected
Works (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1974), 102-106.
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resistance played in mobilizing the public behind political movements for
broader transformation in the early 1800s. As for culture itself, Lenin proclaimed,
“We must take all culture that capitalism left us, and use it to construct
Socialism.”1? Therefore, culture wasn’t merely for bourgeois use, as it has
commonly been referred to both by many Bolsheviks at the time and modern
socialist theorists. It was, in actuality, something that could be inherited and
reused by the proletariat to create a new state.

Proletkult, or proletarian culture, was a concept created by Bolshevik
theorist Alexander Bogdanov to represent working class culture and deplore
bourgeois culture. However, the inclusion of the peasants made such a concept
difficult to convey in a broad sense. Lenin tasked Anatoly Lunacharsky and
Krupskaya with conceptualizing proletkult through education. The goal would
therefore aim at leveraging an educational program directed through Narkompros,
the People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment (or Education), to develop social
enrichment programs that aimed to cultivate Soviet citizens and shape their
ideological outlook through collective consciousness. The model born out of the
program would eventually develop in the early part of the Soviet state
(1917-1920) and mirror the activities of nineteenth century populist reading

circles. Proletkult, for instance, bolstered the Bolshevik's position during the

19 Istoria Muzyki Narodov SSSR, vol. I, Moscow, 1956-63, 46-47.
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Russian Civil War, mobilizing educational groups to assist peasants and Red
Army soldiers in learning to read and write. It also organized hundreds of
musical and artistic workshops in towns and villages meant to provide localized
learning opportunities.20 We'll find that while documents report these policies
were mainly instituted by Lunacharsky, who became the First Commissar of
Narkompros, it was Nadezhda Krupskaya who greatly influenced the direction
of Narkompros as the brainchild in the first three years of its iteration.?! For
instance, the establishment of workshops reflected the reading circles of the
previous century, where women like Krupskaya flourished politically to activate
members of the socialist movement leading up to 1917.

It can be observed that nineteenth century blending of critique with rich
historical contexts demonstrated in local reading circles engendered a new
culture of resistance. Reading circles examined literature and fictional
storytelling as a device meant to compel political engagement and social
organization in populist political groups. Realizing the plight of women and
their shared oppression with peasants, populists sympathized with women and
encouraged them to take up the banner of revolution together with peasants,

professionally. Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Chernyshevksy and Pushkin (among

20 Schwarz, Music and Musical Life, 20.

21 Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Commissariat of Enlightenment: Soviet Organization of Education and the
Arts Under Lunacharsky, October 1917-1921 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), xii.
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others), had a potency to their prose. Women, in particular, found revolutionary
potential in their work because of what they read and how it inspired them. They
learned from stories with powerful female heroines and characters that
transforming Russia’s political and cultural fabric was a tangible goal, which
consequently had the power to transform gender norms that established new
ways of thinking about social relations and political systems, generally. Literature
had this effect by bringing high society down to them, in the palm of their hands,
almost like a window into a world unseen.

Radicalization came after realization. Literary intellectuals had already
started attacking old institutions through allegory and thematic compositions.
Often, this would be done by presenting affluent characters as significantly
flawed individuals. Structures like family and marriage were being reconsidered
in stories of betrayal and mistrust, usually by portraying the flaws of bourgeois
aestheticism, etc., like in Anna Karenina, Who is to Blame?, or Eugene Onegin.
Generations of women reading these works began to respond by considering
ideas revolving around sexual freedom and communal living as a gateway
toward liberation. Other issues in these works touched upon women'’s
enfranchisement, democracy, and education, which brought literature from the
home into the streets, thus, to be interrogated by the public en masse. By

engaging the literary canon at the time, Russian readers also grew critical of
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western Enlightenment thought as harnessing “primitive’ self-centeredness. Even
the mainstream Russian Enlightenment countered the central ideas of the
European Enlightenment with the works of Aleksander Radishchev. However,
individualism was not considered radical like it was in the West due to what
many anti-Enlightenment and populist thinkers began to deem as a suppression
of the imagination or the limitation of consciousness moving beyond the self, as
described by Nikolay Mikhailovsky or Pyotr Lavrov.2? In fact, individualism was
eventually relegated to a counterrevolutionary belief well before the surge of
anti-capitalism in Russia. Contemplating the necessity of liberating segments of
society through shared consciousness, communalism became an appendage to
rearranging society—it was paradoxically fashioned out of both a rejection of
western beliefs and imaginative storytelling.2 These transformative and often
juxtaposed ways of thinking appealed to groups who were disaffected and
neglected by the tsarist regime, i.e., women, peasants, and factory workers,
through the consciousness of class and among those who were craving

something different.

22 Andrzej Walicki, A History of Russian Thought from the Enlightenment to Marxism: From the
Enlightenment to Marxism (Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 1979), 252-253.

23 The rejection of western ideals and systems was a Slavophile remnant of the early 1800s,
hinged on the insistence of Russia’s geographic uniqueness as an Asiatic state with a distinct
“Slavic” culture. Radical movements that arose thereafter often swung against Slavophile
ideology due to its conservative advocacy of tradition, but also ironically found agreement in its
vision of pan-Slavism and idealization of land.
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The methods that the populists experimented with relied on teaching
underserved Russians how to read, write, and interpret popular works of fiction.
Such employments had the ability to fulfill two major political goals: educate the
public and politically activate them. Their strategy spawned a deep skepticism of
traditional structures, including liberal institutions. It tended to tilt society in
favor of nihilism, discouraging individuality in favor of a broader commonality
no matter how unattainable or pessimistic the struggle would be. The idealism of
radical potential was so far from reality yet held deep emotional meaning for a
country suffering from domestic unrest and geopolitical disparity. But these
idealisms, while seemingly dangerous at moments, also engendered
advancements in literacy, elevating women as teachers and advocates for civil
rights. In turn, the burgeoning revolutionary movement enhanced the political
consciousness of the Russian masses. Once The Communist Manifesto entered
intellectual life, it was easy to draw connections between the philosophy of the
populists to the economic principles of communism.

As women became a vocal segment of the population advocating utopian
idealism, women were no longer content with men speaking for them, which
drew many female voices into the conversation.? Moreover, women—motivated

by Nicolas Cherneshevsky’s What Is To Be Done?—were seeking how women

24 Richard Stites, The Women's Liberation Movement in Russia: Feminism, Nihilsm, and Bolshevism,
1860-1930 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2021), 49.
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within the proletarian movement could also address the crucial question of
suffrage as well. Marxism would eventually be a central guide for young
socialist feminists seeking to address unanswered questions presented in
previous works. But there were also elements of non-socialist feminism in Russia
that contended with rigid socialist doctrine. This became a concern for Bolshevik
leadership. For the masses to support a popular Bolshevik program, the party
would need to consider ways to rectify sectarian differences. Lenin argued in his
version of What is to Be Done? for the need to reject moderate and more extreme
interpretations of revolution, as “both fail to devote sufficient attention to the
development of their own activity in political agitation and organization of
political exposures.” It was, therefore, essential that “Social Democrats must go
among all classes of the population.”25

As a young organizer, writer, disciple of Tolstoy, and most importantly, an
educator, Krupskaya formed key goals of the Bolshevik Party without entirely
relying on Marxism that helped the organizational structure of the Bolsheviks
achieve Lenin’s vision. Her contributions can be seen in the revolutionary efforts
of early radical organizing, the publication of pamphlets, the establishment of the
Komsomol (Communist Youth League) and Young Pioneers through

Narkompros, as well as its education policy that advocated for vocational and

25 Vladimir Lenin, "What Is to Be Done?," in Essential Works of Lenin (Dover Publications, 1902),
111-113.
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polytechnic curricula. Her work would steer the Russian Civil War in the
Bolshevik Party’s favor by bringing factions together and setting the course for
Soviet national development, constructing its complex bureaucracy, and
cultivating a common civic life for its citizens.

Krupskaya didn’t do the work alone. Many women were drawn into the
fray of political organizing. She realized the necessity of a structured and succinct
operation, which relied on partnerships and collaboration. Hence, Krupskaya
would recruit other influential women interested in the cause, such as
Aleksandra Kollontai to assist in editorial work, political organizing, and
speaking during the Revolution and throughout the creation of the women’s arm
of the Bolshevik Party known as Zhenotdel. Krupskaya and Kollontai’s
partnership with Lenin, for instance, attempted to draw up a blue-print for the
future function of Soviet life without private aspects of reiliance. Kollontai
sought to transform the traditional family structure in Soviet Russia in the 1920s
and reimagined various centers of life such as cantines, daycare centers, and
laundromats. The idea of making such places integral to daily life was envisaged
as reducing the economic burden placed on women by capitalism and
substituting private enterprises with public organizations.

Education would reinforce the centrality of the public sphere. Rarely is

Soviet national development analyzed through the shifting tendencies in the
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debates on “the woman question.” Barbara Clements along with Barbara Engel
and Christine Worobec do present how the woman question evolved through
various stages in Russian history, from the pre-Soviet period of the Russian
Empire, up to the period of the First World War.26 In Russia’s Women, Clements,
Engel, and Worobec acknowledge how the Soviet state changes the position of
women in society even through oppositional forces.2” However, their work
misses some important considerations on how—while sounding more practical—
women’s gender-focused activism integrated with state processes quite fluidly.
The answers also go beyond shifting gender norms and posits a rather
systematic articulation. In her work entitled Gender and Nation, Mrinalini Sinha
observes that, while studies on the formation of national identity have typically
elided the subject of gender, “feminist scholarship is equally guilty of neglecting
the study of the nation or nationalism.” Speaking about the women of the Global
South, Sinha locates women’s emancipation movements within anti-colonial
nationalist struggles.28 Krupskaya may be the link needed to apply this
perspective to Bolshevik Russia. Since women were already mobilized in
significant numbers leading up to 1917, they had the opportunity to influence the

laws and customs of the burgeoning state, pre and post-October. Wood discusses

26 Clements, Worobec, Engel, Russia’s Women, 12.
27 Ibid., 12-15.

28 Mrinalini Sinha, Gender and Nation, 8-95.
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how the complexities of the women’s movement not only affected the course of
the revolution but also the way in which women involved themselves in the
broader political sphere. She draws upon McNeal’s broader analysis of women,
specifically regarding how the perception of women evolved among men, which
had the potential to affect broader movement building, across gender. This
evolution of perception had the power to deliver broad-based unity for the
Bolshevik cause. Wood presents this formulation occurring along a historical
timeline that demonstrates causation with the Soviet past. Yet, the conditions of
pre-Bolshevik Russia were causally related to the radicalization of women. The
collective actions of female thinkers prompted new formulations in establishing
terms that defined and redefined sovereign liberation. These new rights would
be protected through central party rule, and encourage women to carry out a
new social program (at least in the beginning of the Soviet project).

Krupskaya’s role in the development of youth education programs, and
vocational and polytechnic programs for students became foundational to the
development of Soviet national identity. Furthermore, Krupskaya would serve as
Deputy Minister of Education until her death in 1939, establishing a foundation
for communist education and setting Soviet education policy in the long term.

This work aims to not only uncover these underestimated achievements

and highlight how Krupskaya—a woman—was able to hold such a powerful
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position in the burgeoning state but also demonstrate the need to revisit early
Soviet history and observe the nuances of culture, gender, and state formation
that might not have been obvious in the past. Doing so should challenge our
preconceptions of Russia and the Soviet state and renew our curiosity about
Eastern politics and history. Retellings of Soviet history from the perspective of
power and ideology have been problematic, placing men, violence, and authority
front and center, placating underrepresented parts of the history. As gathered by
Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism, the west’s patronizing characterization of
eastern societies has created a disparity in attention and consideration of the
East.?? Yet, societal oppression tends to overshadow collective history in bottom-

up retellings.

*k%k

There are many insufficiencies in the historiography of Soviet Russia due in large
part to bilateral conflicts and residual Russophobic attitudes from the Cold War.
Rochelle Ruthchild is a seminal voice on this matter. She maintains that such
impediments placed by the Cold War have engendered an androcentric lens of
the Russian Revolution, which has hindered investigations on issues of women

and gender in Soviet Russia and other progressive aspects of its history. As she

29 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 2014).
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claims, “the history remains obscured. The voices of women arguing for
citizenship, equality, respect, and civil rights are often silenced or ignored
sopranos and altos of Russia; without them Russian history is all bass and
baritone.”30 Barbara Evans Clements, Barbara Engel, and Christine D. Worobec
also admit that “the study of women's lives brings us to reconsider some of the
oldest questions in the historian’s trade even as it provokes new ones,” thus,
tasking Russian historians with the necessary work of reevaluating particular
histories for the sake of gaining new knowledge and sparking new questions.3!
Recent works that come close to exploring women in a social/ state context
include Wendy Goldman’s Women, the State, and Revolution and Elizabeth Wood's
The Baba and the Comrade. Both studies reveal substantial insight into the impact
of the women’s movement in revolutionary Russia, and most importantly,
comment on the integral nature of women in state-driven activities, mainly
gauging how the woman question was debated within the party apparatus, and
how women eventually organized to inform the implementation of state

policies.3?

30 Rochelle G. Ruthchild, "Women and Gender in 1917," Slavic Review 76, no. 3 (2017): 694.
31 Clements, Engel, and Worobec, Russia’s Women, 2.
32 Wendy Z. Goldman, Women, the State and Revolution: Soviet Family Policy and Social Life,

1917-1936 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Elizabeth Wood. The Baba and the
Comrade: Gender and Politics in Revolutionary Russia. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000.
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At its core, this research attempts to contend with Russian History’s
overbearing masculine contents by shedding light on how Krupskaya and those
who surrounded her were rather influential during the revolutionary struggle
that led to the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the development of the Soviet
state. I also attempt to build on some of the more recent fashions in Russian
history, with women at the forefront of the story. Meeting ground with scholars
who are pushing the boundaries in terms of the topic of gender, such as Elizabeth
Wood, Barbara Evans Clements, and Wendy Goldman reestablishes the role of
women in Soviet Russia and also sheds light on certain parts of the early
revolutionary period that demonstrate a key connection between women and
Soviet state development, which I will attempt to do in this work. It is not that no
historian of Russia has explored this link but that many do so without addressing
the overarching shortcomings within the lens of political sociology and the
consideration of the revolutionary totality that extends back into nineteenth-
century Russian populism.

Richard Pipes” famous The Formation of the Soviet Union, Alexander
Rabinowitch’s electrifying book The Bolsheviks Come to Power, and other retellings
of the Russian Revolution by scholarly voices such as Moshe Lewin and China
Miéville all capture the Soviet story in a way that hones the well-known men and

their megalomania such as the purges and the bureaucratic maze constructed to
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consolidate power.3 There is no surface objection to how this history is offered or
delivered to the public by these historians. Their respective approaches do
highlight the central narrative of the 1917 revolution, as it relates to John Reed’s
most famous testimony in The Ten Days that Shook the World, and perhaps, they
build on the history here and there with an emphasis on the backstory and new
findings and perspectives of prominent figureheads. That central narrative of the
Russian Revolution certainly plays a role for colloquial audiences and new
students of Russia. However, these and more recent works by Jeremy Smith in
Red Nations or Terry Martin’s The Affirmative Action Empire are presented
separately from women and gender, taking on a specific concentration of male-
centeredness, which often overshadows the achievements of women. The works
that explore women'’s involvement in state affairs are also a separate body of
work, merely grappling with issues of gender and reflecting little on their direct
impact on the state or culture, despite a few exceptions. Collectively, neither
consider a totality of the revolutionary movement that extends into the preceding
populist era. Another problematic feature of Soviet history is that it has been
segregated this way for decades and follows a similar pattern today. James P.
Scanlan, Anne Pedler, and Richard Stites have also established a body of work on

the Russian populists. Of course, this again sits within a category of its own.

33 Moshe Lewin, The Soviet Century (London: Verso, 2016).
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In the same year that Miéville published October in 2017. Victor Sebestyen
also retold the Russian Revolution from a historical biopic of Lenin himself.34 Of
course, 2017 was popular for it being the centennial of the Revolution. However,
republishing the same narrative has been done with an exhausting loftiness.
Worse, some of the history is retold (often with authority in America) by voices
that are ahistorical, and get the credit for being “experts” on the topic. The
growing trend of popular history by investigative journalists has become a
peculiar phenomenon with an appeal from curious spectators and media giants.
For instance, Anne Applebaum, who has appeared on CNN and other
mainstream media outlets, has contended with Russia’s long legacy of autocracy
by speaking on the country’s shortcomings as being distinctively “Russian.”
Albeit Applebaum’s visceral style, simplifying the Russian Revolution as a
moment when the people “who loudly professed belief in the party...who
participated in public displays of enthusiasm... are deceived naively by a
demagogic ideology and continue to do so until this day,” have distorting

implications for academic history.3> Cold War memory clouds a great deal of

34 Victor Sebestyen, Lenin: The Man, the Dictator, and the Master of Terror (Pantheon Books, 2018).

35 Anne Applebaum, Twilight of Democracy: The Seductive Lure of Authoritarianism (New York:
Penguin Random House, 2020), 23-24.
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recent material, enabling mistreatment of the historical contents and often casting
certain categories (and, by extension, nationalities) in a xenophobic light.36

My hope is that this work will bring about three major contributions to the
field. First, it will deepen our understanding of Krupskaya and her
underestimated contributions with respect to state-led education programs and
organizational work that tie back to the populist era. Secondly, it will recast
Soviet history in a way that centers our view on the Bolsheviks” motivational
schema that intersected gender within its application of national community.
Such excavation will establish space for Political Scientists, Historians, and
scholars of Gender Studies to engage in comparative and sociological
investigation on the intersectionality of national identity and gender, and more
specifically, revise male-driven presuppositions of Russia’s revolutionary affairs
and demonstrate the way woman-driven initiatives impacted it. And lastly, it
will establish new starting points within the early Soviet period, placing a

precedence on the populist movement during the nineteenth century and its

36 Applebaum has gone toe-to-toe with respected historians in the field of Russian Studies who
carry an academic reputation for being diligent in their craft and for spending long hours in the
archives—a major responsibility for historians that is often overlooked. For example, she has
disparaged Sheila Fitzpatrick, who has enjoyed a long career with extensive work on the Russian
Revolution as well as on the development of Soviet education policy—an area of Soviet studies
that is in great need of exploration. Applebaum accused Fitzpatrick of being an “apologist” of the
Soviet legacy and labeled her a “revisionist” who minimizes the travesty of totalitarianism in the
Soviet Union merely because she opens new avenues never considered before. For more, see:
Anna Lukina, "Applebaum Vs. Fitzpatrick: Is History Political?," Quillette, last modified
September 12, 2017, https:/ / quillette.com /2017/09/02 / applebaum-vs-fitzpatrick-history-

political /.
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impact on women like Krupskaya, who informed the revolutionary movement to
the end of the Russian Civil War. The purpose will be to explain where Soviet
history has been successful and unsuccessful in demonstrating the
intersectionality between women and the state, as well as reexamine the
formation of Soviet civic identity and the nuances of the “consciousness” in the

Russian socialist experience.
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Krupskaya and the New View of Russian Society

Russia in the 1800s was a place of great instability. However, it was also a period
of burgeoning democracy in the shadows of tsarist subjugation. Nadezhda
Krupskaya was born in the midst of the height of Russian populism, where the
promise of a more equal society was on the precipice of the new century. In
February 1869, new concepts on the state and ideas surrounding collectivism,
peasant freedoms, and education surfaced in a tangible form that was seen in
philosophy and practice. Young radicals born in this new landscape were
defined by a counter-cultural sense of the world and a rejection of the existing
society. Although, this didn’t leave Krupskaya’s generation apathetic to politics.
Many were driven by a spirit of the radicalism of the period and devoted
themselves to the cause of bringing power to people. The literary works of the
time and values produced by populist thinkers promoted self-sacrifice for the
greater good. Specifically, the values of self-sacrifice centered around selflessness
in a rebuke of selfishness. Changing perspectives of the nineteenth century

typically came out of literary themes that demonstrated how tragedy and class
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disparity are intertwined like in Who is to Blame? or how women’s societal

constraints are linked to gender inequity as exemplified in What is to be Done?.

A new sense of morality began to govern a rising generation of radical activists
prompting skepticism and the impetus to redefine Russian society. Emerging
sociological perspectives of the nineteenth century aimed at cultivating a
collective consciousness. Pyotr Lavrov and Nikolay Mikhailovsky were primary
philosophers who defined the populist movement in social terms criticizing the
human condition’s egocentric tendencies and the importance of fostering a
collective awareness to gain susceptibility to injustice and immorality. The
question that would eventually arise to the core of the movement would be just
how much to reject within society and how much to preserve of old culture and
custom.

Within that, literature’s growing politicization (or propagandistic use)
began to have a dramatic impact on the way women began to involve themselves
in radical political circles. At first, women’s issues became a subject among
merely educated women (and men) within the 1860s thanks to solidarity
movements within political groups. And because of popular literature like
Chernyshevsky and Herzen that explored the consequences of patriarchal norms,

it was unacceptable for male revolutionaries to exclude their female

34



counterparts. However, the 1860s represented a sort of “mythical” understanding
of women'’s rights. While women's issues were becoming widely discussed
among the intelligentsia, women did not start writing pamphlets or theoretical
articles until sometime after. Though German socialist feminists Clara Zetkin and
Rosa Luxemburg had already set an example through their activism in Europe.
Yet, they played a role in inspiring Russian women. Likewise, both Zetkin and
Luxemburg paid close attention to the issues in Russia at the time, it wasn’t until
the 1870s, when Catherine Breshkovsky, a member of the Narodnaya Volya (The
People’s Will), began to speak out against male comrades in 1870 and was later
imprisoned for her outspokenness by the Okhrana, did women feel more

empowered to ascend to the front of radical conversations. She reflected

I was not the only one called upon to make such a sacrifice. Among the
women in the struggle for Russian freedom there were many who chose to

be fighters for justice rather than mothers of the victims of tyranny.37

Her thoughts on revolution came to the foreground of revolutionary thought in
Russia, sharing insight what life was like for women under the tsar. In her

memoir, she shared her most important concern, which was the conditions of

37 Ekaterina Breshkovsky, The Little Grandmother of the Russian Revolution, ed., Alice S. Blackwell
(Boston, MA: Little, Brown, and Company, 1918), 40.
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peasants. She described how “the men would come to the master begging bread
for which their families were famishing; the women would come weeping,
demanding their children of whom they had been robbed.”38 Like most
populists, the plight of the peasant class was of the utmost concern, as the
populists believed they had been the most ridiculed and neglected by the regime.
Women peasants, in particular, were the most oppressed as they had not only
dealt with the repression from the regime but of their husbands and family too.
However, writings like Breshkovsky represented that Russia was on the
precipice of a new way of thinking that went beyond mere words. Moreover, the
country began to recognize that the revolution underneath, which had been
building for decades, would face reactionary pushback from the old regime as
well as segments of the population that deemed its novel ideas as ‘dangerous’ to
the future of Russia. Additionally, with the forces of industrialization ramping up
in Europe, Russia was forced to catch up with the rest of the world. The largely
agrarian country was unable to adapt as quickly as the West, which brought forth
economic instability along with growing negative conceptions of Western

capitalist development. This is where Krupskaya was born.

38 Ibid., 6.
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Early Life and Perspectives

Born into Russian nobility in February of 1869 in St. Petersburg, Krupskaya was
raised much like many other Russian youth of her social status. They were
taught that education was important, despite women being barred from
obtaining an education equal to men. But tradition and family were equally
important. Nadya, as Krupskaya was called as a young girl, was instilled with
traditional family values and saw the importance of maintaining familial bonds,
as the oncoming hardship she and her mother would soon face would be
arduous. Through their trials and tribulations, they were forced to reckon with
the reality of economic turmoil and political instability. It was the outlet of
political curiosity and the expectation of educational growth that helped Nadya
along the way and find her identity as a revolutionary.

Like many other Russian families, Nadya’s family began to see their
wealth decline once instability began to set in during the 1860s. Russia was
falling behind Britain, Germany, and France throughout the period of
industrialization, and the economy floundered as a result. In experiencing
famine and economic insecurity, a wide disparity between the rich and poor
grew wider due to Russia’s anemic industrial pace, which disproportionately
impacted Russia’s up-and-coming working class and further dislocated peasants

who thought the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 would yield to societal
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improvement. Though, it did not. Another contributing factor toward inequality
was Russia’s heavy reliance on European capital to facilitate micro-scale
industrialization. Russia could not generate enough capital to commercially
compete with its European counterparts. Especially before the beginning of the
First World War, Russia was a major player in the international bond market,
making it the largest net borrower by 1914. For example, French direct
investments in Russian mining, petroleum, metallurgy, textiles, and financial
sectors increased by 248%.3 Much of what began was the start of modern global
capitalism taking shape, and the securement of Western economic hegemony.
European investments, of course, aided in Russia’s early urbanization, helping to

prepare the country’s aristocracy for the war effort.

39 Hassan Malik, Bankers and Bolsheviks: International Finance and the Russian Revolution (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2020), 17-28.
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Breakdown of Securities Issued in Russia and Abroad, 1904-08 and 1909-13

(rubles, millions) 40

1904-08 1909-13 Percentage of Percentage of
1904-08 1909-13

Government loans 2,143.2 175.0 49.0 3.1
Mortgage loans 1,279 24754 29.2 44.5
Municipal loans 86.2 2264 2.0 41
Railway stock and 207.4 8472 47 15.2
bonds
Shares of 64.5 456.2 15 8.2
commercial and land
banks
Industrial and 596.7 1,378.4 13.6 248
commercial stocks
and bonds

But the country’s development grew unevenly; the quality of life in rural society
worsened significantly while urban centers cultivated modest activity to facilitate
moderate factory development. Some researchers argue that the level of
inequality wasn’t as significant as people believed it to be, or that in no way was
it contributive to mass disenchantment and resistance. One study that tries to
downplay the level of inequality on the eve of the revolution, however, found
that St. Petersburg and Moscow experienced some of the highest forms of

economic inequality compared to other provinces in the northern Volga region or

40 Michael W. Michelson, Alexander M. Apostol, and Paul N. Bernatzky, Russian Public Finance
During the War: Revenue and Expenditure, Credit Operations, and Monetary Policy (Yale University
Press, 1928), 237.
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the southern and Ukrainian provinces, where agricultural production was
slightly more productive. One thing that quantitative research tends to agree on
is that “the imperial autocracy's dependency on elites for its power continued to
be reflected in the property, income, and political inequality among estates and
classes.”41 Furthermore, effects in Russia were aggravating not just socio-
economic structures but also cultural sensitivities that historically pervaded
various social groups who differed in their view of Russian national identity—
mainly among peasants, who were socially conservative, holding Slavophile
views, but were ironically attuned to economic insecurity and the unequal
implications of capitalism.

For Russian peasants, the Edict of Emancipation in 1861, set in place by
Tsar Alexander II, was an attempt to abolish serfdom throughout the Russian
Empire. However, emancipation yielded to the growth of private land
ownership, creating new tensions between tenants who worked the land and
landlords who relied on tenants to maintain their properties. In other words,
serfdom was essentially recreated in a different form that guised the tenant-
landlord relationship as contractual, but hardly established reasonable reforms

that yielded mobility. While most of the focus on the continued difficulties of the

41 Steven Nafziger and Peter Lindert, "Russian Inequality on the Eve of Revolution," The Journal of
Economic History 74, no. 3 (2014): xx,
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peasantry was broad, Krupskaya took part in the conversation by honing the
female subject.

Noting how the women of peasant life had to tackle heavy field work such
as looking after livestock and growing crops while also taking care of household
chores, making garments, and attending to children, and ensuring the well-being
of their family altogether.42 Urban workers found themselves coexisting
alongside a feudal autocracy, hindering genuine social mobility and minimizing
the interests of the workers. Working women, in particular, found the growing
hardships an obstacle to achieving true economic independence through
draconian statist policy and archaic institutional barriers. These particular factors
engendered widespread political activity among women—especially as
restrictions were placed on the right to assembly and other freedoms, like the
right to divorce. All of which were becoming embraced in Western Europe.
Nadya grew up when these conversations were being held. At the same time,
this was ongoing with turbulent regime change, where reactionary laws created
an atmosphere of social unrest and violence. Within a 39-year span, the Russian
people lived through three tsars: Alexander II (1855-81), Alexander III (1881-94),
and Nicholas II (1894-1917) who were forced to contend with a transformative,

and often discursive, public. The eventual reign of Tsar Nicholas II during the

42 Nadezhda Krupskaya, The Woman Worker (Manifesto Press Cooperative Limited, 2017), 1.
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First World War was thought to be a moment where Russia would finally change,
offer a renewed sense of citizenship, and provide growing prosperity. However,
it did not.

The ascension of Tsar Nicholas II of the Romanov Dynasty came about
after Tsar Alexander III. Regime change in Russia was met with extreme violence
from an organized underground bastion of radicals bent on destroying tsarist
structures. Most of them were frustrated and disenchanted by the failures to
deliver for peasants and the restriction of political freedoms. The old regime’s
willingness to compromise for small democratic adjustments to the law offered
moments of brief reprieve from public discontent, but it did not last long enough
to quell organizing. The demonstration of piecemeal reforms brought about in
response to previous social movements wasn't effective (i.e., the Decembrist
Revolt). Because the Russian economy continued to highly depended on the
investments from European business and capital to aid in its development,
uncertainty about Russia’s place in the world grew even more powerful, as
increasing negative sentiment about the regime itself and its incompetence had

become more widely covered in the press.*3 The goal for many Russians then was

43 Headlines like “The Mystic Peasant” and “Nobles Slew Monk” are just a couple of examples of
press coverage about Rasputin, who claimed to be a healer and was invited in by the Romanov
Dynasty to heal Alexei Nikolaevich’s anemia. Most of the news stories touched on this occurrence
as an example of the tsar’s incompetence. For more, see Heather Thomas, "The Murder of
Rasputin," last modified October 13, 2020, https:/ /blogs.loc.gov /headlinesandheroes /2020/10/
the-murder-of-rasputin/.
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to see their country become a viable competitor on the world stage and engage
(in some fashion) with the West. Increased defense spending by the regime from
1908-1913 demonstrates an acknowledgment of the value of the war effort from
the regime’s perspective, as production value also increased, respectively.4
However, with Russia’s expansive rural geography and sizable peasant
population, its ability to fully catch up with its European neighbors was still not
apparent. For some, this difficulty indicated that capitalism was not working in
Russia, or unsuitable for its expansive geography and ethnic diversity; for others,
it signified a widening gap between two distinct Russian identities, Westerners
and Slavophiles. For most, both arguments made sense.

Under Tsar Alexander II, anarchists and populists began organizing to
protest the tsar’s autocratic tendencies after facing severe political inequality.
Tsar Alexander II's policies, such as the Circassian genocide and failed
parliamentary reform efforts, led to widespread anger at the tsarist authority’s
inability to effectively respond and lack of compassion. Along with the
censorship of speech in 1881, the tsar faced unrelenting attacks on his life,
leading up to his subsequent assassination in March of that year. The
assassination marked the beginning of a dark time in Russia signaling the

beginning of the old order’s deterioration. The growing presence of social

44 Hassan Malik, Bankers and Bolsheviks: International Finance and the Russian Revolution (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2020), 124.
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hardship, conflict, and brutality created additional social fissures that began to
metamorphose into revolutionary sentiment. Additionally, a worldwide
agricultural depression ensued, making it increasingly difficult to provide food
in the markets and feed the public. With the swift ascendency of Tsar Alexander
IIT after Alexander II's death, the regime would seek to curtail any possibility of
assassination. So it would move to restrict political organizing even further.
Millions of youth were propelled into politics by this precise shift in regime
policy, as the institutions of traditional society seemed to clamp down on any
semblance of resistance. Planned assassinations by activists were launched
against the tsar throughout the country. This became a regular practice among
anarchists, propelling Russia into a state of uncertainty. Regime instability also
significantly impacted the upper class in Russia, including those of noble or
semi-noble status. In fact, despite carrying semi-noble status, Nadya’s family
experienced financial hardship after her father received a cut to his pension due
to a new policy set in place by the tsarist regime and faced expulsion from civil
service. As a former army officer, Nadya's father, Konstantin Ignatevich Krupski,
was forced to find other work in order to make a decent income and keep his
family afloat.

Krupski was born an orphan and raised by the tsarist state through an

orphanage in the Kazan province. While he carried noble status, it was actually
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happenstance that his family would later inherit the title; his service in the Cadet
Corps early in life is what brought that title to be bestowed by the tsarist
authorities. Through his service, he studied law, where he married Elizaveta and
became a father. After having been ordered to be stationed in Poland during
Russian occupation in 1858, Krupski began to read The Bell, which had been a
critical magazine edited by Alexander Herzen. Scholars suspect that it is possible
he had been engaging in some subversive activities at the time, as the text is
surmised to have been passed around to other fellow officers. Ideas offered by
writers guided by the populist movement were considered increasingly
dangerous given their sympathy for revolution and criticism of tsarist
institutions. Interestingly, Krupskaya writes that her father may have been
helping Polish insurgents escape during combat against the tsar’s army.
Irrespective, Krupski remained on task and followed orders despite some
believing he drew suspicion from his superiors of having radical sympathies. He
was later stationed at the Military-Judicial Academy in St. Petersburg in 1863.
Krupski’s work led to a promotion to Chief Commander of the Grojec district in
Warsaw. His work mainly dealt with the construction of new hospitals and
reconciling labor disputes. When he can get away from his duties, he helped
Jews facing persecution. Likewise, his work with labor had led to the building of

contacts with Marx’s International Workingmen’s Association, according to some
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notes belonging to Krupskaya. His activities would later get him into some
trouble after suspicion continued to grow. Sometime after he was confronted,
there was a trial in which Krupski faced an accusation of some sort
corresponding to negligence. While the exact reason for this accusation is
unknown for sure, scholars speculate that he was implicated for not following
standard bureaucratic norms to settle labor disputes. One remaining charge that
Krupskaya speaks about was that he made sure the employers registered their
workers, which the government apparently reprimanded him for.45 This affected
Krupski’s ability to collect a pension, leaving his family in a precarious
predicament going forward.

Krupski’s apparent dispute with the regime engendered internal
discontent and agitated him and his family. Questions continue to linger about
his relationship with the revolutionary underground and the extent of his
“subversive activities.” Krupskaya herself has stated that “my father was a
revolutionary.”46 But many wonder whether he was directly involved or had
merely expressed some interest. Nevertheless, his disaffection and sympathy for
radical ideas at the time likely became an important trait for young Nadya and

informed her view of the tsarist government’s antagonism with workers as well

45 Robert H. McNeal, Bride of the Revolution: Krupskaya and Lenin (University of Michigan Press,
1972), 5-10.
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as reactionary behavior. In fact, Krupski often explained to Nadya as a young girl
how the peasants were “severely abused” by the monarchy, building on Nadya’s
sense of injustice amongst marginalized segments of Russian society.

On the other hand, Nadya’s mother, Elizaveta Vasilevna Tistrova, was a
devout Orthodox Christian who instilled values of faith, family, and education
early on in Krupskaya. Despite her father's tendencies toward atheism, he often
overlooked his personal skepticism of religion for the betterment of the family
and joined in prayer with his daughter and wife every evening. Tistrova was
born of landless parents; however, they were of hereditary nobility. This allowed
Tistrova to go to the Pavlosky Institute to be educated. Her education gave her
the “governess” diploma, allowing her to get through life and carry some
recognition in the society. Krupskaya reveals that her mother was critical of the
nobility, who saw, through the lens of her Orthodox faith, the selfishness of high
society. It is revealed that Krupskaya did enjoy her religious education early in
life, often finding deep spiritual meaning in the teachings of Jesus and the nature
of God’s law. Krupskaya’s mother also made sure to hold on to various icons that
held meaning to family moments, whether in celebration or in condolence.
Regardless, her mother’s deep religiosity wasn’t ironic for the time, given that
the Orthodox faith played an integral role in the lives of many peasants and

nobles in Russia.
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After some time working in a factory as an inspector in Uglich on the
Volga, Konstantine Krupski tragically died. Nadya was just fourteen years old,
leading her and her mother to figure things out independently. While they
survived, often because of helpful friends (later on, Lenin played a role in
housing Krupskaya and her mother), they frequently moved, which increased
their insecurity. With the sadness she had been dealt by the death of her father,
young Nadya began to understand what it meant to struggle and how external
forces could affect one’s economic position in society. Especially being the only
child and now having to look after her mother, the only two women left, their
position grew more delicate.

It is known that Krupski introduced Nadya to many books and
encouraged her to read. Filling the void in her life after his death, she continued
to engage in a sea of boundless literature and poetry that heightened her social
consciousness and brought her a sense of purpose. Literature guided her
personal outlook. In becoming less religious and more anticlerical, Nadya
became an avid reader of Alexander Pushkin, Nikolay Nekrasov, Nikolay
Chernyshevsky, and a committed disciple of Leo Tolstoy. Nadya got her first
glimpse of radical query that protested the status quo and expressed compassion
for the downtrodden. Pushkin and his contemporaries certainly represent the

“beginning” of Russia’s cultural or artistic history if one were to judge the history
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of Russia merely on its literary traditions. Heightened representations of women
were unique to nineteenth-century Russians because of how works challenged
people’s perception of power and authority. A major question for Russian literary
scholars to consider was whether Russian citizens in times of crisis truly
emulated the mantras threaded within the literary canon and in turn, their
national expectations. Krupskaya becomes a perfect example in moving forward
this analysis through political protest and revolutionary analysis.

Most of the canonic novels of the nineteenth century convey common
themes of the metaphysical; they teach moral lessons and prompt political
questions. Tolstoy’s Confessions and Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground are key
examples that demonstrate the inner conflict of the authors throughout their time
of writing, presenting an accompanying existential plea to the readers to consider
all of life’s teachings, not just from the fictional lens provided in their stories.
Tolstoy’s lamentation of his broken faith and scorn for the rich, along with
Dostoevsky’s admission of being tainted by the society in which he lived, all
presented a real recognition from the authors who mainly wrote fiction to teach a
similar lesson. This very action encouraged their readers to do exactly the same,
to not merely dwell within the literature of their time but to act outside of it.

Another more relevant impulse within the literature comes from how

literary characters are drawn up as counter-cultural, anti-materialistic, or anti-
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individualistic. In that, they don’t seek self-fulfillment, but a broader fulfillment
in notions that are outwardly abstract, idealistic, and charitable—all of which are
typically presented in a dichotomy of good versus evil.#” For instance, Levin in
Anna Karenina is disillusioned by zemstvo, a provincial council established by Tsar
Alexander II tasked with local administration matters.4 It becomes a central
purpose for Levin to explore how to overcome his disillusionment. The main
characters of these works often see forces in the world—whether wrapped up in
the institution of marriage or the government—as obstacles, or as ‘realms’ of the
problematic, to define and struggle to overcome. Such binary presentation made
it quite seamless for Marx’s class conflict to become a central conviction among
the Russian masses later.

But these representations also provide new perspectives on where power
lied, and identified the process of self-determination that fit within the Russian
(or Slavic) context. One of the most enthralling consequences of the Russian
literary tradition was proclaimed by Leo Tolstoy in War and Peace: “the history of
Russian literature since the time of Pushkin not merely affords many examples of

deviation from European forms, but does not offer a single example of the

47 Caryl Emerson, The Cambridge Introduction to Russian Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008),2-6.

48 Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (London: Penguin Classics, 2000), 820.
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contrary.”4 Therefore “deviation” from traditional Western concepts was a
central aim for the literary artists of Russia, who believed that the answers to
societies most pressing social problems existed outside existing consciousness.
Writers were becoming protective over how their work communicated a
transforming identity, and at the same time, celebrated its evolving, rebellious
nature. Thus, the Russian literary tradition of the nineteenth century was a
unique resistance that can be defined as anti-European, anti-Western, and anti-
Enlightenment. Supplemental to this literary tradition, we see Dostoevsky, in
particular, who treated the urban life of St. Petersburg as brutish. Meanwhile,
nature in Dream of a Ridiculous Man is captured as utopian and mesmerizing.
Socially, this read as a rebuff to Westernization, as St. Petersburg had become the
city where Western Europe met Eastern Russian culture.

After diving into such rich literary inspiration, Krupskaya wanted to work
for the cause. In 1889, she enrolled in the Bestuzhev Courses in St. Petersburg, a
university for women. She specialized in mathematics and history. After reading
What Is to Be Done? by Cherneshevsky, she grew frustrated with the school
system and dropped out. In 1890, however, political circles formed dedicated to
education. She joined the “Evening-Sunday School,” where she would socialize

with like-minded social activists and discuss literature. This endeavor was

49 Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace (Norton, 1996), 1090.
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foundational for Krupskaya and allowed her to be not only a radical in mind but
also through action.

In placing particular emphasis on the literary realism of Tolstoy and
Dostoevsky, one also finds fictional heroines who play a central role in drawing
readers into understanding oppressive environments and becoming professional
revolutionaries. Most women characters, for instance, in Dostoevsky’s work, are
living during major crises, like Natalya Rostova in War and Peace, taking place
during Napoleon’s advancement into Russia. And it is the subject of “crisis” that
reveals truth through criticism. For Rostova, it is through the crisis that she finds
love and fulfillment in life. Tolstoy’s work adds a social class dimension to reveal
the struggles of women, as seen in the characters of Anna Karenina, Dolly
Oblonsky, and Carmen Suite. The internalization of their relationship with men
and various events eventually leads to some kind of protest against patriarchal
standards.® Like Nadya’s life at the time, the atmosphere developing before the
Russian Revolution was, in reality, full of crises. Many began responding with
counter-cultural and radical ideas, even from an intellectual standpoint.
Therefore, despite the “fictional” functionality of female heroines in popular
literature, readers began to relate to the experiences of these characters and

became radicalized through imagining the experiences from the author’s

50 Olena Ushchapivska, "The Representation of Female Characters in the Music of Russian
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perspective in the real world. Russian literary classics projected a tangible
message that life could be better if it were structured in a different way that
broke from the mundane of the past.

Moreover, these works had the power to transform gender relations
significantly. To put into a wider perspective, by 1870, more women were
fighting tsarist autocracy shoulder-to-shoulder with men. And by 1900, more
women took up the banner of socialism.>! What this suggests is that politics
alone did not spark such wide-scale social action. Russian literature changed the
way men viewed women and how women viewed politics. One of the primary
factors in effectuating these changing conditions came from the presentation of
invented female characters as a representation of reality. Fictional representation
mirrored reality, a society that began to fundamentally question authority and
social custom. In other words, readers began recapturing the revolution of the
fictional characters in real life. In fact, it was the relationship between literature
and social power that constituted the genesis of Krupskaya’s methodological
framework. In her first published manifesto, The Woman Worker, Krupskaya

articulated how women’s plight was central to the revolutionary struggle:

51 Robert McNeal, "Women in the Russian Radical Movement," Journal of Social History 5, no. 2
(1971): 143-163.

53



Take a look back over your own life, at the life of the women workers you
know and you will say in the words of Nekrasov “Oh but a woman'’s lot is
hard, scarcely can one find a tougher lot than the woman's.” Whether in
the village or in the town the working class woman remains “an eternal,

perpetual worker.”52

Her use of Nekrasov to point out a social problem underscores some of the
inherent relationships between literature and protest. Likewise, it is an example
of the women’s movement in Russia reinforcing the tactics of the previous
generations of revolutionaries—looking to literature as social action.

The Woman Worker, one of Krupskaya’s initial writings (to which I will
refer periodically throughout this work), details some of the key issues facing
women during the past hundred years before her writing in 1898. The piece is
one of the first works in the Russian radical movement where the focus on
economic and social disparities is considered through the subject of gender. More
closely, she paid particular attention to peasant women, a population that had
been underrepresented in Russian society. In observing how declining social
conditions have worsened women’s quality of life, she writes, “the life of the

peasant woman in such poverty-stricken families defies description.” For most
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women, work often lasted up to 18 hours a day. Yet, she presents how a woman'’s
wage only served “as a supplement to the family income,” and working
conditions were often at odds with women’s health. Additionally, it is one of the
first studies that recognize the gender wage gap, as it mentions “a woman’s wage
is lower than a man’s, and she is forced to cut down on food.”53

Her arguments also added to the debate on the “woman” question itself:
as far as organizing a mass movement, she claims while women are certainly at a
disadvantage, they share similar experiences with disenfranchised men who
endure a similar hardship and share the same class interest. For Krupskaya,
gender inequality is intrinsically linked with social class inequality, hence, “the
woman worker is a member of the working class and all her interests are closely
tied to the interests of that class.” 54 Krupskaya’s ambition of writing was a
reflection of what she was learning from the leading literary writers.

Later on, Krupskaya’s intentions evolved into teaching working-class
women and underserved adults how to advance the cause of revolution through
enlightenment. Her passion for education is what led her into politics in the first
place. Because female engagement was at an all-time high at the turn of the

century, education tended to be a popular space for women of all different
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socioeconomic backgrounds to facilitate the development of skillsets for all kinds
of students, especially in St. Petersburg—the urban hub of liberal activity at the
time. During those years, Krupskaya served as a civil servant for the Central
Railway Administration, but on weekends, she was a teacher for the
Smolenskaya School for Adults.55 After all, her ultimate career goal was to be a
teacher. Her experience proved the power of education as a political weapon. She
honed the didactic nature of vocation and lectured on the importance of
becoming conscious of societal injustice by assigning Nekrasov, Pushkin, and
Tolstoy to her factory-worker students. Radical women like Krupskaya believed
that the political struggle and economic struggle were not mutually exclusive,
but that they were in communion; therefore, it was vital to demonstrate this
innate relationship to workers—and she led the effort on that front.

The school “offered an excellent opportunity for studying everyday
working-class life, labour conditions, and the temper of the masses.”56 During
her teaching at Smolenskaya, she organized reading circles among fellow
teachers interested in working-class issues, along with students who were
curious about delving into political literature such as Marx and Engels.

Krupskaya, therefore, attracted her own disciples through the institution. Not
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only did this provide marginalized cohorts with a social purpose beyond their
capacities in the workplace, but it also brought them into larger, wholesome
communities that benefited their broader social agency. Additionally, it provided
disaffected workers with a space to advocate on behalf of their fellow comrades.
In reflecting on the effectiveness of mobilizing the masses through education,
Krupskaya noted, “Workers who belonged to the organization went to the school
to get to know people and single out those who could be drawn into the circles
and the organization. As far as these workers were concerned the teachers were
no longer just a featureless set of women.”5” Such an approach to organizing
became central to the Bolshevik Party’s blueprint for building a mass movement,
and the general means of building a far-Left base for taking power. On
emphasizing how women would become central figures in helping advance the
revolutionary effort, women would no longer be “featureless,” as she noted.
Among some of the early conferences among Social Democrats, most participants
were school teachers, who were predominantly women. Other participants
included their male students and other factory workers interested in labor
organizing and what such political action could be helpful to their cause. Lenin

later considered these factory workers the base of his movement.
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Of course, it seemingly reflected an early model for the construction of
soviet worker councils, which served as the basis for direct democracy at the start
of 1917, and provided the Bolsheviks with dual power after February 1917.
However, it was Krupskaya’s own erudite estimation for the efficacy of such
organizational power that helped arrange the St. Petersburg Social Democrats on
a successful footing. In a conversation with Georgi Plekhanov and Lenin on the
way in which Social Democrats differentiate themselves, she and Lenin
emphasized: “the importance of popular education as being the ‘guarantee of the
rights of the proletariat.”58 The fact that this was a “popular” education points to
the widespread mission seeking what Krupskaya envisioned early on in life, that
it would follow a “people-oriented” directive, focused on mass organizing and
social action covered in popular literary works. The tactic of organizing reading
circles, educating the underprivileged, and providing them with skillsets, was
Krupskaya’s way of establishing a new revolutionary organization hinged on
narodniki principles. The narodniki (a group of early popular revolutionaries in
the nineteenth century) had already begun identifying education as a source for
revolutionary transformation: reading circles that read popular works of
literature, new populist philosophy would write propaganda and essays in an

attempt to better understand the world. This new system yielded new thoughts
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and ideas, and in turn, became as a process of radicalization. The narodniki were
building on what the authors of their time were telling them, many of whom
sought the improvement of the lives of women and the underprivileged through
literary criticism, underground organizing, and the promise of universal
education. The narodniki were some of the most radical in the early Russian
revolutionary period that fought against tsarism and aimed at improving the
lives of peasants. Some scholars would even consider them the first socialists. But
I will discuss the narodniki in a broader context later in Chapter III on the
populist convergence. However, it is important to reflect on how they formed
Krupskaya’s view of the world. And we see how these perspectives impacted her
view based on what she writes of her early political experiences in Reminiscences

of Lenin.

Young Activism

Lenin came into Krupskaya’'s life after she heard he would attend an event in St.
Petersburg to discuss Marxism. It was at this moment when she came upon him.
Their story of their marriage is one that lacks the excitement and thrill of a
typical love story. But through their journey together in exile and revolution, they

brought together a marriage of ideas and political motivation. Around 1894,

59



Lenin was giving lessons on Marxism in St. Petersburg for the first time. He had
a great deal to say at the time and had honed his oratory skills. In observing him,
Krupskaya noted his brashness and dogmatic personality. This wasn’t love at
first sight by any means, as she felt indifferent about his complex personality. In
fact, during the lesson, he read a piece he had written denouncing the narodniki
and espoused his own view of Marxism. This might have been personal to her
given who she was and where she found her political interests in the beginning
of her political experience. In fact, while she may have been dabbling in Marx
and Engels, it was not central to the populist movement. Yet, Lenin’s confidence
and certainty about the world and his grasp on language certainly enthralled
Krupskaya. And it was his own unique perspective on Marxism that brought
new meaning to Krupskaya. In fact, after some time and meditation on what
Lenin had to say, she noted how Marxism brought forth a completely new
dimension to her view of the world. It is not entirely clear how they developed
such devout camaraderie in meeting a second time or how they fell in love. But
ever since their meeting, and mutual enjoyment of Marx, she became captivated
by his revolutionary fervor. Lenin was also captivated by Krupskaya's
motivation and revolutionary ambitions. Her skill in writing and her

understanding of education intrigued Lenin.
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In her early days after meeting Lenin, he disparaged some of the populist
leanings of some revolutionaries. He amply faulted the narodniki for enabling
the separation between the economic struggle and the political struggle. One
primary reason populism fell out of favor for the Bolshevik intelligentsia was
due to populist opposition during the July Days. Leaders who were once held in
high regard in the movement such as Georgi Plekhanov and Vladimir Burtsev
proclaimed “Lenin and his comrades cost us no less than a major plague or
cholera epidemic” during the July days. Conspiracies began circling about
German infiltration of the supposed “spontaneous” protests that erupted against
the Provisional Government after the tsar’s abdication in 1917.5 Additionally,
Rightist propaganda helped fuel suspicion that Lenin himself was a German
agent. Many liberal and socialist publications also condemned the activities of
the July days for its “extremism.” However, it didn’t help that some of the more
respected populist revolutionaries clasped onto this narrative to deride what
they thought of as aimless Bolshevik agitation.

Tactically, Lenin found their approach to solving the peasant question
failing to acutely address the issue of land size (among kulaks), property

compensation, and the ‘misnomer of anti-capitalist feelings among the
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peasantry,” irrespective of the peasant commune.®® Early on, Lenin did not think
that the peasants were revolutionary given their conservative cultural leanings.
They were to most Bolsheviks, “backward.” But Lenin did point to the need to
mobilize peasants through the Bolshevik cause because of their important
contribution to agrarian life. The peasants indeed maintained chauvinist
attitudes on the institution of marriage and women and therefore were typically
disregarded, and this created exclusionary points of view on how to deal with
the peasant question. Krupskaya, however, recognized this early on and
demonstrated the conflict between landlords and peasants as a way to
communicate a revolutionary politic that could be tangible to the circumstance of
conservative peasants. It was important for peasant women, most importantly
for Krupskaya, to become “ politically conscious, self-confident... partaking ever
more in the building of a new life.”6!

Throughout his writings leading up to 1917, Lenin’s view would become
more clear on this given the growing antagonism between poor peasants and
landlords leading up to the Revolution. His exile with Krupskaya in
Shushenskoye points to a period of gaining affinity for peasant life. Although

many narodniki were socialist, a growing number of the older generation grew
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suspicious of the Social Democratic youth. They didn’t believe that they were
“real” revolutionaries. The opposite is also true; Lenin broke away from the “old
men” because of their ambivalence to Marx.62 Of course, the nihilist movement in
Russia, which broke out in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, not
only promoted a negation of preexisting institutions and culture, but also the
legacies of the previous generation of revolutionaries. More specifically, the
fundamental difference between Lenin and the narodniki lay in the views of
social and economic development: Lenin believed "The Narodniki... do not try to
picture to themselves the sum total of social and economic relationships.”63
Despite some central principles and key thinkers, there was no distinct
ideology of narodism. This was problematic for Lenin and Krupskaya. One
narodnik named S. N. Yuzhakov was an anti-Marxist who made his rounds
criticizing far left organizers of the movement. Lenin knew of Yuzhakov’s
activities and grew inspired to make a Marxist case against the populists.64 His
polemic is perspicuously laid out in The Development of Capitalism in Russia and in
The Economic Content of Narodism and the Criticism of it in Mr. Struve’s Book (et al.,
1895). P. Struve happened to be an early friend and associate of Krupskaya and

Lenin after his arrival in St. Petersburg. She notes Struve’s obliging assistance
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during the early days of organizing before their exile in 1898. However,
Krupskaya later commented on how Sturve was not exactly capable of very
much else as the organization grew—and later he became more of a liberal than a
socialist.65 However, one wonders whether Lenin’s critique of narodism was
merely an egoist flex of his “intellectualism’ to prove amongst fellow newcomer
activists. Otherwise, it may have been more of a granular critique of political
economy. As revolutionaries grew more interested in the practical importance of
organizing and agitation, the decision to move on from the narodniki was sound.
However, Lenin was far more influenced by Chernyshevsky than Marx. He read
What is to be Done five times during the summer months in his youth.
Irrespective, there lay a fundamental disconnect in the treatment of the narodniki
between Krupskaya and Lenin.

Krupskaya’s memoirs indicate a distinct admiration for the narodniki and
their attitude toward the peasants. The peasant population had been notoriously
patriarchal, and in order to engender a broad movement that moved the masses,
Krupskaya argued that the Bolsheviks needed to convince peasants that the
Bolsheviks represented their cohort interest. Krupskaya'’s prescient intuition led
her to deliver her first appraisal of the societal conditions of Russian peasant

women:
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With the birth of a child the peasant woman faces added chores. After all,
one cannot both go out to work and care for children. Work waits for no
one and the peasant woman goes out to work leaving the children to be

looked after by some old feeble woman or the older children.¢6

Krupskaya was able to cut around some of the cultural issues that engendered
prejudice among peasants and instead harnessed a gender-driven argument that
intersected economic inequity. She noted that despite the varying viewpoints
among other radicals, Lenin actually considered “ways of fighting together.”¢”
Such a characterization of Lenin is ironic since it is widely accepted that Lenin
rejected pluralism within the Central Committee. Krupskaya, however,
seemingly minimizes Lenin’s original opposition toward the peasant question in
her memoirs as if to demonstrate that he didn’t actually hold the critical views he
expressed publicly in the past, or perhaps, she means to suggest that he later
gained (or maybe always had) an appreciation for how the narodniki dealt with
the peasant question. Early members like Leonovich and Ekaterina Alexandrova

were part of the Narodnaya Volya (The People’s Will) before becoming Social
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Democrats and shared Krupskaya’s view. Lenin had great respect for
Alexandrova, in particular.8 So perhaps Krupskaya was not entirely off base in
her reflection on Lenin’s position.

Moreover, it was Lenin’s older brother, Alexander Ulyanov, who was put
to death for attempting to assassinate Tsar Alexander III after his involvement in
the Narodnaya Volya’s underground activities. The fact of his brother’s execution
was enough to radicalize Lenin and form his view on the monarchy.®® But
inasmuch as Lenin’s view on populism certainly maintains a complexity—both
ideologically and emotionally—Krupskaya appreciated the value of their work
and attempts to emphasize its importance. It might be argued that much of her
writings reflect a mediation between Lenin’s critique and her own incorporations
—so much so to even temper Lenin’s condemnation of the populists. She even
highlights Lenin’s acknowledgment of how the Social Democrats “began their
revolutionary thinking as adherents of Narodnaya Volya. . . for whom the young
Social Democrats have profound respect.”70 As Krupskaya would launch into a
more spirited partnership with Lenin when their lives intertwined more closely

together, she would understand the need to preserve key features of the
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narodniki in political organizing by applying a Marxist view of historical
materialism and maintaining key organizational methods of the populists.

Krupskaya’s time spent in narodnik circles was immersive and paved the
way for a unique synthesis of leftist political ideology and popular goals such as
polytechnic education, and socialist schools that enriched labor and encouraged
civic duty, which we will discuss more later. To secure legitimacy, mechanisms of
political organizing and socialist institutionalization would prompt a
reconditioning of Marxist ideology to fit the unique movement. The early
incarnation of the Soviet state rests not entirely with the function of Bolshevism
of 1917, but hitherto the October Revolution. As the state began to constitute
itself after the revolution, it revolved around an amalgam of ideas that trace back
to its nineteenth century revolutionary predecessors, the populists. These
observations point not just to an inheritance with populism,”! but a
transcendental nature.

Krupskaya represents a linkage between two distinct periods of Soviet
history: nineteenth century Russian populism and early Soviet communism.
Despite languishing in obscurity, Krupskaya holds symbolic and transitional
importance in Soviet history, placing her at the forefront of Soviet revolutionary

politics. One of the reasons why she holds such significance in Russian history is
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because of where she is situated in the timeline of revolutionary upheaval. Her
journey was similar to many Russians who began to distrust the tsarist regime
and favor radical ideas for social revolution. Krupskaya came from a modestly
bourgeois family. While she grew up somewhat comfortably, there was enough
insecurity to drive her family toward a socialist alternative. Uncertainty was
essentially ingrained in her parents from the start. This provided Krupskaya with
the ability to empathize with marginalized groups and relate to people who
believed their oppression to be determined by external forces outside of their
control. This perspective contributed to a broad nihilism and pessimism in
society.

Before meeting Lenin, she grew fascinated with the philosophy of Pyotr
Lavrov and the fictional tales of Leo Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and the poetry of
Pushkin. Coming of age during the height of Russian populism, her admiration
for these writers helped to draw out the young radical inside, and later
influenced her political views as she became more interconnected with the
revolutionary underground where she eventually met Lenin. Like many
inquisitive youth during her generation, Krupskaya associated with many other
like-minded Russians who began to see the world through the lens of the books
they read. Krupskaya attested, “I was in love with my school work.” The books

that her generation embraced encouraged readers to meditate on the state of
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affairs and on the possibility of a progressive future. Upon reflection, she noted
how Tolstoy “wrote somewhere that during the first part of his journey a person
usually thinks of what he has left behind, and during the second part—of what is
awaiting him ahead.””2 This became the basis of thought for all revolutionaries
joining the struggle to build a collective utopia. It often meant giving up a life of
comfort and putting oneself in danger. What was this new generation of
revolutionaries willing to leave behind, and what were they ready to embrace as
the future? The stories in which the Russian masses began to see the world
brought forth a vision of what society was and what it could be.

An awakening of consciousness—an awareness of the world around the
individual-is a process realized for many Russians interested in revolution. In
order to come to this awareness, participants in the revolution needed to undergo
an education of unlearning and learning. This process drove Krupskaya to
become an educator and a radical revolutionary. Through her own experience,
she viewed education as a mechanism enabling the sharing of this potential with
others. Though, her career in education before the revolution was nuanced. Her
time working at the Smolenskaya Evening School for Adults was as much
political as it was educational. While taking part in political reading circles as

most young populists did then, she drew networks of curious students and
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fellow factory workers who found the reading circles to be didactic and socially
liberating. Many found commonality in the works they read and saw societal
promise in realizing the story’s lesson. Krupskaya channeled her appreciation of
the classic authors of her time by educating on Tolstoy and Pushkin’s
imaginative depth and tying it to the philosophical eloquence of Lavrov and
Chernyshevsky, which advanced ideas of radical equality and explored the
essence of collective consciousness. Her passion for organizing and social
activism stemmed from this literary genesis and provided a unique framework to
analyze class and social inequality in Russian society that could be understood
by a wide audience, and with varying political proclivities.

Moreover, the spaces where she and many others cultivated a sense of
political and intellectual belonging enabled a sharing of ideas, which engendered
a newfound community linked by the ideas set out by the literary texts.
Krupskaya found that literary criticism stood as a model that could employ
political education and demonstrate key organizational and ideological tactics. In
many ways, she was right. Her approach established a cradle of activists
preparing for the coming revolution. Krupskaya was keen on the concept of
culture of Russia and its attachment to literary and artistic expression. She
recognized that literature communicated historical meaning that also prompted

social and psychological responses; meditating on one’s relationship with history
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meant thinking about the relationship between the individual and the greater
society. Krupskaya believed that certain cultural constructs could represent
protest and promote the liberation of the oppressed and that it wasn’t merely for
the bourgeoisie to enjoy. While “culture” is a broad term that tends to be
associated with conservative underpinnings in a general academic sense, during
the nineteenth century, culture was something more fluid in Russia, illustrating
itself to be rather iconoclastic and reflective of the public’s general sentiment.
Culture, whether through music, education, literature, or other forms of art, was
recognizable, sound, and tangible. But as Krupskaya’s generation grew to
prominence, culture was seemingly malleable. Krupskaya recognized the
intimate connection many individuals had with various stories of cultural
importance, including Lenin. “Lenin had not only read Turgenev, L. Tolstoi,
Chernyshevsky, but reread them many times.” 7 For many living in Krupskaya’s
generation, literature provided insight (and perhaps even hope) into a society on
the brink of social and political catastrophe.

The Bolsheviks would have been futile if not for embracing these early
educational tactics identified by Krupskaya. Furthermore, Russian women would
not have found the emancipatory potential to advance change as much as they

did in the early part of Soviet national development without recognizing the
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power of such agency. Whereas in Lenin’s early writing there is a rejection of the
literary classics because of their appeal to bourgeois sensibilities, he seemingly
grows in favor of their merits into his relationship with Krupskaya, which proves
not only her impact on early political leadership (vis-a-vis Lenin) but also the
power realized in literature. Furthermore, Krupskaya was a leading figure
among the socialist intelligentsia who explored, debated, and clarified the
meaning of culture and its efficacy in generating public unity. The efforts she
helped to generate garnered widespread support through the utilization of
popular culture reflected in the arts and its application as a tool to develop the
Bolsheviks’ political program, something that becomes emblematic in the
structure of Narkompros and other Soviet education programs adopted by the
People's Commissariat for Enlightenment.

Krupskaya was not just Lenin’s wife as most have come to define her. She
became a prominent Soviet figurehead who helped construct the framework of
Soviet education and directed the Bolshevik Party for a large part of its early
iteration. Her early observations helped the masses realize that women were
oppressed just like workers and peasants, and to reach liberation, women had to
recognize their plight as a shared struggle. At first glance, her perspective may

appear to be less radical in comparison to the ideas of other contemporary
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socialist-feminists like Clara Zetkin, Rosa Luxemburg, or her close Bolshevik
confidant Aleksandra Kollontai. But Krupskaya did not seek to find the most
extreme position, or the “purist” form of socialism, as some of her comrades had
sought after. She understood that working within the fabric of Russia’s cultural
and social history was a path that could be achievable and invite the support of
the masses, bolstering Russia’s working class and peasant interests. And she
realized this could be through an approach that tolerated a semblance of
institutionalization, whether reinvented or redefined. Alexander Herzen

famously said

The future soars above the chaos of political and social aspirations and
picks out from them threads to weave into a new cloth which will provide
the winding-sheet for the past and the swaddling clothes for the new
born... The new element born of the conflict between Utopias and
conservatism enters life, not as one or as the other side expected it — it
enters transformed, different, composed of memories and hopes, of
existing things and things to be, of traditions and pledges, of belief and

science. 74
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Herzen’s pontification notes necessarily any new form of revolutionary order, in
which he was speaking of socialism, specifically, would emerge by being shaped
by the past in some way but also embracing a futuristic vision. While Marx said
socialism would deconstruct the old order in a more holistic fashion, the
populists fundamentally disagreed with that and pointed to a profound

transcendental inheritance that Krupskaya perceptively observed.
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The Populist Convergence

Narodism, and the broader populist movement, has seemingly become a
separate topic when it comes to understanding the roots of Bolshevism and the
activists inspired by Marxist political thought. Despite Richard Pipes attemp to
draw a similarity between the narodniki and the communists, he makes more of
an occasion to describe Marxism as told by Marx himself as an offshoot of
populism without recognizing the Russian political movement in a concentrated
historical and regional context. Additionally, there were significant differences
between Marxism and populism during the nineteenth century. It is important to
explain the evolution of narodism as an insurgent underpinning of the Russian
socialist movement, not as an offshoot of Marxism. More importantly, it is critical
to understand the populist movement as a phase of state building in early Soviet
Russia. In getting close to explaining a generational inheritance, Richard Stites
argued that it wasn’t so much populism that cast its “spell” on many Russians of
Krupskaya’s generation. But rather, it was seemingly women’s confrontation

with the question of “the love triangle.”7> With his focus on populism’s
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encouragement of the “free love” or “free union” movement, Stites doesn’t
accept the idea of an inherent relationship between populism and Bolshevism per
se, but simply that the former was instructive to the iconoclastic attitudes
exhibited toward traditional family structures and gender roles by radicals later
on. Yet, in fact, the populist movement was seen to clutch more on the side of
solidarity between the sexes than separate spheres.”¢ Stites merely asserts that a
synthesis of free love and communal life for both women and men was learned
but defines these terms manifested in the “nihilist response” to tsarist
conservatism and not in a broader societal sense that was brought about by
popular culture.”” As McNeal includes in his analysis of women in Russia’s
radical movement, “as early as the 1870s, Russian women literally fought tsarist
autocracy shoulder to shoulder with men.”78

Of course, it seems that the inheritance rests more with Krupskaya’s

specific contextualization of populist ideals and its application to Marxism. More

76 It seems many scholars presuppose the primacy of free union because of the extensive effect
European feminism had on many radicals in Russia in the late nineteenth century. Additionally,
much of the research on women in the Russian Revolution has been drawn from the writings of
Aleksandra Kollontai, who had published extensively on the subject and displayed more
sympathy for women’s groups to organize separately from men. While anti-patriarchal attitudes
rose in the nineteenth century, it was not a central point of the populist movement but part of a
broader political paradigm. Kollontai’s opinion also emphasized solidarity as the revolution grew
closer to overthrowing statist autocracy. However, much of her writings in the early 1900s
exhibited support for the “free love” movement and seem to overly guide scholarly interpretation
of the political dynamic.
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broadly, the specific compartmentalization of pre-Bolshevik history (such as the
populist period) in a category of its own has diminished the formative interplay
of populist radicalization and early national consciousness in Soviet Russia. By
“national consciousness,” I mean how Soviet identity was formed through the
implementation of education and the inculcation of new cultural characteristics.”
It is also important to clarify at the outset that populism isn’t so much of an
ideology as it is usually termed by most scholars to define nineteenth-century
Russian politics and can have much broader implications. Populism was more so
a political approach to mobilizing the public, which is why some populists were
socialists, and some did not identify as such. The populist movement was not
always unified either and had many variants, such as the Narodnaya Volya, and
the Chaikovskii Circle, among other diverse groupings. Though, what held it
together was a mutual quest to define a new world, reexamine the human
condition, liberate peasants and women, and explore how to transform society
on a more equal plane.80 This chapter explores how the populist movement grew
out of a burgeoning radicalism that seemed not to escape or diminish but

transcend, at the turn of the century. It also identifies some of the uniqueness of
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the movement and defines key concepts that converge at the turn of the century
1900-1917.

Andrzej Walicki thoroughly explained how early western Enlightenment
theories by Voltaire and Rousseau imbued the Russian intelligentsia and evolved
over time to convey Marxist ideology. While its evolution isn’t entirely organic,
Walicki makes the case, on a macro scale, for a transcendental approach to
understanding the continuity between early anti-Enlightenment ideology and
Marxism. While such methodology may seem to impart generalizations,
especially with regard to how we judge the Soviet character, it is important for
scholars to adjudicate the type of communism that is established without
resorting to normative judgments on Marxism-Leninism necessarily. More
importantly, upon an extensive review of the historical context of the ‘before and
after,” there are, in fact, enough examples previously extrapolated by historians
that demonstrate a continuity existing within ideology and praxis, especially
between the populists and the Bolsheviks.8! In fact, for the populists, the
transition was necessary, and socialism came to be seen as a way out of capitalist
development. As it regards Marx himself, most would conclude that Marx
wouldn’t approve of socialism coming about in a largely agrarian society like

Russia. However, Marx sympathized with the underground Narodnaya Volya.
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Frederich Engels also had a strong premonition of a coming revolution in Russia,

stating that “Russia was the France of the New Age.”82

Setting the Revolutionary Stage

Krupskaya’s work as an ideologist, cryptographer, and mobilizer leading up to
the revolution allowed her to simultaneously influence the formation of the
Soviet state in explaining and clarifying its key doctrine as well as applying
practical means to engage diverse segments of the population in order to
organize communist society; her organization of women, in particular, was
specific to how she viewed women'’s role in the revolution as will be further
explained in the chapter on the “woman question.” But her argument for women
to take part in unison with proletarian men and institutionalize key educational
programs that inculcated large segments with literacy skills awakened a new
type of political consciousness. This was one example of her belief in the impact
of populist appeal. Her skillful methods in writing and teaching helped persuade
and inform countless radicals who were partaking in the movement to take up
the cause of revolution. In particular, her focus on didactic forms of activism

engaged socialist intellectuals in discourse concerning the state, gender, and civic
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purpose. Narodnik theorists emphasized similar categories such as nationhood,
citizenship, and civic virtue. Krupskaya learned a great deal from her philosophic
predecessors and carried over this knowledge into the Bolshevik period. For
instance, Pyotr Lavrov and other populists of the narodnik movement like
Mikhail Bakunin, who wrote widely on existing power structures, read
pamphlets like “Power Corrupts the Best,” “Class War,” and “Recollections of
Marx and Engels.” A critic of religion and long endured institutions, Bakunin
was influential among many anarchists and members of the revolutionary
underground. Additionally, Lavrov was one particular populist theorist who
influenced Krupskaya the most. Based on his writings, there appears to be a clear
association between his philosophy and Krupskaya’s concepts regarding the
relationship between the individual and the state. Understanding the
complexities of the populist movement is important in explaining the origins of
the Bolshevik character, their success, and how Krupskaya was integral to this
critical convergence. More so, the way Bakunin and Lavrov’s works were used
by underground radicals greatly informed the Bolsheviks’ propaganda
campaigns in 1905-1917, which sought to reach Russia’s grassroots in urban
cities, as well as peasants in rural areas.83 Though, it was Bakunin who said there

is ‘no time for official learning when it serves the ruling class.” His works
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seemed to resonate the strongest with rebel anarchists given his emphasis on the
need to give up on institutions run by the noble class. Lavrov shied away from
the purism of Bakunin and exuded a thoughtful intellectualism in his writing.
Therefore, he found more inspiration among radicals who were writers,
academics, and propagandists. Moreover, his theories welcomed more
perspective into the conversation. Perhaps, it was his abstract theories of
solidarity. Likely, his work helped to mediate the questions among the peasants
and women, encouraging a unity among the groups that seemed to have been
most marginalized.

Yet, in seeing the immense class disparity, many populists rallied
followers in the hope of overthrowing the tsar and delivering economic and
social justice. The populists’ perspective on anti-tsarism was rooted in anti-
institutional belief and opposition to autocracy. Therefore, the “Land and
Freedom” organization aimed to unite the rebels and radicals more fluidly to
recognize their mutual interest in opposing tsarist autocracy. This kept
intellectual groups intact with underground radicals who were keen on
troublemaking, thus, keeping together an intelligentsia and an army of rebels.

A faction materialized into what became known as the Narodnaia Volya, or
the People’s Will, which took inspiration from Bakunin and Lavrov, but also the

thematic lessons of Nikolay Mikhailovsky and the literary themes of Fyodor
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Dostoevsky. The populists relied on the peasant commune as a prime example of
how to achieve a broadening of democracy, and these writers idealized the
commune, as it exhibited unique characteristics that the populists considered
egalitarian and worthwhile replicating en masse. For instance, the shared
handicrafts, agricultural work (especially agricultural labor achieved by women),
and coordinated leadership decisions, represented an important contrast to what
was seen in Western capitalism, a devolution of communal bonds and
destruction of nature. For Lavrov, the commune meant integrating the peasants
into a broader social movement, which would eventually lead to an awakening
of collective consciousness.®* The famous thinker and friend of Pyotr Lavrov,
Nikolai Mikhailovsky, offered a sociological critique on the nature of capitalism,
labeling it an “eccentric” form of feudalism.85 which brought forth arguments for
alternative economic systems to experiment in the new state, which could
materialize through the commune. Though, the commune meant that the social
system in Russia would be disrupted and completely reoriented. This, in turn,
made the ideas of the populists dangerous to political insiders, landlords, and
conservatives. And while Tsar Nicholas II's predecessor eliminated serfdom,

landlords continued to assert control over peasants to varying extents
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throughout the country, angering peasants and pushing them further onto the
margins. Yet, the populists continued to speak on communalism, which appealed
to peasants who found that the idea could provide ownership of the land they
cultivated and shared. At the very least, a sufficient share of sustenance.

But often the ideas communicated in the theoretical would not translate
exactly as expected on the ground. With the failures of the Crimean War and the
Russo-Japanese War and increasing unrest in the cities, anarchists became more
extreme on the ground, splintering the movement into several segments and
forcing much of the political movement underground. Extremism during the
nineteenth century was a result not just of disaffection, but as Vera Figner
pointed out, of “renunciation” of the inequity of material basis.8¢ The advent of
the revolver and explosives equipped radicals with militant motives and
provided a violent outlet to disaffected members of the underground political
organizations. This sparked fear among members of the Russian aristocracy as
well as liberals seeking modest reforms, which spawned reactionary violence and
a multitude of political factions debating on how to respond to reactionary
policy. Likewise, it led to a further crackdown by the Okhrana, which
significantly destabilized the movement-building of the populists. Vladimir

Lenin’s brother Aleksandr Ulyanov was a member of the Narodnaya Volya, who
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fell in the midst of this tangled web of militant unrest and was arrested and
hanged for attempting to assassinate Tsar Alexander III.

The populist intellectuals, on the other hand, continued to expand their
writings without fear of reprisal by exploring gender, women'’s liberation, and
communalism. The narodniki characterized the moment as a grassroots “going to
the people,” where Russia was experiencing a politically conscious awakening
that prompted popular mass movements against tsarist autocracy.8” The
portrayal of narodniks in history is important, as it teaches us that the early
radicalism before 1917 was not necessarily socialist or Marxist in its entirety, but
populist, anti-tsarist, as well as anti-capitalist. Reflecting on the conditions of the
peasants, Krupskaya’s The Woman Worker, written before the twentieth century,
touched on some of the key sentiments of the populist movement. In noting how
"the tsar looks upon everything through the eyes of the capitalists and the
nobility, showering favours on them and granting them all sorts of rights,”88
Krupskaya’s criticism of capitalism integrated with anti-tsarist sentiment
mirrored some of the broader relational arguments presented in the populist
period. Krupskaya saw herself as a “professional” revolutionary during the

1880-90s, as she began to become aware of the political reality and began her
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writings to emphasize women, peasants, and revolutionary behavior. However,
she wasn’t the first woman to see herself as a professional revolutionary. She was
carrying on a tradition of resistance.

To be a “professional” revolutionary was quite a new concept in the
lexicon of revolutionary affairs in Russia. Born out of Chernyshevsky’s What is to
be Done?, women began to rethink the patriarchy and the power dynamic
between men and women. Through the illustration of revolutionary heroes and
women'’s liberation achieved through the commune, women became attracted to
Chernyshevsky’s lessons and sought to replicate them in the real world. Other
women of the populist movement like Vera Figner and Anna Kuvshinskaia were
laying the groundwork for the women'’s revolutionary movement that would
later be reborn in 1905-1917. Figner, in her quest to transform family life in
Russia, advocated Chernyshevsky's notion of women as professional
revolutionaries, placing the women front and center of the peasant question.
What it meant to be a professional revolutionary wasn’t merely the act of taking
up arms and contesting the tsar’s rule, or contesting the persistence of serfdom. It
was also an introspective process, taking notice of one’s surroundings and seeing
what was wrong and thinking about how to improve conditions. In Figner’s

memoirs, she reflected on the condition of the peasants whom
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had not seen the wretched peasant environment at close range; I knew of
the people's poverty and misery rather theoretically, from books,
magazine articles, statistical material... One could not look with
equanimity at the filthy and emaciated patients. Most of their ailments
were of a long standing; rheumatism and headaches ten to fifteen years
old; nearly all of them suffered from skin diseases, yet only few villages
had baths... There were numerous cases of incurable catarrhs of the
stomach and intestines, wheezing chests heard from a distance, syphilis
which spared no age, endless sores and wounds, and all of this under
conditions of such unimaginable filth of dwelling and clothes, of such
unhealthful and insufficient food, that one asked oneself in stupor: was

that the life of animals or of human beings!#

Radical women like Figner highlighted the health and living conditions of
peasants. Such conversations resulted in considerations on how to improve the
general welfare, an important topic of utility for the populists. As Andrej Walicki
points out, such meditations forced a postulation on “a strong centralized

organization” to concentrate efforts and effectuate change.? It is important to
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point out that the Bolsheviks later argued for democratic centralism as a way in
which leadership could be carried out through a centrally organized structure,
led by a vanguard committee. Nevertheless, this structure early on fortified the
populist movement as a legitimate revolution more than a loose band of militant
and intellectual cynics. Nikolai Chaushin, husband of populist woman Anna

Kuvshinskaia, wrote:

Making life more affordable, communes brought youth together...
communes offered an opportunity to implement such ideas in practice
and in one’s personal life; to genuinely reject the comforts of the old world
and to live in conditions like, or even worse than those experienced by
factory workers; making no distinction between what is ‘mine’” and what
is ‘yours” and foregoing expenditure on oneself in favor of contributing to

the betterment of society.%!

He describes the commune as the nucleus of society, where expenditures on the
society take shape. The commune represented a form of centralization, where

society can unlearn and become aware of collective belonging. An amalgam of

91 Alexandra Kornilova-Moroz, “Perovskaia i kruzhok chaikovtsev,” Revoliutsionery, 67
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core populist ideas are present in Charushin’s words. Not only is he advocating
for the commune, but is also tying the peasant to the factory worker.

Populist women began to flesh out ideas on organizing, both in terms of
activism and state formation: it was essential for women to advance a balance in
their public and private lives that would enable women’s emancipation to take
place. Kuvshinskaia found her niche by organizing students at a local diocesan
school where they aimed at the development of youth groups to help get young
individuals involved in political activism as well as learn about the commune as
means to disrupt conventional power structures.2 Being a woman and fighting
for liberation in this way forced new conversations on the subject of gender,
which was novel for its time, and therefore, it became a major theme driving
debates on women'’s role in society well before the Socialist Revolutionaries
examined the emancipatory potential of communism.? In fact, these ideas
became so pervasive that young men began entering into marriages with women

in order to liberate them from their oppressive husbands or families.%
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Based on these accounts, scholars should contemplate the possibility that
the principles of narodism and other such populist movements in Russia held
deep meaning, emotionally, for Russians who saw themselves under the thumb
of tsarist oppression. Likewise, it built a bridge for the Bolsheviks to cross. A
hybridization of anti-Enlightenment attitudes that advanced civic ideas on
collective consciousness, duty, and virtue were all central to activists involved in
the populist movement. And these ambitions certainly converged into Lenin’s
view of Marxism as socialism began to take root in revolutionary around the late
1860s. Framed in a lexicon of conveying self-determination and pan-Slavic
liberation, Marxism in Russia naturally took on a peculiar orientation by the
populists. Thinkers such as Mikhail Bakunin embarked on the translation of
Marx’s Das Kaptial. The translation project would drive deeper interest in Marx
and the theory of communism. As populists began to read and understand
socialism, they saw Marx as a chronicler of the economic system of capitalism,
specifically of the Western type. Populists felt that Marx explained capitalism as a
system of labor that distorted the human condition. Labor in capitalism turned
human behavior into narrow and predictable behavior, thus, engendering a
degeneracy that would harm the population. More so, it challenged the
revolutionary underpinning of Western individualism: a key idea of the

Enlightenment, as well as a driver of free-market commerce. The perspectives of
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the populists forged new critiques on the liberal foundations of the
Enlightenment and considered them problematic for society. Therefore, it is
important to understand how the Russian Enlightenment of the mid to latter
eighteenth century failed to provide solutions to critical social problems at the

turn of the century, which spawned its populist critics.

Origins and Interaction

With its final form coming to a head with the Decembrist movement of 1825, the
start of nationwide unraveling would begin the end of tsarism. The Decembrist
movement’s liberal precepts would, however, fail to drive Russia into full-scale
structural transformation and fully give freedom to peasants. While the
Enlightenment in Russia gave birth to a swath of new ideas that challenged the
status quo, it ironically gave way to an anti-Enlightenment wave as the Industrial
Revolution began to show negative effects across Europe. Besides how it was
observed in the West, the Enlightenment, through the dissemination of its ideas
and influence in high places (such as through the embrace of Catherine II),
established a series of contradictory moments that failed to estimate the demands
being made by Russia’s most alienated communities. The innate antagonism

resided primarily around the revolutionary and non-revolutionary implications
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of liberalism. While liberals, in the western sense, embraced revolutionary ideas,
Russia’s radical groups generally elided concepts that broke down solidarity,
which was seen as a necessary virtue for the preservation of the state. Most of the
ideas of the Russian Enlightenment were inspired by western traditions, i.e.,
Voltaire, Rousseau, and Locke. This proved problematic in a country that was
already divided along geo-cultural lines specifically between Westerners—who
wanted a more liberal society like Europe, and Slavophiles—who envisioned a
uniquely Slavic or Asiatic state. However, Russia’s Enlightenment found ways to
capture core themes of Russian identity that compelled rethinking of the state of
nature.

The Western-Slavophile divide harkens back to the Great Schism of 1054.
A disintegration of relations between the Roman West and the Byzantine East,
originating from ecclesiastical differences that resulted in the Catholic and
Orthodox fissure., This split certainly affected the way in which various groups
in Russia and its borderlands saw themselves.% Many tsars from Ivan IV (the
Terrible) to Peter I (the Great), et al., 1500s-1700s, attempted to reconcile these
differences within the country through various means. Whether through a

revival of national greatness or liberal westernization, there was a clear geo-

95 To this day, disagreements of this nature as well as questions of identity linger, and make up
one of the factors for conflicts in Russia throughout history up to the Ukraine-Russia conflict of
2022.
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cultural divide in the way Russians saw themselves in the world and how they
would forge a new path forward in the changing global order. However, this
divide widened during the age of Catherine II who touted her intention to
westernize Russia, as she sought guidance from thinkers like Voltaire and carried
forward Peter the Great's liberalizing ambitions. Yet, while Russian
Enlightenment theorists constructed critical notions on the relationship between
the state and society, their formulations did not acquiesce with the historical and
cultural roots of the nation. People’s reliance on history as a building block of
cultural identity persisted, with slight variation between high society, the
peasantry, and the working poor. A fusion of concepts brought forth new
conceptions of the role of the individual and the state. While Russian liberalism
carried within it a feeling of ‘advancement’ and ‘revision’ given its resemblance
of ideas present in the American and French Revolutions (1776-1789), the way in
which it was internalized in Russia was enigmatic, and even, what some may
argue, antagonistic to radicalism. Western liberalism’s disregard for Russia’s
historical memory angered Russia’s nobility but also proved to be anti-
revolutionary amongst the radical intelligentsia who felt history played a role in
romantic conceptions and utilitarianism as well as its importance among the
peasantry. In fact, even Mikhailovsky's analysis of the struggle for individuality

required an assessment of the progression of history and the nature of economics,
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which had a deep effect on the conditions of Russian society. It was important,
therefore, to demonstrate Russia’s dependence on Western Europe in historical
terms as an antagonistic struggle for achieving widespread emancipation for
Russia’s oppressed groups. Russia had been an extremely dependent state and
lacked the fortitude to have a seat on the world stage.

An early transformation in Russia began from a traditional autocracy to an
Enlightenment-inspired monarchy. Catherine II's reign during the eighteenth
century represents a recurring theme in the course of history among Russian
women, that they have always transformed tradition, engaged in the form of
critique of traditional culture, and also made accommodations to the general
state of affairs.9 Furthermore, given Catherine II's westernization efforts, the
Enlightenment in Russia seemingly set up an irreconcilable contradiction. For
one, Russia’s Age of Reason did not fully contend with society’s apathy toward
autocracy—Catherine II was tolerated to an extent (like many other tsars)
because she sought to highlight Russia’s natural resources and geographical
uniqueness. Westernization, on the other hand, was seen to have a corrupting
effect on the subject of morality, which was a key question for the populists. But
such an argument also resonated with Russian conservatives who began to detest

Catherine II for her willingness to accept radical ideas beyond the borders of
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Russia. In a more complex manner, the peasants continued to grow suspicious of
westernization, given their conservative and Slavophile proclivities. Given their
historic oppression under the rule of the Russian monarchy, the situation proved
problematic. Simultaneously, workers' lives began to be reconfigured as per the
economic impact of European industrialization. By the late 1800s and early 1900s,
Russia was one of the world’s leading recipients of foreign investment and
amassed massive international debt by borrowing on international bond
markets.%” This resulted in a frail domestic economy throughout the industrial
era. Just as European conservatives and radicals of the mid-1800s found a
common enemy in captains of industry and the phenomenon of industrialization,
Russia was correlative.

It wasn’t until Alexandr Radishchev’s interpretations of the individual
and the state that underscored collective importance through reinterpreting
Rousseau’s theory of the General Will that a conditional acceptance of
Enlightenment ideas actually occurred. Radishchev specifically introduced a
view that demonstrated that people make “contractual bonds” in ways that
convey a plurality of interests. While his assertion initially mirrored Locke’s
social contract theory, it was interpreted differently in Russia. Based on mutual

conformity and similar to Plato’s view on the purpose of The Republic,
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Radishchev saw the nation as a space for the promotion of citizenship, not
merely a center for free individual expression, but service (or duty). Through the
expression of civic virtue, or through “collective sharing,” citizenship was seen as
something larger than the individual function and held importance for the
betterment of the common good. For instance, in Journey from St. Petersburg to
Moscow, Radishchev acknowledges tabula rasa in that “every man is born into the
world is equal to all others. . . All have reason and will.” Then later goes on to
claim “the law, however bad it is, is the bond that holds society together.”% In
this way, he articulates the superiority of collective engagement within
individual interaction. Law is decreed by the state, and the individuals share
political harmony between citizens. His emphasis on the relationship between
equality in the law, while paradoxical, demonstrates how he was a Hobbesian
interlocutor edging on a Rousseauan idealism. However, it wasn’t surprising for
thinkers at this time to capture a Shakespearean “letter-versus-spirit antithesis”
message.”

Theorists that popularized Russian Enlightenment thought such as
Kozelsky, Anichkov, Desnitsky, Novikov, and others, shared an encyclopedist view

of rationalism that emulated the Western Enlightenment. In Russia, however, it

98 Aleksandr N. Radishchev, A Journey from Saint Petersburg to Moscow (1790), 41.
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combined with a peculiar theosophic moralism. This unlikely combination arose
because of the Russian Enlightenment’s association with more mystical
associations, such as freemasonry and the cabal.1% Overall, the encyclopedists of
the Russian Enlightenment embraced a universalism of humankind’s state of
nature, a similar iteration to Locke’s tabula rasa. Such notions, however, ran vapid
among the Russian people because they evaded the cultural centeredness of
Russia’s history and social disposition.

Through the expression of civic virtue or through ‘collective sharing,’
citizenship was seen as something larger than the individual function. For
instance, in Journey from St. Petersburg to Moscow, Alexander Radishchev
acknowledges tabula rasa in that “every man is born into the world is equal to all
others. . . All have reason and will.” Then later goes on to claim “the law,
however bad it is, is the bond that holds society together.”101 In this way, he
articulates the superiority of collective engagement within individual interaction.
Law is decreed by the state, and the individuals share political harmony between
citizens. His emphasis on this sort of ‘order” demonstrates how he was a

conservative interlocutor edging on a proto-utopian idealism.
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The early happenings of the People’s Spring occurring in Spain and
Greece in 1820-1821 represented a turning point that influenced the Decembrist
revolt in Russia. In particular, it presented to Russian dissidents how rebellions
destabilized political norms for the sake of (intermediate) reform. Hence, the
Decembrist revolt capitalized on global happenings and put forth its own
iteration of liberal insurrection that conveyed the Enlightenment zeal of
European movements. Despite its yearning and constant recapitulation for
“liberty,” the movement was unsuccessful in delivering substantial social change,
long-term. Dominant class culture and political capacities remained, which
explains why the Decembrist Revolt of 1825 failed to gain sufficient concessions
from the tsar. However, it can be argued that the movement was doomed from
the start. Aristocrats and secret societies governed the movement’s every move
and left many of Russia’s peasants and more conservative intellectuals skeptical
of its shadowy origins and intent.

The Decembrists” efforts were largely futile given that their advocacy of
liberalization relied on inherent contradictions. For example, in rejecting Tsar
Nicholas Is rigid authoritarianism, many in the movement carried forward the
message “constitution or Constantine” suggesting that they either preferred a
constitution or the tsar’s brother to ascend the throne. The inherent contradiction

here lies with the fact that “any other tsar would do’—the revolutionaries at the
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time were willing to invite Constantine, who was less authoritative, to rule if it
meant that he would provide the people with more rights. This placated the
radical end of the movement. Alexander Pushkin who praised aspects of the
Decembrists would later come to recognize its apparent paradox in the
leadership’s noble composition and missteps. The Decembrist movement
appeared anti-revolutionary, at best. Thus, the movement offered no viable
alternative to the growing alienation of industrial capitalism and the inequality
between men and women, nor did it address the broad skepticism among the
Russian peasants. The flatline of the Decembrist Revolt formed an environment
of extreme contradiction internally and externally. In fact, the chances of a
successful revolution receded until the late 1860s when the revolutionary
underground became more populated and structured. The Revolt, however,
successfully prompted awareness of how long-lasting agitation could work to
counter the tsar’s draconian policies. In setting up an antagonistic relationship
between the regime and the people, 1825 heightened people’s sense of grassroots
potential to overthrow the tsar. But it did so by going beyond western traditions
and by recognizing shared national bonds. Dostoevsky prophetically wrote at

the time, “there is a stubborn, blind, already inveterate struggle here, a struggle
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to the death between the general individualistic basis of the West and the
necessity of somehow getting along with each other.”102

Eventually, populism drew out individualism of the radical movement
with its emphasis on the commune and social solidarity. Both, the vibrancy of
populists and the coming presence of Marxist doctrine fundamentally
antagonized liberal foundations, dispelling some of the mainstream conceptions
on the supremacy of the individual and free markets. The concepts presented by
the populists aggravated the stronghold of autocracy and the forces it exerted in
people’s daily lives, proving that the burgeoning activity down below began to
actually threaten the supremacy of tsarism. Therefore, the populist movement in
Russia was inaugurated with an attack on Enlightenment ideas more than the
Decembrist Revolt. Soon after, the 1800s became driven by prominent thinkers
and writers like Lavrov and Mikhailovsky. Uniquely, Dostoyevsky and
Chernyshevsky spoke through literary representation and the personification of
Russian life through a fictional lens. Many radicals were attracted to literature by
these individuals for their condemnation of aristocracy as well as their vivid
representations reflecting the real feelings of many Russians who were left out of
society, especially women. Literature and the practice of storytelling became a

key centerpiece in the praxis of most populist revolutionaries. In observing
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immense class disparity, many populists rallied followers in the hope of
delivering economic and social justice.

However, the theoretical underpinnings of the movement maintain a
unique emphasis on the collective nature of the human condition. Pyotr
Chaadaev was a pre-populist figure who advanced a dialectical excursion on the
basis of countering individualism. He established key foundations of the
movement through the conceptual marriage of moral romanticism and
traditional mysticism of Russian culture. Similar to how Radical Republicans
during America’s Civil War viewed slavery, Lavrov and the populists saw the
Russian peasantry as one of the most oppressed and ignored segments of the
country, and it was incumbent upon adherents of narodism to reach the peasant
class, serve them, activate them, and liberate them.10 The revolutionary
undercurrent of the narodniks honed the nature of class liberation (with its focus
on the peasants) without the necessity of Marxist doctrine. Sociological populists,
in particular, like Milkhailovski and Lavrov, fundamentally reshaped the concept
of the state by explaining the psychological and sociological associations between
human beings and institutions, thus, yielding collectivist arguments on the
nature of human consciousness and its relationship to state organization.

Examining the theoretical characteristics of some of these central revolutionary
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figures will demonstrate a unique interconnectedness with Krupskaya’s
populism that she later applied to the formation of the Soviet state. Lavrov’s
theory of social solidarity and Mikhailovsky’s central notion of determinism are
imbued by Chaadaev’s critique of individualism. Following from Alexander
Herzen’s famous Who Is To Blame, Chaadaev introduced a fundamental
skepticism of individualism which found foundational grounding in the ideas
expressed by the Russian church and its followers.

Specifically concluding that individualism is “unnatural,” he emphasized
the transcendental nature of historical memory and its continuity through culture
as a necessary precondition to human development; that all societies rely on
some sort of superstructure of history to define human progress or regress, which
yielded a common association projected through collective struggle. As a
committed Catholic, who occasionally infused western religious thought into his
analysis, described the order of human consciousness at first deriving from
supernatural power (God), which engenders a universal mind. The universal
mind is described by Chaadaev as a “collective’ awareness of people’s shared
humanity and the center of moral good. The collective awareness of the universal
mind then follows the individual mind. Note, the collective mind is prioritized

over the individual.
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Moreover, Chaadaev introduces a theosophic interpretation of divine
consciousness, which he suggested established as a functional “social sphere.”
This was an essential category of human organization, where there exists a
common bond between members of a community linked together by a
metaphysical state. However, such a “state” needed to be fostered by real
institutions and could not be ascertained without a higher order of some sort to
develop a widely shared experience. Particularly, the church’s organizational
functions perfectly fit what Chaadaev theorized. It historically operated as a hub
of historical realization and defined, in large part, Russian national identity. The
church also stood as a place of community gathering and organization for
everyday affairs. Chaadaev’s vision upheld the supremacy of the church as a
type of isonomy. Similar to Plato’s view of the state in The Republic, Chaadaev
believed individuals could be most free when they become conscious of the
church’s doctrine and begin to make identification with their surroundings
through the collective awareness induced by the collective space. The institution
thus plays a vital role in harnessing association between the individual and the
greater society—in particular, stimulation of “consciousness.” In his Philosophical

Letters, he states:
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The masses are subject to certain forces which themselves exist in the top
social group... there are among them a certain number of thinkers who. . .
give the impulse and put in motion the collective intelligence of a nation.
While the small number thinks, the rest feels and the general motion

occurs.104

It is important to note the interplay of these ideas within Russian Orthodox
Christianity. Considering the church was an institution that played an integral
role in the spiritual lives of everyday people in Russia, thus, affecting culture—
Chaadaev’s concept of the universal mind spoke to the Russian Church’s role as
a central institution driving collective consciousness.

While the church failed to survive after the October Revolution, it is
critically important to point out some of the key influences of Orthodox
Christianity and church practices on the social perspectives of radical thinkers.
Its relevance to the context of an interconnected worldview of most Russians was
a key theme understood and examined, even during the post-Enlightenment
period, when many expressed disenchantment and animosity toward the church
in Russia. Orthodoxy’s long clasp on cultural practice certainly influenced

forming perspectives on collective consciousness. One example, in particular that
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comes to mind is the difference in emphasis on ‘solidarity’ between the Orthodox
Eastern tradition and Western Catholicism. For the Virgin Mary, a key figure in
the Orthodox and Catholic tradition, we can observe that the former places a
greater emphasis on her “dormition,” (death) whereas the latter places greater
emphasis on “assumption” (ascendency to the afterlife). This is a unique
distinction because Eastern Orthodox observers understand the dormition as the
moment in which the Virgin Mary is laid to rest in “solidarity with humanity.” In
contrast, the assumption is a more individualistic and mythical representation of
the Virgin Mary’s soul or deity. Such understanding indicates the Eastern
tradition of solidarity and communal emphasis is an engrained virtue in the
history of Russia. In fact, even the tradition of lenten in the Eastern Orthodox
church was geared toward communal fasting more than individualized lent
emphasized by Western Catholics. We see that even Dostoevsky engaged

solidarity through spiritual awareness in The Brother’s Karamazov:

Why, the isolation that prevails everywhere, above all in our age...
Everywhere in these days men have, in their mockery, ceased to
understand that the true security is to be found in social solidarity rather
than in isolated individual effort. All will suddenly understand how

unnaturally they are separated from one another. It will be the spirit of the
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time, and people will marvel that they have sat so long in darkness

without seeing the light.”105

In terms of a secular understanding, for humankind to see themselves as the
absolute center of nature was anthropocentric. As society progressed throughout
time, humans grew more conscious of those around them, which established
what Mikhailovsky termed “the social whole,” an integrated superstructure that
exists beyond the individual, physically and cognitively.1% Mikhailovsky sought
to build on the idea anthropologically in his Theory of Progress. It wasn’t that
individualism was necessarily ‘corrupting’ in his view, but that it was ‘primitive.’
History helped to categorize and define the social whole, the concept of
solidarity, and the concept of collective consciousness. However, the basis on
which it could be understood by society was based on experience. This was
observed by Lavrov, who later incorporated a similar, yet more awakened
interpretation, labeling individualism as an ‘egocentric human tendency’ that
impedes the people’s ability to become aware of “the immorality and injustice of

their surroundings.”107
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As for Krupskaya, works such as On Communist Ethics, Young Pioneers, and
Public Education and Democracy explored the virtues of education and how
achieving class consciousness through a new education system could help build
a broader institutional paradigm that linked the individual to society. Krupskaya
saw what many other populist thinkers and writers thought at their time, that
“schools” currently “seek to suppress feelings of comradely solidarity.”198 So new
schools would have to reverse that trend and promote collective solidarity.

Polytechnics arose as a way to promote active participation in life along
with cognitive learning. The goal of the educational process envisioned by
Krupskaya not only advanced the importance of public education but linked
(real-life) labor activities with academic studies. She believed such a linkage was
how you enable political and class consciousness to occur. Such consciousness-
building would be both an unlearning and learning process. Teenagers and
young adults would need to relinquish their concept of liberal individualism.
Youth would have to become informed as early as possible, which Krupskaya
indicated as necessary function of a new education system. In addressing the

need for a youth-oriented program, she stated “You, young people, are only just
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starting out on your lives, and you can build them so that there is no gap
between your personal life and that of society.”109

This unlearning and learning process was something that was discovered
by the populists. Consciousness was a major topic of concern among anti-
Enlightenment theorists and populists alike, especially those who shared the
Slavophile view. Many attempted to grasp the relationship between the
individual and the state for years in Russia. Though, nineteenth century
populists recognized the question of consciousness and the need to contend with
the onset of 'social degradation” as a result of the rational-legal paradigm of the
West. Conceivably, westernization had been fused with industrialization, which
was seen to have engendered a social disintegration that affected the human
condition negatively. Rationalism, a specific dictum in liberal ideology, had been
seen to compartmentalize all human intellect and emotion in a variety of
subcategories to aid in human reason. However, critics cited that this
segmentation created separateness within the human consciousness. More closely,
it separated intellect from emotion.

A. S. Khomiakov specifically criticized the tendency of western

rationalism in its materialization. “The isolated individual,” he argued,
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“represents absolute impotence and unalleviated inner division.”10 Such
compartmentalization of consciousness isolated the individual from their
environment and alienated them from the greater community. Moreover, this
predominant Slaovophilic belief held that this caused a broader separation
between “community principles” and “society” itself. Such division barred
individuals (society) from connecting with established cultural norms
(community principles). It’s not to say that cultural ‘norms’ were parochial, but
that capitalism overturned certain social bonds that had a unique grounding in
Russian society—particularly that of the village communes and Land
Assemblies. Previously existing social organizations were believed to integrate
‘inner” and “external’ consciousness. In fact, while Slavophiles have been
typically deemed conservative because of their heavy reliance on Orthodox
Christianity as a guiding doctrine, much of their emphasis on communal
solidarity and anti-capitalism was rather utopian and helped inspire Herzen’s
Russian socialism. Slavophiles believed that common use of land and
communities of mutual interests would provide a nationwide body of values that
pervaded innately (within the individual and community) and externally

(dealing with the law and state).
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As mentioned, not all narodniki were self-admitted socialists, as the
movement was not entirely defined by Marxist ideology. However, their cynical
view of capitalism was critical. In emphasizing a new moralism, the narodniki
derided the tsar and the growth of capitalism in Russia as a divisive force
downgrading the quality of human nature. For many, critiques of capitalism
went hand-in-hand with criticism of the tsar. In seeing rapid industrialization as
directly affecting uneducated peasants along with the hand of Western Europe
aiding in Russia’s industrial development, the narodniks sought to confront
capitalism as they saw its global hegemonic development as an infringement on
their self-determination as a society.!!! Such viewpoints later became the basis of
Vladimir Lenin’s view of capitalism in Russia, later emphasized in his
publication Imperialism: the Highest Stage of Capitalism. In it, he specifically
analyzes the West’s role in finance schemes as a form of modern imperialism; he
specifically cites the imperialist war between the US and Spain and how the US
deceived Aguinaldo, leader of the native Filipinos. He explains that after the US
denied Aguinaldo independence of his country, the natives responded and

"quoted Lincoln, “When the white man governs himself, that is self-government,

11 Theodore H. Von Laue, "Legal Marxism and the “Fate of Capitalism in Russia”," The Review of
Politics 18, no. 1 (1956): 22-41.

109



but when he governs himself and also governs others it is no longer self-
government, it is despotism.””112

It began to be agreed that Russia’s isolation was not Russia’s fault but a
result of a wider geographical situation.!’3 And this view became more widely
accepted as industrialization grew and became seen as a western-driven
modernization effort that minimized Russia’s global interests. In fact, as Russia
began to enter the twentieth century, Russia became the world’s largest financial
borrower and capital exporter.14 Foreign banks such as those in the United
States, Germany, and Britain had a significant influence on the economic affairs
of Russia, lending to the amplification of nationalist sentiments and offering
credence to Slavophiles. Lenin himself saw capitalism operating on a global scale
with the concentration of power mainly residing among private multinational

banks, which would only fortify a socialist response. He stated in 1916 that

concentration goes on further and further. Individual enterprises are
becoming larger and larger. An ever-increasing number of enterprises in

one, or in several different industries, join together in giant enterprises,

H2 Vladimir I. Lenin, "Imperialism: the Highest Stage of Capitalism," in Essential Works of Lenin:
"What is to be Done?” and Other Writings, 255.

113 Walicki, 89.

114 Malik, Bankers and Bolsheviks, 2-18.
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backed up and directed by half a dozen big Berlin banks. . . The boom at
the end of the nineteenth century and the crisis of 1900-03. Cartels become
one of the foundations of the whole of economic life. Capitalism has been

transformed into imperialism.115

Krupskaya observed when abroad with Lenin in exile that places in Europe
when compared to Russia were clearly “startling contrasts,” a remarkable
distinction of “two nations.”11¢ Even in examining some of capitalism’s

abnormalities in Russia as early as 1889, she described a grim and dire picture:

Under existing conditions people live in poverty, not in any way because
there is not enough grain, clothing, etc. Grain lies loaded on the railways
and rots waiting for buyers while, alongside it the labouring masses swell
up with hunger and die. The factory owner’s warehouses burst with

unsold goods while, by their gates crowds in rags search for work.117

U5 Tenin, "Lenin: Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism,"” Marxists Internet Archive,
accessed April 22, 2020, https:/ / www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works /1916 /imp-hsc/.

116 Krupskaya, Reminiscences of Lenin, 71.

17 Krupskaya, The Woman Worker, 5.
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Moreover, Krupskaya believed that the time in emigrant life “isolated” Lenin
“from Russian realities.”118 Krupskaya finds that the time spent abroad, while
providing her with an abundance of global knowledge, was harsh and
tumultuous. National affairs were critical to understanding the social struggle in
Russia. And as the Okhrana doubled down on their investigative abilities, it
became more complicated at home.

The situation of the populist movement provided a contextual
understanding of geopolitics that enabled the Bolsheviks to establish a successful
revolutionary environment despite the changing circumstances. Lenin grasped a
great deal of the social disintegration referenced by the populists in their
arraignment of western liberalism and communicated it eloquently in his
indictment against the western world in Imperialism. Krupskaya played a
significant role too. In recognizing educational systems as a means to reform
subjects and develop a citizenry that would be conscious of their experiences,
The peasant population had been notoriously patriarchal, and in many ways, the
Bolsheviks needed the peasants to win over competing factions. Yet, Krupskaya’s
prescient intuition on the populist emphasis on the plight of peasants led her to

deliver her first appraisal of the societal conditions of Russia with The Woman

118 Krupskaya, Reminiscences, 57.
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Worker, and in directly speaking to women peasants she focuses the Bolsheviks

on a course familiar to Russia’s revolutionary predecessors:

With the birth of a child the peasant woman faces added chores. After all,
one cannot both go out to work and care for children. Work waits for no
one and the peasant woman goes out to work leaving the children to be

looked after by some old feeble woman or the older children.11?

Merging and the Theory of Social Solidarity

In wrestling with immense internal despair, Leo Tolstoy wrote ‘why does he live’
in his Confession. “With all the powers of my being,” he said, “I wished to be in a
position whereby I could merge with the people.”120 This lamentation was
indicative of the time period’s overarching goal. Of course, he was speaking of
merging for the purpose of reinventing his religious faith in Confession. However,
it is no coincidence that he used the term “merge” to explain this function of
renewal. In an unpublished manuscript belonging to Tolstoy, he mentions that

there was a major need for “a people’s education... for the condition of well-

19 Krupskaya, The Woman Worker, 12.

120 T eo Tolstoy, A Confession (London: Penguin Books, 2009), 80.
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being.”121 Andrej Walicki explains how narodniks were specifically concerned
about the improvement of human society in a utilitarian sense. The central
impetus for organizing the masses was the construction of schools. Schools
established centers of cooperation and commonality. The task of relinquishing
the self to become outward and collective in nature was to be taken up by
intellectuals of the revolution, who would organize a centralized system of child-
rearing and education to incorporate such attitudes. Centralized education
would promote discourse and debate, especially with regard to social issues
affecting Russians at the time. Additionally, it would provide a more inclusive
space for men and women to learn. For instance, Alexander Herzen, the function
of a universal education advanced an economic co-equality in the pursuit of
social and economic justice.

Education would become a formative institution that helped establish this
understanding. Herzen later founded the Herzen Pedagogical Institute in St.
Petersburg, a collegiate institution dedicated to the advancement of pedagogical
standards in Russia, and has played a key role in leading the world on education
and teaching methods ever since. Narodniks honed a unique ability to
communicate philosophical ideas through teaching and the blending of classical

ideas in Russian culture. They adopted a great deal of Herzen's theories on

121 Leo Tolstoy, Graf Leo Tolstoy Miscellaneous Papers, 32001, box 7, (Stanford University). .
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pedagogy, and the Bolsheviks lauded him in the same way. Herzen states in My
Past and Thoughts that education makes up one of ‘the main instincts for human
self-preservation.’’22 Herzen’s Pedagogical Institute is still around today and
preserves communist symbolism on various campus buildings. The fact that
education and political ideology became a nexus in the narodnik movement is
very important in explaining how education and political ideology became a
merged function in later Soviet state building experiences. Moreover, it explains
how the key framework of “social solidarity” aimed to relinquishing
individualist thinking among the public through practices of unlearning.

After reading Marx’s Capital for the first time, Krupskaya proclaimed “I
literally drank the water of life” (zhivayda voda).”123 Such an expression, of course,
alludes to a mystical awakening and is in itself a contradiction of the scientific
rationalism of Marxism. But she wasn’t afraid to grow in her own thoughts as
she matured into Bolshevism. Such discontinuity between traditionalism and
iconoclasm is carried over into Bolshevik political culture and shows in
Krupskaya’s aforementioned personal admission.

Nevertheless, the work of activists in the Enlightenment period up to the

Decembrist movement failed to capture political cohesion to propel the social

122 Aleksandr Herzen, My Past and Thoughts: The Memoirs of Alexander Herzen (1924), 499.

123 ped. soch., 1, 10; Mikhailutina, 32.
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change it had proposed, as mentioned earlier. Krupskaya attempted to resolve a
similar conflict in her own revolutionary moment by fusing the populist past
with socialist ideas in order to successfully secure a revolutionary future in
Russia. Of course, Lenin had been writing extensively attempting to draw upon
explanations of state organization like in State and Revolution. Lenin argued that
the populists had also failed like the Decembrists. For him, “the contradictions in
Tolstoy’s works, views, doctrines, in his school, are indeed glaring.”124
Krupskaya, without the explicit support of the populists, recasts their central
points of view on education and social solidarity by defending Tolstoy. Such
contribution became a primary factor in achieving political success for the
Bolsheviks.

To demonstrate the insistence of Krupskaya to keep the popular items of
the populist past in Bolshevik Russia, we must visit her point of view regarding
Tolstoy expressed in Pravda. After signing off on a decree that would provide
oversight over the books being provided to students in the libraries, the
Commission for Book Revision subsequently added a list of books to be excluded
from the catalogs. However, this was done without Krupskaya’s knowledge. In
the article, she reflected on how the move by the Commission was erroneous and

explained how she aimed to correct the action. This particular comment

12471 enin, “Leo Tolstoy as the Mirror of the Russian Revolution,” https:/ / www.marxists.org/
archive/lenin/works/1908/sep/11.htm

116



demonstrates Krupskaya’s position on populist ideas and literature. In it, she
justifies the use of certain classical texts, despite their ‘religious’ or “conservative’

themes. She notes,

The prohibition of certain works of Tolstoi and Kropotkin was a mistake.
It is true that the world-view of Tolstoi, with his belief in God and
Providence, does not belong to a school of thought which should be
popularized. Concentrating on one's self, centering all efforts on one's own
perfection, nonresistance to evil, appeals not to struggle against evil - all
this is contrary to what we Communists are teaching the masses. And
these appeals of Leo Tolstoi are especially harmful in view of his
exceptional talent... Therefore the sermons of Tolstoi are powerless to
convert anyone; they only stimulate thinking. There is also nothing to be
afraid of in the anarchistic tendencies of Kropotkin. Life demonstrates at
every step that organization is a great power. Our recent experience has
made the teachings of Tolstoi and Kropotkin unreal and ineffectual.
Therefore the prohibition of their books is needless... Our duty is to apply
in pratice the maxim of Vladimir Iliich (Lenin): 'We must know how to

build Communism with non-Communist hands.125

125 Nadezhda Krupskaya, "A Bolshevist Index Expurgatorius,” Pravda, April 9, 1924.
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Tolstoy was an invaluable author that helped to engage students as
revolutionaries when Krupskaya was younger, and therefore, she recaptured
much of her formative journey as a professional revolutionary to aid in the
delivery of socialist pedagogy. In citing Tolstoy’s ability to hone emotion within
the concept of social growth, Krupskaya stated “One must choose writers who
live not by the old way of life but who reflect the new that is being born.”126 In
referring to how the great author represented both the backwardness of
bourgeoise but also the revolutionary zeal of an iconoclast, Lenin concluded on

Tolstoy’s legacy that he

reflected the pent-up hatred, the ripened striving for a better lot, the desire
to get rid of the past—and also the immature dreaming, the political
inexperience, the revolutionary flabbiness. Historical and economic
conditions explain both the inevitable beginning of the revolutionary
struggle of the masses and their unpreparedness for the struggle, their
Tolstoyan non-resistance to evil, which was a most serious cause of the

defeat of the first revolutionary campaign.127

126 Na putyakh k nova shkole, 1926 no. 5-6, p. 63.

127 Vladimir I. Lenin, "Leo Tolstoy as the Mirror of the Russian Revolution," Proletary, September
1908,
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A year after he presented a clarification of this argument in an ironic turn,
“Tolstoy’s works express both the strength and the weakness, the might and the
limitations, precisely of the peasant mass movement.”128

As a matter of practice, her work in education provided her with insight
of shared experiences through the fermentation of collective consciousness.
Drawing on the sympathies of the peasantry and the artistic power of Tolstoy,
Nekrasov, and Pushkin, Krupskaya found that literature and education had the
power to act as the most effectual social institution that Lavrov imagined would
create a "sound and strong” community. Krupskaya envisioned an educational
system that would provide social awareness through experience and merge
personal ambition with the broader social goals of the collective.

In fact, like many other narodniki, she began teaching and organizing
students around an agenda that heightened followers” social awareness by
providing attentiveness to the growing class antagonism seen in industrial
capitalism. She found an integral relationship between education and movement-
building. Seeing that education heightened people’s senses and engaged them

cognitively, education was found to be a useful tool in cultivating bonds in a

128 Vladimir I. Lenin, Sotsial-Demokrat No. 18, November 16 (29), 1910.
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broader imagined but working community.12 While many Bolsheviks focused
their writing on intellectual recognition (such as Lenin, Trotsky, and even
Kollontai), Krupskaya ensured her writing was accessible. For instance, her
diction and language compared to Kollontai and Lenin are much more simplistic.
Likewise, her categories often involved populations that were rejected in Russia,
even by Bolsheviks, such as peasants. The Woman Worker discussed the inequities
between men and women; however, the work mainly addressed the plight of
women peasants. In a similar conveyance to Thomas Paine’s Common Sense,
Krupskaya’s work was meant to convey an awareness of capitalism’s frailties to
people who didn’t have access to education. This not only demonstrates
Krupskaya’s grassroots approach to political organizing, but it also portrays an
inherited prerogative of the narodniki who were focused on “going to the
people.” In fact, many of the narodniki believed that teaching villagers in the
commune could be the most effective way to bring about socialism.130

In a similar fashion, we see institutions play a key role in the development
of early Soviet society according to Aleksandra Kollontai and Krupskaya. At the
turn of the century, women like Krupskaya and Kollontai were joining youth

opposition organizations. Following the tasks laid out in Chernyshevsky’s What

129 For more on education and the formation of Soviet identity, see J. J. Tomiak, "Educating the
New Soviet Man," History of Education Quarterly 13, no. 4 (1973), and Sheila Fitzpatrick, Education
and Social Mobility in the Soviet Union 1921-1934 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

130 pPedler, “Going to the People,” 141.
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Is to Be Done, 13! radical women began to flesh out ideas on organizing both in
terms of activism and how they perceived the function of the state. Russian
women would therefore attempt to establish their own space in the revolutionary
struggle that would not only advance a collective goal of class liberation but also
reconstitute gender norms. Certain national factors were distinctive to Russia’s
radicalization of the “woman revolutionary.” In particular, the narodnik tradition
enhanced female participation from the 1870s onward, both in numerical
strength and in leadership.132

It was a prerogative for most populist revolutionaries that “progressive’
education could be a tool for organizing and encouraging women to engage in
activism en masse, which subsequently created a cohort of militants seeking to
redefine Russian society through the reinvention of education. The populists saw
it as a tool for political mobilization. The Bolsheviks’ introduction of
institutions of (re)education would essentially show that they too recognized
education as an instrument of political reshaping. Studies must be intertwined
with life in the communist state. More importantly, the education program must
be able to present how labor activities were at the center of politics and culture.

Krupskaya’s writings and political stances suggest that Leninism and Populism

I31 Chernyshevsky’s literary masterpiece was so influential among socialist revolutionaries that
Lenin himself re-established What Is to Be Done? with his own version, carrying on the same title
to draw on familiarity.

132 McNeal, "Women in the Russian Radical Movement,"143-147.
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became highly important in her view concerning the organization of the state.
For example in discussing the building of a socialist state, she argued that it

should go beyond

building gigantic factories. . . People must grow in mind and heart. And
on the basis of this individual growth of each in our conditions a new type
of mighty socialist collective will in the long run be formed, where "I" and
"we" will merge into one inseparable whole. . . And here, art, and

literature in particular, can play a quite exceptional role.133

The subject of “merging” reappears here again to assert the usage of literature
and art as a tool to form political and social bonds in society. Leon Trotsky also
agreed. In speaking of the ability of art and literature to heighten the
consciousness of individuals, stating that humankind “will become more
harmonized... the forms of life will become dramatically dramatic. The average
human type will rise to the heights of an Aristotle, a Goethe, a Marx.”134 He also

added that revolutionary art did not have to be created only by the proletariat.

133 Nadezhda Krupskaya, "Letter to A. M. Gorky," Marxists Internet Archive, September 20, 1930,
https:/ / www.marxists.org/archive / krupskaya/works/ethics.htm.

134 Leon Trotsky, Literature and Revolution, trans. Rose Strunsky (University of Michigan Press,
1981), 132.
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Just because the revolution is a working-class revolution, it releases — to
repeat what was said before — very little working-class energy for art.
During the French Revolution, the greatest works which, directly or
indirectly, reflected it, were created not by French artists, but by German,
English, and others. The French bourgeoisie, which was directly
concerned with making the revolution, could not give up a sufficient
quantity of its strength to re-create and to perpetuate its imprint. This is
still more true of the proletariat, which, though it has culture in politics,

has little culture in art.135

Therefore, identification was a necessary prerequisite in establishing baseline
knowledge on student cognition, as well as insight to civic attentiveness. For
instance, Krupskaya’s love of literature and her experience as a narodnik
influenced her view on how emotion played a major role in building social
consciousness. As stated earlier, the education program relied on

citizens' [releducation. Krupskaya proclaimed:

Literature is a mighty means for the creation of a new man, a means for

the strengthening of particular emotional feelings, a means for influencing

135 Ibid.
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human conduct... One must choose writers who live not by the old way of

life, but who reflect on the new that is being born.136

It is worth pointing out that Thomas More’s Utopia was also part of the catalog of
works to arouse emotional feelings of human connectedness and renewal. The
work helped to prompt an understanding of communal living and new social
constructs being considered throughout the revolutionary period and through
the construction of the Soviet state. However, early on, Krupskaya recognized
that the people would need to possess skills.

Therefore, Likbez was a campaign to eliminate illiteracy, and serves as a
direct example where Krupskaya's efforts in creating educational opportunities
liberated segments of the population through the obtainment of new learning
abilities and reliance on popular culture as a means to deliver productive
skillsets.137 At the same time, it represented a concerted national effort to deal
with a nationwide deficiency in literacy skills, which we will discuss in a later
chapter and at greater length. These developments, however, helped shape
national attitudes regarding the concept of the Soviet individual and their

relationship with the nation, more broadly. Since education (and access to it) had

136 Na putyakh k novoi shkole, 1926 no. 5-6, 63.

137 Mihail S. Skatkin and Georgij S. Tsov'janov, "Nadezhda Konstantinovna
Krupskaya," Prospects 24, no. 1-2 (1994), 49-60.
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a correlation with the creation of the new Soviet citizen, the Bolsheviks had
begun to differentiate themselves from conservative Russia as well as the
moderates. Identification of students helped to provide schools with specific data
on the student, cognitively and psychologically. Initially, it seems Narkompros
was a tool for gathering personal information arbitrarily, or to find political
dissidents through family members, etc...13 However, that’s not entirely
accurate. The overall goal was to gather information about the socio-economic
status of student’s parents and family so to help produce individualized means
of effective teaching. Understanding the student’s predispositions could help
teachers navigate the educational process with each student more easily. More
importantly, it would help the overall productivity of the country. Krupskaya
comments that “we decided to do away with illiteracy, and the factory delegates,
each at his own place of employment, organized the registration of illiterates,
secured school premises and raised the necessary funds by bearing down upon
the factory managements.”13% 86% of peasant women, in particular, had been
illiterate to the extent that they were unable to sign their own names.!4 Thus,

configuring ways to inculcate new avenues of skillsets corresponding to student

138 Peter Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State: Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilization,
1917-1929 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).

139 Krupskaya, Reminiscences, 397.

140 Barbara Engel and Anastasia Posadskaya-Vanderbeck, A Revolution of Their Own: Voices of
Women in Soviet History, 3.
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predisposition would aid in the approach to the construction and function of a
universal school system and aid in the enhancement of worker productivity.
Though, Krupskaya'’s journey from narodnik to Bolshevik represents an
established body of theory that in itself merges Lavrov’s theory of social solidarity
with Marx’s analysis of material relations. More specifically, to build socialism,
Krupskaya keenly recognized how the consciousness of the human mind must
be politically awoken to the environment around one’s self. Krupskaya and
many Social Democrats contemplated how to properly activate members of
society into the movement—whom to target, who not to target. First, however,
she learned early on from Tolstoy that such a process carried a Chekhovian moral
precept. Tolstoy’s style of integrating the “inner” and “outer” consciousness to
experience enlightenment demonstrated a foundational yet imaginative objective
of revolutionary life. Second, Lavrov pointed to the need for “social institutions”
to provide a mechanism of cohesion that intersected individual pursuits with
societal goals. His conviction rested with society being “sound and strong.” He
wrote stoically, “And what is social solidarity if not the consciousness that
personal interest coincides with the social interest, that personal dignity is

maintained only by upholding the dignity of all who share in solidarity.”141

141 1 avrov, Historical Letters, 113.
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Krupskaya reaffirmed Lavrov’s central notion and re-words it slightly,

addressing a community of factory workers later in her life:

One has to know how to merge one's life with the life of society. This is not
asceticism. On the contrary, the fact of this merging, the fact that the
common cause of all working people becomes a personal matter, makes

personal life richer.142

Krupskaya clearly augments Lavrov’s theory of social solidarity to meet the
needs of her time. Though, she continually reiterates the importance of
“merging” (sliyaniye) in many of her writings and speeches as a means to
develop a continuum of consciousness. It is not only a matter of personal
happiness for the new Soviet individual they aimed to create but also a cause in
which all members of the community could be interlinked and reach
emancipation.

Consciousness was not just a major topic fitted within Russian literary
works. It was a topic of concern among anti-Enlightenment theorists and
populists alike. Many attempted to grasp the relationship between the individual

and the state (or the greater society) for years in Russia, both in an attempt to

142 Nadezhda Krupskaya, "On Communist Ethics," Marxists Internet Archive, accessed
March 2020, https:/ / www.marxists.org/archive / krupskaya/works/ ethics.htm.
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uphold the historical legacy of Russian culture and also to resist the growing
interference of western hegemony. The nineteenth century populists recognized
the question of consciousness and the need to contend with the onset of 'social
degradation’ as a result of the rational-legal paradigm in the West. Conceivably,
westernization had been associated with industrialization, which was seen to
have led to a social disintegration that affected the human condition negatively.
Rationalism, a specific dictum in liberal ideology, had been seen to
compartmentalize all human intellect and emotion in various subcategories to
aid in human reason. Critics like Lavrov, Mikhailovsky, and Chaadaev cited that
this segmentation created separateness within the human consciousness. More
closely, it was thought to separate intellect from emotion.

A. S. Khomiakov specifically criticized the tendency of western
rationalism in its adoption by human society. “The isolated individual,” he
argued, “represents absolute impotence and unalleviated inner division.”143 In
other words, such compartmentalization of consciousness isolated the individual
from their environment and alienated them from the greater community.
Moreover, this predominant belief held that this caused a broader separation
between “community principles” and “society” itself. Such division barred

individuals (society) from engaging with established cultural norms

143 A.'S. Khomiakov, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (4th ed.: M, 1914), vol. 1, p. 161.
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(institutions). It’s not to say that cultural ‘norms” were parochial all the time, but
that the institutions regulated these norms and left them inaccessible. It was seen
that capitalism engendered this restriction, and the overturning of social bonds
disempowered Russian society. Previously existing social organizations were
believed to integrate ‘inner” and “‘external’ consciousness. In fact, while
Slavophiles were typically conservative because of their heavy reliance on
Orthodox Christianity as a guiding doctrine, much of their emphasis on
communal solidarity and anti-capitalism was rather utopian and helped inspire
Herzen’s concept of “Russian” socialism. Slavophiles also believed that common
use of land and communities of mutual customs could provide a nationwide
body of values that pervaded innately (within the individual and community)
and externally (dealing with the law and state). Therefore, the village communes
and Land Assemblies became key points of political discourse and exemplified
the ideal life.144

The populist movement provided a contextual understanding of the
necessity of revolution. To achieve it, however, it had to cling to culture. Culture
had become an important subject amongst the intelligentsia in the nineteenth
century, specifically with respect to its struggle against the tsar. Most of the

socialist writings seem to convey an antagonism to the general definition of

144 Walicki, Russian Thought, 96-108.
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culture and its bourgeois characteristics, a space in which the dominant class
asserts its values and privileges through custom and institutional practice. Yet, in
the days leading up to October 1917, where culture became synonymous with
power. Many Social Democrats began rearranging their perspective. Figures like
Karl Kautsky, for instance, took a more liberal position holding that Marxism
‘needed revising’ and that the central interest of the socialist movement was
urban. Lenin once held a similar view early on, however, began shifting his
opinion on the matter in 1905. After investigating the agrarian movement in
America during and after the US Civil War, he refused Kautsky’s assertion and
began to articulate an agrarian response.!4> In doing so, he began to understand
much more about the implications of capitalism in rural societies. By the same
token, he grasped much of the social disintegration referenced by the populists in
their arraignment of the tsarist treatment of the peasants. Kautsky and the
moderate flank of the Social Democrats began to detract from their own camp,
which became more characteristic of German social democracy rather than a
radically anti-capitalist party as it would materialize rhetorically and politically
between Mensheviks and Bolsheviks.

Lenin’s Two Tactics of Social Democracy in the Democratic Revolution

recognized that the once-thought illusion of “the question of the significance of a

145 Krupskaya, Reminiscences of Lenin, 120.
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Figure 4: Ukrainians and Russians have common call — No master over worker! 232

As Lenin later believed, it was important to “start by establishing contacts
between town and country without the preconceived aim of implanting
communism.”23 However, Lenin figured out this measure of practicality and
unity through his understanding of education. The linkage between town and
country and the establishment of broad support through the methodical
reframing of revolutionary activity was driven, in part, by the Bolsheviks’ desire

for cultural development. Lenin stated:

232 Stock Photo - Russian, Soviet, Communist Propaganda Poster. Ukrainians and Russians Have
Common Call ? No Master over Worker! 1920 Poster by Vladimir Mayakovskyy, (1893-1930."
Alamy. Accessed March, 2018. http:/ / www.alamy.com / stock-photo-russian-soviet-communist-
propaganda-poster-ukrainians-and-russians-90836468.html.

233 On Education (Pages from a Diary). Collected Works, Vol. 33, trans. David Skirvsky and George
Hanna, Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1965, pp. 462-466 (Pravda No 2, 4 January 1923).
Transcribed by David Walters and R. Cymbala.
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Is it possible to attach all the urban groups to the village groups, so that
every working class group may take advantage regularly of every
opportunity to serve the cultural needs of the village group... I here
confine myself solely to formulating the question in order to draw the
comrades’ attention to it... this gigantic, historic cultural task in all its

magnitude.234

In other words, the approach toward building communism in the new Soviet
state would be cultural rather than simply Marxist. The Bolsheviks would
compete with their rivals on who would have the best plan for local cultures, and
used this as a way to demonstrate their commitment to democracy, irrespective
of arguments waged against the Mensheviks that it was an illegal coup. Seeing
the importance of defending their stance as well as their position in government,
the Bolsheviks established their power through the solidification of the soviet
and ensuring that the networks of communication and grassroots organizations
established during the revolution operated in tandem with the new government
initiatives. One of the main initiatives had been led by Krupskaya to constitute

an educational program to deal with illiteracy. Without the masses” ability to read

234 On Education Ibid. (Pages from a Diary), pp. 462-466.
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and write, Bolshevik efforts would be futile. As Krupskaya made the argument

with regard to the question of socialist schools,

Until recently the public schools provided pupils with some elementary
knowledge for it is easier to rule literate masses than persons who cannot
read regulations or government orders, and who cannot sign their names

or make the simplest calculations.?35

The impetus for establishing more robust schools during the Civil War period
was a calculation to simultaneously win support and provide a mutual
understanding between the population and the party leadership. The
implementation of free educational services, for instance, was a primary goal of
the revolutionaries in the nineteenth century. With the Bolsheviks making a
program concrete, under the state, it established trust and gave the appearance of
a responsive government.

Of course, since the emphasis reoriented toward culture, it forced the
Bolshevik intelligentsia to look back at some of the populist ideas of political
organizing and prioritized education as a means to build a new civic identity that

intersected with the revolutionary goals of communism. As intellectual Walter

235 Krupskaya, On Labour-oriented Education and Instruction, 48.
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Benjamin observed in 1926 in traveling to Moscow, “the younger children
become—at six—"Pioneers’” in reference to the Young Pioneers group, a
movement to which Krupskaya was a founding member. He went on to note
how private life had been virtually eliminated as “in each of Moscow’s districts,
children centers have been installed... There is also the Polytechnic Museum,
with its many thousands of experiments, pieces of apparatus, documents, and
models relating to the history of primary production and manufacturing
industry.”23 The educational program Krupskaya would design was multi-
faceted, harnessing the labor activities of youth and workers, which she argued
would determine the mindset of a generation who would come to identify as
“soviet” through its politics and culture. Therefore, developing society entailed
developing the Soviet identity, and how the individual in Soviet Russia related to

the broader society:

The study of people’s labor activity... must be studied... We must study
mankind as members of the animal kingdom and as members of human
society. To study his physical and social needs, and to understand these

last points, we must imagine, so to speak, the anatomy and physiology of

236 Walter Benjamin, "Moscow," in Revolution! Writings from Russia, 1917, ed. Pete Ayrton (New
York, NY: Pegasus Books, 2017), 334-336.
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modern society, to know how it appeared, how it developed, and where it

is going.2%”

During the Civil War, however, proletkult was debated at great length. Lenin
worried that such a concept would lead to an intellectual justification of political
ignorance, giving credence to culture’s bourgeois nature. He also worried that if
it came under state control, it would take governmental focus away from
economic issues. But others believed that literature and art deemed ‘proletarian’
might be used as a way to create schools geared toward labor. Starting with
children would also have the ability to form newer viewpoints and skills on how
to navigate the new Soviet society.

It was clear, however, that Krupskaya was aware of this fundamental
disagreement among her comrades. Through her work with Lunacharsky, they

would construct Proletkult as national culture. Lunacharsky commented

It is the ideal of fraternity and brotherhood, of complete liberty; the ideal
of a victory over individualism, which maims and cripples man; the ideal
of the blossoming out of collectivism in mass life, based no longer upon

compulsion and the herd system as it has been so often in the past, but

237 Nadezhda Krupskaya, Pedagogicheskie Sochineniya, 35.
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upon new, organic, or rather, superorganic natural merging of a

personality into superpersonal unities.238

Krupskaya’s approach would resort to reconciliation focused on a multi-
generational model that elaborated on factory and farm labor as well as the new
political system. Eventually, the Bolsheviks found great interest in preserving
some of the aspects of the old universities and technical schools, demonstrating
an institutional reliance on defining proletkult. Through this path, they could
help guide the future of the burgeoning nation that grew with the growth of
children (and youth) into adulthood. To intervene in the social thought of
millions at the point of the Civil War meant that the Party would have to
examine the education system to hoist it as a political mechanism of defining
citizenship in Soviet terms. Starting with children, Krupskaya envisioned the
Young Pioneers as an organization that could facilitate learning in the area of
labor and core subjects of intellectual development, while also awakening youth
to the political world, linking the urban worker and rural peasant through

education.

238 Quoted by Lunacharsky, Leo Pasvolsky, "Proletkult: Its Pretensions and Fallacies,” The North
American Review 213, no. 785, 541.
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It is important that the Children’s Movement be as closely as possible
connected with the workers’ organizations, especially the women’s....
What can the working women do for the Young Pioneers? Conscious
working women can, above all, carry on wide agitation among the women
workers and peasants, who are not class conscious, explaining to them

what are the “Young Pioneers.”239

Interestingly enough, this was also a key service carried out by Zhenotdel. The
women’s arm of the Bolsheviks was responsible for seeing to it that the care of
children would come under state control, and the Young Pioneers were one of the
first steps in establishing this goal. After gaining official status in 1919, the
women’s arm, known as the Women’s Commission, was tasked with mobilizing
women to support the war effort, not necessarily through fighting but through
party work, education, welfare, and state construction, which took on a variety of
functions. Much of the work of Zhenotdel was carried out by Aleksandra
Kollontai, but with Krupskaya’s direction and guidance. A lot of what they did
together would be, at first, be a blueprint, but later a crucial appendage of the

state.

239 Nadezhda Krupskaya, How Women Can Help, How Lenin Studied Marx (Anarcho-Communist
Institute, 2015), Kindle, 172.
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Nevertheless, Krupskaya’'s writings point to the development of key
programs that enabled the realization that conditioning human consciousness
was an absolute must to secure legitimacy among the population. Following her
theory of “merging,” the Young Pioneer movement was one of the first efforts in
the development of Komsomol—the Communist Youth, where young students
were trained in a variety of professional categories in order to acclimate them to

the labor movement, trade unionism, and social life in communism.

Children’s research work is very important. Those who think the children
can observe without the guidance of some kind of system are making a
mistake. This is a deception... The first stage aims to give children the
most necessary skills and knowledge for work activity and cultural life

and to awaken their interest in their surroundings.240

While it seemed as if it was primarily utilized for fostering camaraderie, its true
purpose was cultural, behavioral, attitudinal, and civic. Behaviorally, Krupskaya
saw Komsomol and the Pioneers as a way for children to imitate adults and
carve out a career path that was civic oriented. In that, it would provide them

with a sense of maturity and political consciousness of the outside world,

240 Nadezhda Krupskaya, Ob Uchitele, Moscow: Academy of Pedagogical Science RSFSR
Publishing House, 1959, 100.
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whether imitated or not. It was aspirational and also impactful. Systematically,
Krupskaya was laying the groundwork for the role of elementary schools and
began to define how they would function in the real world.. Furthermore, in an
article written in Pravda, Krupskaya wrote how the institutions for children
impress “collective instincts and accustoms them to share joy and grief, teaches
them to make the interest of the collective their own, to regard themselves as
members of the collective. It develops collective habits, i.e., the ability to work
and act collectively and in an organized manner by subordinating their will to
the will of the collective, displaying their initiative through the collective, and
teaching them to respect the opinion of the collective.”241

In this, we see how the early elementary phase of Soviet education was
constructed to acclimate youth to their surroundings and their environment,
helping to demonstrate economic determinism, and how the economic forces of
the world impact the society’s material status. Additionally, it impressed upon
them the importance of looking to their elders with respect and learning from
them. It also brought them into the realm of labor activities. This process was
noted and continued to be noted by scholars of pedagogy as a “complex system”
or a “synthetic method” of education, the combination of traditional methods of

education with labor studies. The program would provide an overview of three

241 Krupskaya, On Education, 107.
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main categories for student understanding: nature, labor, and society. The
program would have a diverse array of skill-building activities such as reading,
writing, playing, film viewing, communication, dancing, singing, art, building,
modeling, and other tactile activities.242 The elementary experience, for instance,
was quite experimental in helping to open up children’s minds to basic subjects
such as reading and mathematics, but also observational tasks that introduced
them to the outside world and the function of society.

Furthermore, the second step, or the middle theme, in education would
be the function of secondary schools: “Introducing the teaching of technology in
the second stage is well-grounded in the middle theme of the curriculum.” 243
Krupskaya believed that students in this phase would be more grounded in
understanding technology and production methods. However, such work would
be combined with formal curricula as well. Uniquely, Krupskaya emphasizes the
importance of political institutions, comparative studies of the towns and
countryside—including a before and after the revolution—a history of
capitalism, populist and Marxist revolutionary movements, and the formation of
the Communist Party.24 The secondary education model was polytechnic and

vocational. Its primary purpose was meant to “concentrate the work of

242 Krupskaya, Ob Uchitele, Moscow, 123.
243 Krupskaya, Ob Uchitele, 115.

244 Opshchestvovedenie v trudovoi shkole, II-I11 (Moscow, 1927), 7-125.
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adolescents in model enterprises.”24> Here, Krupskaya emphasized the
collaboration between trade unions and schools to help students understand
factory committees and comprehend the mechanisms of production at great
length.

The education system was also meant to be part of a wide-scale
integration of private life into public life—a transformative attempt to redefine
social life in communism and detach from self-driven individual forms of human
behavior. Krupskaya’s close confidant and fellow Bolshevik Aleksandra
Kollontai conveyed that “communist society considers the social education of the
rising generation to be one of the fundamental aspects of the new life.”246
However, more so than simply being a tool for education and support for the
Bolsheviks, Kollontai believed that the schools demonstrated a much more
transformative effect. In fact, she reflected extensively on the role schools would
play in supervising children and taking care of them as a recognition of solidarity
and mutual support in communism. Therefore, Kollontai went a step further in
her work Communism and the Family to draw on a more practical structure for
society that reduced drudgery placed on individual women by highlighting the

function of central institutions. She envisioned a move from private matters to

245 Nadezhda K. Krupskaya, On Labour-oriented Education and Instruction (Moscow: Progress
Publishers, 1985), 58.

246 Aleksandra Kollontai, "Communism and the Family," in Alexandra Kollontai Selected Writings,
ed. Alix Holt, 257.
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public accommodation through the establishment of social centers. For instance,
housework would cease to be an obligation in the new Soviet society, given that
the state would construct new institutions allowing for housework to be done
centrally. For instance, clothing could be taken to a public laundromat. Also,
kitchen work would be transferred to public restaurants and communal kitchens
(stolovaya). These centers were also imagined to provide services free for citizens.
But these new centers were part of what Kollontai defined as creating the new
“soviet person.” A robust workforce that included women would empower the
individuals within the family to readily build communal solidarity within

Russia. She claims:

Instead of the working woman having to struggle with cooking and spend
her last free hours in the kitchen preparing dinner and supper, communist

society will organize public restaurants and communal kitchens.247

Kollontai’s exploration on the socialization of family function and ways to make
life more utilitarian for women were impactful to the establishment of city
centers like canteens and public laundromats that still exist today. Nevertheless,

this work would be carried out by the Commissariat of Enlightenment and

247 Tbid.
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would function as a key program in assisting families with basic needs and
services. She mentions how the Bolsheviks have already helped with

constructing spaces to provide services for poor children.

We already have homes for very small babies, kindergartens, children’s
colonies and homes, hospitals and health resources for children,
restaurants, free lunches at school, free books, warm clothing and shoes to
school children. All this goes to show that the responsibility for the child is

passing from the family to the collective.24

These efforts would work in tandem with the schools, which would also
take the majority responsibility of taking care of children and ensuring that their
education and upbringing were being carried out in a more systematic manner.
Additionally, throughout the early 1920s, the educational program was
developing alongside the implementation of Korenizatsiia (or Nationalities Policy)
certainly overturned one of the central tenets of Marxism that proclaimed
“workers have no country” toward the preservation of local national identities

with the interest of aiding non-socialist groups to build unity behind diverse

248 Tbid., 256.
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cultures that drove support for the Bolshevik program.2# This sometimes meant
allying with local nationalists who sought autonomy in the country. It is probable
that the Bolsheviks recognized a key Marxist argument that “the struggle of the
proletariat with the bourgeoisie is at first a national struggle. The proletariat of
each country must, of course, first of all settle matters with its own
bourgeoisie.”?5? Many ethnic minorities in Russia such as the Georgians, Uzbeks,
Ukrainians, and Basmachi saw themselves under imperial domination by the
tsarist regime before 1917. Inner regional factionalism was also a concern. For
instance, Central Asia had endured civil strife going back to 1916, and these
conflicts continued well into the Bolsheviks’ struggle to gain power in 1917-1918.
Perceptions of nationhood in various parts of Russia were not realized,
nor defined in ways consistent with the communist vision. Often definitions of
identity depended on cultural and ethnic experiences unique to the territory.
However, as a whole, many of these regions saw their struggle for national
independence framed in anti-colonial contexts. A Muslim resistance in Central

Asia, for instance, had been triggered in response to the Russian Army’s attempt

249 While Krupskaya did not necessarily have much to do with Nationalities Policy, her approach
to education was certainly informed by the implications of the policy. Therefore, it is important to
examine its implications in the context of state construction throughout the Civil War period.

250 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto: A Modern Edition (Brooklyn: Verso,
1998), 49.
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to gain more infantry in military efforts at the front in 1916 and push Christianity
onto the public.

These events heightened the ambitions of nationalists of those respective
localities, often sparking ethnic strife and secession from their former structures.
The Bolsheviks, once in power, were forced to manage these regional crises and
face the demands of groups proclaiming independence. Bolsheviks would need
to approach nationalists with mutuality such as in the Azerbaijani Socialists,
which cooperated with the Bolsheviks in the Baku Commune, or the Kazakh
Alash Orda, which joined the Soviets despite not concealing its nationalism. To
accommodate regional interests and the building of a new order under the
Bolshevik Party, Lenin and others devised a multifaceted plan to ensure some
semblance of cultural preservation to preserve Bolshevik power during the civil
war (not to mention they promised to get Russia out of the First World War), but
also grant regional autonomy for national minorities, allowing them to function
under the language of their ethnic majority and traditional customs. This
followed along a similar understanding of how previous Russian culture could
be used as a way to solidify power along the center. Vanguard members like
Leon Trotsky and Bukharin were not entirely supportive of decisions like these,

as some argued that negotiations with nationalists betrayed communism,
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derailing ambitions to achieve a socialist internationalism. However, former
ambitions are sometimes revised during times of crisis.

Nonetheless, to grapple with the question of education, the condition of
war had to be factored into the equation, which forced the Bolsheviks to contend
with the urgent necessity of crisis. Additionally, widespread violence had a
brutal effect on an already fractured country, impacting the Bolsheviks’ ability to
govern, and retain their hold on power. The White armies, or Mensheviks,
favored a system that allowed pluralism within government and European-style
parliamentary procedures. Two of the main causes of segmentation between the
Bolsheviks and the Mensheviks had to do with the Bolshevik’s seizing of power
in October 1917 as well as the Allied Intervention that followed. Britain, France,
and the United States led efforts to partner with Ukrainians, Serbs, Poles,
Romanians, Czechs, and others aided in revolts against the Bolsheviks. This was
accomplished by working alongside the White armies (as well as anti-Bolshevik
nationalist forces) to coerce the Bolsheviks to resign. However, because the
Russian Civil War lacked broad public support in the West, many of the Allies
involved slowly withdrew. Though western involvement proved to be a source
of contention that affected policy conditions during the First World War and also
played into the Bolsheviks’ narrative about Western capitalist countries being

responsible for the great war. Likewise, the Bolsheviks demanded that the
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Central and Allied powers relinquish their control over the occupied territories
such as in Latvia, Belarus, Ukraine, and the Caucasian states (among others), and
allow the people of those territories to decide their own political fates with the
promise from the Bolsheviks of their political and economic support.

The Mensheviks, on the other hand, determined not to acknowledge their
secession in most cases out of fear that a possible power grab by the Bolsheviks
would be imminent. Hence, regional aggravation during the Civil War spurred
confounding resistance. Rebels in Central Asia such as the Basmachi hesitated to
acknowledge Bolshevik rule due to their reliance on regional history and
religious tradition. The majority of followers of the Basmachi were
predominantly Muslim villagers, some with ties to the former ruling class. Given
their insistence on clinging to conservative tradition many of them banded
together (kurbashi) throughout the Fergana Valley in order to fend off the
Bolsheviks. These types of disputes went beyond socialists fighting other
socialists. Tensions sometimes revolved around authority over culture and
traditions. These antagonisms exemplify how conflict during the Civil War
resided from cultural strife. While political differences certainly played a role in
regional tension, it was also religious and ethnic contexts that sharpened local
tensions below the surface with the Bolsheviks’ motivation to “Bolshevize”

society. There are a couple more prominent examples that further demonstrate
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this. The situation among the Azerbaijani Musavat and the Armenian Dashnaks
in the Eastern Europe and Western Asian region, similarly represented ethnic-
driven push-back. After a series of fighting between the Bolshevik-backed
Armenian Nationalist forces against the Muslim majority of the Musavat, 12,000
Muslims had been killed by the Armenian Nationalists. The Bolsheviks then
moved to establish a Sovnarkom branch in Baku during the March Days in order
to deepen their influence in the region along with the mobilization of the Cheka
in local villages. What became clear was that antagonizing regional interests
constantly conflicted with the Bolsheviks’ centralizing plans. In April 1920, the
Bolsheviks declared victory over Azerbaijan.

In the middle of the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks, there were the Black
Army, that was made up of anarchists and the Green Army, which were
predominantly nationalists that wavered between the Whites and Reds when it
was convenient. Data shows between 1918 and 1922, 9% of the civilian and
military members were lost, which equates to 15.5 million of a population of 170
million. 251 Many sides endured a variety of forms of violence such as rape,
torture, summary justice, hostage taking, and ethnic persecution. But what is
important to emphasize is that this wasn’t merely a conflict of violence by

armies, but a crisis engendered through political struggle.

251 Laura Engelstein, Russia in Flames: War, Revolution, Civil War, 1914-1921 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2018), xviii.
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By the time the Bolshevik forces under the Red Army spread themselves
throughout the country to defend the Bolshevik program, or what Russian Civil
War historian Robert Smele terms “bolshevization,” the effects of the conflict
prompted a strong hand at the center. The Bolshevik Central Committee engaged
in a two prong endeavor: i) organize the new society through the central party
committee, and ii) address real crises occurring as a result of the civil war. The
Sovnarkom decree of January 3rd, 1918 launched the formation of the Red Army
and kicked the Bolsheviks into full gear against potential upheavals and
reactions. Though in many ways, historians categorize the Mensheviks as
reactionary, the Bolshevik’s use of summary justice and squashing of regional
insurrection of anything resembling anti-Bolshevism, presents a contrary scene.
The Bolsheviks, through the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic
(RSFSR), exercised the recognition and denial of territories of the former Russian
Empire mostly in the Russian periphery and Central Asia. As Theda Skocpol
famously wrote in States and Social Revolutions, “Marxist-oriented scholars
emphasize changes in class structures. . . But they virtually ignore the often and
much more striking and immediate transformations that occur in the structure
and functions of state organizations such as armies and administrations, and in

the relations between state and social classes.”252 Of course, the Bolsheviks relied

252 Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015),
35.
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on the rationale that their country faced economic ruin, scarce food supplies, a
great need for nurses and doctors to help wounded soldiers, and epidemics. All
of which presented very serious concerns about the stability of the country. And
at this point in time, the Bolsheviks were keen on presenting themselves as the
party of stability. Therefore, the Bolsheviks recognized that the rehabilitation of
Russian national culture would be an important task to undertake, albeit tricky.
However, this was a moment that opened the door for women to enter the
main stage. Women's sections under the leadership of Krupskaya and Kollontai
were officially deployed by helping to address the issues of the people’s welfare,
food security, transportation, and nursing. The Civil War, while brutish in many
aspects—as well as blurring the lines of moral judgment on behalf of the
Bolsheviks and Mensheviks, was seemingly a period that pushed out gender
stereotypes, providing Red Army soldiers contingents of women to help with a
variety of needs, whether it was healthcare, food, or education. Likewise,
Krupskaya immediately took recognition on how the women’s sections could
help orient the Central Committee along the Russian Center. As it was a goal to
link the peasants and the urban workers, it became synonymous with linking the
periphery with the center. In fact, Krupskaya traveled across the country
throughout the Civil War to give speeches to soldiers and contingents on what

exactly was at stake. One particular question that proved problematic was the
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rising issue of illiteracy. Krupskaya reflected on how “it was difficult for illiterate
people in those days... to imagine how anyone could affect leadership at a
distance.” For that, “the crux of socialist construction was organization.” In
realizing this crucial need at a time of immense crisis Krupskaya also noted how
she and Lenin had to think “about Bureaucracy and culture... how the lack of
culture stood in the way of socialist construction, prevented the broad masses
from being drawn into socialist construction, and hampered the fight against
survivals of the past.”253 Through Krupskaya and Lenin’s recognition of the need
for bureaucracy to contend with the material needs of the masses, they tapped
into the narodnik tradition of utilizing political education as a tool for broad-
based unification and national development.

As conditions continued to deteriorate, Krupskaya led an effort to render
relief to soldiers, peasants, and children alike. Resources existed in Ukraine, the
Caucuses, and the East such as grain, but the lack of transportation and
ineffective communication had made it very difficult. The Commissariat of
Education gathered information on various localities on starvation and other
health issues of grave concern. With Lenin’s help in 1919, a decree was ordered
for children in need, known as the May 17th Decree. It was meant to feed

children free of charge and aimed at “the improvement of the food supply for

253 Krupskaya, Reminiscences of Lenin, 495-499.
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children and the welfare of working people, and ordered that such supplies be
issued free of charge to all children up to 14 years old irrespective of parents’
ration class.”254 Krupskaya went on to note that the age was raised to 16 after
realizing red tape got in the way of some children. Also, Lenin rearranged
leadership to ensure the May 17th order was carried out more efficiently.

Given that the program relied on schools to help with delegating the
benefits to the children, Krupskaya took extensive notes on how the Extra-School
Department was frequently visited by many people who were inquisitive about
the programs being doled out by the Bolsheviks. In some ways, Krupskaya
described it as a burgeoning hub of democracy where women workers, peasants,
teachers, and soldiers came to seek advice and make suggestions on how to win
the conflict and ask how to participate. Krupskaya noted, “our department
became a sort of rendezvous... to which workers came for advice as to how best
to organize.”2% Most uniquely, Krupskaya took advantage of the observed
phenomenon, and utilized visitors as members. She assembled school teachers,
for instance, to go to the front and help teach those they come across, including
peasant Red Army soldiers. The “Extra-School Education Congress,” passed by a

resolution, called on delegates to help teach people how to read and write,

254 1bid., 514.

255 1bid., 515.

220



particularly those who were in the Red Army and in need of intellectual and
cognitive skill sets. Krupskaya brings up an experienced school teacher named
Elkina who participated in the program and deployed to various regions to teach

soldiers.

She went to the Southern Front. The Red Army men asked to be taught to
read and write. Elkina started giving them lessons based on the analytic
synthetic method of the textbooks then in use... It was a success. The Red
Army men quickly learned to read and write. This was the very method of

combining instruction with real life.25

Krupskaya mentions how once the Bolsheviks come to power, they instituted
Gosizdat, which became the state publishing house tasked with reprinting the

classic literary texts at an affordable price.25”

256 bid., 515-516.
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The Move to Moscow

The continuation of the war on a global scale and the internal divisions set in
place by the Civil War forced the Bolsheviks to consider moving the capital city
to Moscow, as it had once originally been until 1712. Many reasons were factored
into the equation for the transition. Mostly, it was due to the threat of western
intervention made clear by the Allied Intervention during the Civil War that
prompted the Bolsheviks to move inland and further away from Europe.
Additionally, the German Offensive in 1918 forced Lenin and Krupskaya to live
quietly in the Smolny Institute, which became the final straw that brought to
light the vulnerabilities of Russia’s capital region being in St. Petersburg. With
their hold on to power already in the balance, the Central Committee’s eventual
decree would establish the official capital in Moscow.28 This consideration likely
drew ire from fellow revolutionaries who saw this as a significant reversal, as this
was the old tsarist residence. Though, the decision was based on the
circumstances of the war and the feasibility of carrying on the responsibility of
government. Nevertheless, it represented a change in the way in which the
Bolsheviks saw themselves. They were no longer situated in the city that bore out
the revolution, or the city that became the epicenter of liberal thought and

Russian Europeanism. It was now a city with a long-rooted history in autocracy.

258 Moscow Becomes the Capital of the Soviet State, (Boris Yeltsin Presidential Library, n.d),
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In assuming her role as Lenin’s right hand, Krupskaya dismissed labels
like “first lady” or “first woman,” despite what some newspapers showed in the
aftermath of the Civil War. Her commitment to rise above some of the gender-
specific titles appeared to be somewhat pointless. Especially the fact that those
specific terms were appropriated from American politics, she refused to be
defined by those terms. However, during the move to Moscow, Krupskaya notes
a few details about her partnership with Lenin. Not only do they become closer
in their bond and sharing of ideas, but they also become more focused on the
state. “The government needed to be a well-organized state machine”25° Despite
being tired and ill from all the instability that came before, she jumped headfirst
into the work of government. While Lenin pressed on the importance of
“scrapping” the old institutions, Krupskaya makes it known in her memoirs that
she believed Lenin emphasize that “the entire experience of the old army and the
old specialists should be mastered.”260 In fact, there were a number of tsarist
officers and soldiers who pledged their loyalty to the new government and
served the Red Army after October 1917 and throughout the Civil War.26! Their

knowledge was critical to the continuation of the Bolshevik plan.
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Previous sets of knowledge on the organizational scheme of government
were helpful in the remediation of chaos throughout the Civil War. Lunacharsky
was a key member who served in an advisory role to Lenin and was friendly
with Krupskaya. Their work together focused on defining the “new machinery of
the state.” Krupskaya recalls how they took power at the Ministry of Education.
In their capacity, Lunacharsky developed plans for societal and governmental
organization. His first round of advisement dealt specifically with education and
the development of socialist schools.262 Krupskaya’s tasks were to examine how
educational institutions that formerly functioned privately or under the tsar’s
auspices could be reconstructed to address the issues she cared about most.
Mostly identifying the need for literacy, her vision of how to transform
mechanisms of government would be to envisage new models that would prove
to be influential for the rest of the world. Broad public education for youth,
continuing education for adults, literacy campaigns, the emancipation of women,
and libraries; Krupskaya would continue Young Pioneers and further her work
on the development of proletarian culture.

At the time, the Bolsheviks were gearing up to adopt a resolution in favor
of the Brest Litovsk treaty and the setting up of official committees and People’s

Commissars. They had hoped that a worker’s revolution would materialize in

262 Krupskaya, Reminiscences, 416-475.
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Germany, which was believed would bring a true end to the war. However,
despite its unpopularity, Lenin supported the treaty and extraction from the war.
Krupskaya notes that during that time, she had been assigned to the
Commissariat of Enlightenment. That her “years’ experience at the Sunday
Evening School in Nevskaya Zastava District in the nineties came in very useful
to me.”263 At the same time, she also made it a point to recognize that 1918 was a
difficult year, where Lenin hardly wrote anything and didn’t sleep. Not only
would he be recovering from illness, but he would also be busy receiving reports
on allies organizing revolts, aiding Finnish Mensheviks, and taking hold in parts
of Ukraine and Georgia.264 At the same time, he was also consumed with
organizational questions. Krupskaya was tapped to fill in the gaps.

After a September 16th meeting of the Council of People’s Commissars,
Lenin and Krupskaya issued a message on the Conference of Proletkult. In
noting that Proletkult had already amassed significant influence, they also
discussed the “Character of the Newspapers” in which they urged the
newspapers to have “a keener eye on what was taking place around them.”

Krupskaya notes that this directive was meant to have the newspapers focus

263 1bid., 397.
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more attention on the way in which workers and peasants actually lived, as well
as their deeds in building something new in their everyday work.265

However, this centralization of authority also prompted a reorganization
of the Red Army, which brought forth War Communism. As 1919 proved a
continuation of civil strife, the Bolsheviks, under Leon Trotsky and Stalin, began
forming a more disciplinary army. Krupskaya notes that at this time a
Machiavellian policy tone overcame Lenin and the other Bolshevik leaders. At
any cost, the Red Army was charged with hunting down counter-revolutionaries,
most certainly, “capitalists in hiding.” Krupskaya mentions that the new policy of

War Communism made people frightened of the Bolsheviks.

This call for vigilance frightened many people. Many a story was told to
image of how the Red Army men sometimes dealt with one or another

capable Commander only because he was ‘one of the gentry” or because
some order of his was not to their liking, or on some other trivial excuse.
All this was told to Illych with a sneer, as much as to say ‘there are your

fine Red Army men for you!"266

265 bid., 484.

266 Tbid., 533-534.
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What this goes to show is that Krupskaya was aware of the violence stemming
from summary justice pursued by the Bolsheviks. It wasn’t that she necessarily
condemned it, but that she recognized that Russia was “still half in old
capitalism, with one foot there” and the other in socialism.267 She recognized that
throughout the war, people were still starving and resorted to the black market to
sell goods in order to survive. She suggests Lenin contemplated the situation at
great length and seems to suggest the implementation of the New Economic
Policy (NEP) was part of Lenin’s interest in harm reduction, to allow for small-
scale enterprises to function. Of course, the NEP was a controversial policy taken
by the fledgling Soviet government, as the central premise of the NEP essentially
betrayed the central idea of communism. Bolshevik women like Kollontai viewed
the NEP as a betrayal of socialism. Kollontai, who was responsible for overseeing
social welfare programs in Soviet Russia, criticized the policy since she had been
arguing for major investments in communal facilities.

Additionally, as the radical line communicated that old professors upheld
“bourgeois” traditions, the party leadership directed that students and activists
not to harm professors. In fact, professors who complained about teaching
Marxism were granted accommodations by the new regime, as the Bolsheviks

wanted to see to it that the institutions under their authority remained orderly

267 Tbid., 532.
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and did not devolve into additional chaos. In commenting on the policy of
relaxation during the NEP, Bolshevik leader Nikolai Bukharin stated
“Communism requires a certain time to mature and this process under our
conditions of life is more painful than it would otherwise be... and that is why
we were on the whole able to maintain an equilibrium in our social structure.”268
At heart, the new vision of Soviet society was an experiment in numerous
areas that connected the individual to the greater society. What Krupskaya’s
transition to Bureaucrat demonstrates is that the Bolsheviks were willing to
compromise their core values and sacrifice their commitment to Marxism for the
sake of building the new Soviet nation. Krupskaya’s reliance on educational
modes was a key aspect in the development of the new Soviet identity. While the
Civil War presented real challenges to the organization of power, it forced the
Bolsheviks to swiftly adhere to state procedures and embrace old systems of

authority for the sake of organization.

268 Nikolai Bukharin, "The New Economic Policy Of Soviet Russia," The new policies of Soviet
Russia, 1921, 43-64.
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VI

Conclusion

Without question, the Russian Revolution is a complicated period in the grand
scheme of Russian history. However, with an expanded analysis of the period’s
broader radical contextualization spanning two centuries, its unique historical
continuity presents a growing and emerging story of how resistance and
accommodation swing back and forth to form the socialist state’s defining
(formative) characteristics. Additionally, it defines new terms on the origins of
revolution in Russia, establishing the first communist regime in world history not
merely through communism but diverse ideas and circumstances. My work lays
out the revolutionary period in Russia by presenting it as a pinnacle moment that
sets new cultural norms through the establishment of proletarian culture and the
reinvention of the national idea. From the anti-Enlightenment period to the
populists, Soviet Russia was born out of a struggle not just in Marxist terms, but
out of efforts (re)defined by resistance and aided by rooted sentimentality (as
well as the need for survival). Nadezhda Krupskaya represents a link in this
struggle, an underestimated key in unlocking the populist inheritance, which

demonstrates the Bolsheviks” embrace of certain aspects of Russia’s past as a
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process of reinvention. Through the solidification of power with education and
the defining of Soviet identity as a proletarian concept, Krupskaya was one of the
most consequential figures in helping secure the establishment of the Soviet
Union.

Krupskaya is an underestimated figure who contributed to the
organizational methods and tactics during the Russian Revolution and
established new parameters on culture through education that helped reestablish
identity in Soviet terms. The world in which she grew up was not necessarily her
choice. What we find is that Krupskaya was thrown into a changing society due
to the circumstances that existed around her. Her adaptation to the changing
landscape, nevertheless, was swift and steady. Because of her family's
experiences and the culture she was immersed in, she was perceptive to society’s
needs, their struggles, and the values they cherished. The fact that she had
absorbed all of Russia’s popularized literature and grew in interest in them, she
had, like many other Russian women, obtained a knack for revolutionary
organizing, understanding how to communicate radical ideas, and more
generally, win the hearts and minds of the public. Krupskaya’s experiences and
goals neatly fit within the tasks of the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party,
where she hashed out some of the key principles of the Bolshevik Party, which

later differentiated itself from its fragmented opponents after October 1917.
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