Sample Answer to Q3 on Kronstadt (Corin and Fiehn, p.106)

From the evidence in sources 7.7 – 7.10 and 7.12 – 7.14, and your own knowledge of events between 1918 and 1921, do you think that the Kronstadt rising and its crushing show that by 1921 Bolshevism had ‘become the executioner of genuine soviet democracy’? 

Chris Read’s judgement on the Kronstadt rising and the Bolshevik government’s response (source 7.14) certainly appears to be confirmed by much of the evidence from the other sources. The placing of Cheka units behind the Red Army troops (source 7.7) suggests that the Bolsheviks feared their own troops would hesitate to shoot on those who had once supported the revolution.

Subsequent soviet attempts to portray the Kronstadt rebels as post-revolutionary recruits (e.g. source 7.12) was clearly propaganda, as Getzler (source 7.13) convincingly shows through his detailed research and impressive use of statistics to demonstrate that most of those involved in the 1921 uprising had previously been involved in the 1917 revolution.

The fact is that by 1921 many who had supported the revolution had become very disillusioned. Source 7.8 is tricky: it looks like a staged picture for the camera, but presumably is meant to show the sailors preventing counter-revolutionaries from entering the Constituent Assembly. If so, we can assume they must have been bitterly disappointed when later the same day Lenin ordered the Assembly to be wound up. The Kronstadt rebels are known to have comprised SR’s as well as Bolsheviks and others (source 7.12 is correct in this respect) and SR’s had together polled 75% of the votes in the Constituency Assembly elections.

Source 7.9 lists many of the Kronstadt rebels’ demands. These are consistent with the demand from many others who at this time were calling for “soviets without Communists”. Even within the Bolshevik party there were those like Kollontai and Schlyapnikov whose Workers Opposition group wanted more freedom for workers than the Bolsheviks were prepared to give. 

While source 7.10 exaggerates the extent to which Russia had become a penal colony – it was to become much more of one under Stalin – there is no doubt that class warfare and the Red Terror were being used to systematically crush all opposition to the Bolsheviks. Other historians such as Geoffrey Swain remind us that the Civil War was not only between Reds and Whites, but also between Reds and other groups – the ‘forgotten civil war’ – for control of the revolution. The Bolsheviks had also ditched from Sovnarkom the only other political grouping, the Left SR’s, who they had been prepared to work with.

Chris Read uses the term ‘irony of ironies’ when discussing the Bolshevik response to the Kronstadt rebels. This is surprising when you consider that Lenin himself, back in 1902 when he wrote What Is To Be Done?, put forward the idea of democratic centralism: he was never a democrat as others understood the term. And while he was to compromise on economic policy after Kronstadt, politically the regime would become even more centralised and autocractic. Genuine soviet democracy never had a chance under Lenin. 

