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Despite his love of brawling, Koba struggled to connect with workers because he was 
too effete and bookish: he did not smoke and drink like they did (108).

Suny ably recounts the factional struggles inside Russian Marxism, where Koba, 
known for the “rough justice” he “mete[d] out to those who endangered or betrayed 
the cause” (273), emerges as “one of the most steady and consistent Leninists,” “the 
most orthodox of Bolsheviks” (261, 269). In the revolution of 1905, Suny’s Stalin 
was as much sectarian as street activist, boasting to hometown friends from Gori 
that his Bolshevik cell was “waging a brutal war with the Mensheviks”—not, that 
is, the tsarist regime (239). Stalin actually missed the bloodiest phase of the 1905 
Revolution in Tiflis and Baku in order to pay homage to Lenin, the “mountain eagle” 
of Bolshevism, at a party congress in Finland (299–301).

So exhaustive is Suny’s exploration of Marxist factionalism that he misses larger 
historical currents. The Russo-Japanese war of 1904–5 is hardly mentioned, despite 
it providing the backdrop to the revolutionary struggle of 1905–7 which takes up six 
whole chapters (229–357). We are told, at one point (214), that Stalin offered a comrade 
the pseudonym “Togo,” after the Japanese admiral who destroyed the Russian fleet at 
Tsushima—an engagement nowhere else mentioned. The First World War, likewise, 
barely registers in the narrative. The entirety of the conflict merits a few cursory lines 
(570–71, 579), before Suny returns to Marxist doctrinal politics. No Russian battles 
or campaigns are discussed, not even the disastrous Kerensky offensive of 1917 that 
played such a pivotal role in the Revolution.

Suny’s empathy with Stalin helps readers get inside the head of his protagonist, 
but it can also blind him to the obvious. In discussing the famous June 1907 armored 
heist in Tiflis, Suny takes issue with Montefiore’s Young Stalin, arguing that Stalin was 
“peripheral to the robbery.” But the evidence Suny cites, Stalin’s importuning of two 
postal clerks to glean intelligence about the “timing of the transport of postal funds” 
(365–66), is the same used by Montefiore to nail down Stalin’s involvement. All Suny 
can say in Stalin’s defense is that he “never personally took credit for the robbery”—a 
robbery which turned into a “poison pill” to the party because the stolen bank notes 
were marked and traced (367–68). Why would he have?

Suny’s decision to end his massive tome “on the eve” of the October Revolution 
suggests that the author prefers to luxuriate in the years when Stalin and the 
Bolsheviks could dream of a Marxist utopia—rather than discuss the years they ruled 
Russia and murdered millions to build that utopia. While a defensible choice, the 
effect is at once jarring and deflating, like reading a sympathetic biography of Hitler 
that wraps up before the Beer Hall Putsch. Suny’s study will prove a useful resource 
for scholars, but others may wonder, when do we get to the story?

Sean McMeekin
Bard College

The Fate of the Bolshevik Revolution: Illiberal Liberation 1917–1941. Ed. Lara 
Douds, James Harris, and Peter Whitewood. Library of Modern Russia. London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2020. x, 319 pp. Notes. Bibliography. Index. $34.95, paper.

doi: 10.1017/slr.2021.199

Three generations of historians examine the interplay of revolutionary violence and 
coercion, state-building, and efforts to incorporate the masses in creating the Soviet 
person, culture, and society. The collection of sixteen chapters introduces new voices 
and approaches, and has much to offer to a broad readership (including students), 
and to specialists and general readers alike.
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In the opening section, Lars Lih traces the liberal origins of the ubiquitous 
Soviet mass campaigns among the nineteenth century European and Russian social 
democrats, who championed freedom of expression and assembly as essential to 
political outreach. Under state sponsorship, campaignism mobilized the masses 
without freedoms. In a subsequent section, Yiannis Kokosalakis argues that the 
campaign for the Stalin constitution harkened back to the experimentalism of the 
revolutionary era and to the Marxist-Leninist goal of a classless society. Eric Van Ree 
locates the kernel of coercion in Lenin’s State and Revolution (1917). Inspired by the 
participatory Paris Commune and by Russia’s popular mass movements, the pamphlet 
envisioned workers engaging in governance, monitoring the running of enterprises, 
and protecting the revolution through grassroots organizations. But for Vladimir 
Lenin, the vanguard party would usurp power to establish a coercive, centralized 
state that would exclude the former ruling classes and supplant the soviets, factory 
committees, and militias as the locus of power. In a later section on the Stalin era, 
J. Arch Getty finds the origins of coercion not in ideology, as Van Ree argues, but 
in Lenin’s and the masses’ collective understanding of revolutionary democracy as 
coercive.

A section on internal democracy narrowly focuses on Lev Trotskii and the 1923 
Party struggle. Ian Thatcher takes aim at western scholars’ exalted view of Iosif 
Stalin’s most famous critic. Trotskii’s enduring critique of the Party notwithstanding, 
he was a prisoner of his own acceptance of the ban on dissident groups and factions. 
James Harris portrays Trotskii as arrogant, out of touch with the Politburo and 
regional leadership, and yet cognizant that he could not prevail against them. 
Neither chapter considers the persistence of workerist sentiments. Workers’ economic 
grievances, their desire for a role in decision making played a major role in the crisis 
of 1921 and throughout the NEP era. Party leaders recognized that workers resented 
the weakening of factory committees and trade unions and their incorporation in the 
party-state. Sheila Fitzpatrick’s chapter in a later section adds to this discussion by 
focusing on Lenin’s dismay at the Party’s bureaucratization and alienation from the 
masses and his pessimism concerning the future of the revolution. Lenin shared his 
critique with all oppositions active since 1919. His concerns led Lenin to temper his 
views on coercion.

The impact of the civil wars on state-building and society is treated in many of 
the chapters. The protracted World War and civil wars impoverished the country 
and inured its population to cruelty and violence. Dakota Irvin offers a glimpse of 
Ekaterinburg during the Bolsheviks’ short-lived rule. Under the efficient management 
of Lev Sosnovskii, for a few months in 1917–18, the Bolsheviks provided the city basic 
services in an atmosphere of moderation and cooperation across political and class 
lines. The outbreak of civil war crushed the Ekaterinburg experiment. More durable 
was the reinvention of reception offices as “living links” between the government and 
the masses. Lara Douds describes how the offices combined the tsarist patrimonial 
practice of appeals with the leadership’s aspiration to provide access to the masses. All 
too soon, the leadership came to see the institutions as a “check on the accountability 
of government officials” (11). The bureaucratization of reception offices contributed to 
the new government’s inefficiency.

The chapters on Ukraine and Poland by Olena Palko and Peter Whitewood argue 
that the civil war and foreign intervention shaped state-building, economic and military 
priorities, and internal democracy. The exigencies of war and foreign occupation and 
Lenin’s understanding of nationalist aspirations inspired important concessions to 
Ukraine: autonomy and linguistic, educational, and staffing nativization. They were 
reversed during the following decade in the interest of centralization and military 
and national security. Similarly, the incessant fear of renewed foreign aggression 
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defined Soviet-Polish relations during the Interwar years. Real and perceived threats 
influenced, too, the leadership’s intransigence towards factionalism and its insistence 
on unity. The legacy of the civil war and intervention is implicit in Olga Velikanova’s 
chapter on the sharp zigzags separating repressive and moderate periods. Velikanova 
interprets the zigzags as a reflection of the conflict between utopian aspirations and 
the country’s stark limitations (and popular discontent with that reality). The conflict 
was compounded by the leadership’s readiness to use extralegal measures during 
crises

The sixth and final section on culture and society reprises the volume’s themes: 
the interplay of emancipatory goals, violence, coercion, and war, and their impact 
on policy and everyday life. Fitzpatrick’s chapter depicts Lenin’s and Nadezhda 
Krupskaia’s close collaboration at the end of the leader’s life revolving around 
education, which they saw as the prerequisite to an actively engaged citizenry. Polly 
Corrigan looks at the tensions between mass literacy and the repression of works 
deemed harmful to Soviet society. She juxtaposes Soviet censorship to the socialists’ 
rejection of tsarist censorship and contextualizes the Soviet experience within the 
history of European censorship. Andy Willimott conveys the leadership’s optimism 
towards the new generation, one presumably free of the legacy of the capitalist and 
tsarist past. The participation of young people in voluntary associations allowed 
them to cultivate the new Soviet person and construct Soviet society. Sports and 
cultural groups, atheist and literacy leagues fostered initiative and a sense of 
community. Yet this initiative was tempered by the Party’s distrust of spontaneity 
and by the bureaucratization of activists and associations. For Siobhan Hearne, 
policies concerning prostitution reflected the clash between the avowed commitment 
to women’s liberation and the survival of stereotypes dividing prostitutes into weak 
if redeemable victims of socioeconomic conditions and hardened criminals. The 
stereotypes and the underfunding of health and other services framed increasingly 
punitive policies towards prostitutes. Francois-Xavier Nérard closes the volume with 
the omnipresent Soviet cafeterias. The poorly-provisioned canteens clashed with 
the professed goal of providing workers inexpensive, tasty meals in modern, clean 
facilities. The resulting oft-inedible fare served by surly staff yielded a toxic mix of 
mass disgust and of scapegoating and denunciations against managers and cooks. 
The canteens were emblematic of the many ways that citizens were exposed to and 
desensitized to everyday violence.
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The most important insight to take away from Sophie Kotzer’s monograph Russian 
Orthodoxy, Nationalism and the Soviet State During the Gorbachev Years, 1985–1991 is 
that the year 1991 is not the watershed that divides church-state relations in modern 
Russian history into a before and after. The year in which communism ended, in which 
the Soviet Union fell apart, the Russian Federation became an independent country 
and the first presidential election in the country’s history took place, was not the year 
in which everything changed for the Russian Orthodox Church. Things had started 
to change already earlier. On the basis of a thorough archival study of the public 
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