


On the “July Days” and “All Power to the Soviets”
Reading Lenin’s writings of 1917 made me feel the need for more background material. Following are notes on two books I looked up that deal with this period of history.
1. Marc Ferro, The Russian Revolution of February 1917. Translated by J. L. Richards. Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1972. Original French edition published in France in 1967. 
The most intriguing comment Ferro  makes is at the end, where he notes that the lack of enthusiasm for “All power to the Soviets” was not so much from the right – from supporters of “all power to the Duma” – as from the localist or anarchist inclinations of the masses, who wanted less centralized power and  more direct control of things. They turned to factory committees and local peasants’ committees and were not interested in national representative institutions like the Duma or the Soviets.
This is intriguing to me, because I know that Lenin himself had doubts about the slogan “all power to the Soviets”, and after the July Days turned against the slogan as the Soviet leaders turned towards repression of the Bolsheviks. And yes, Lenin talked about turning toward factory committees and local peasants’ committees as the alternative to working in support of the soviets. As it turned out, though, the soviets turned leftwards again during the Kornilov revolt, and the Bolsheviks made headway in influencing them. 
But Ferro’s book, like Lenin’s writings themselves, leaves me wondering what were the July days? Who initiated them? Lenin refers to them as “spontaneous”, but that’s not a very satisfactory answer. Masses of people came into the streets with premade banners and common slogans like “all power to the soviets.” 
2) Alexander Rabinowitch, The Bolsheviks Come to Power: The Revolution of 1917 in Petrograd. Third Edition, Haymarket Books, Chicago, 2017 (Centenary Edition -- 100 years since the revolution). This book was first printed in 1976 by W.W. Norton, New York. 
 Rabinowitch goes a long way to clearing up the mystery of the July Days. Lenin only calls it a “spontaneous outburst” but doesn’t explain where it came from or  who organized it. And Lenin bends over backwards insisting that the Bolsheviks did not organize or lead the demo. But as  Rabinowitch shows, the movement was led by Bolsheviks – they just weren’t the party’s central political leadership. But they were party leaders, workplace activists, delegates in the Soviet and leaders of the Military organization of the Bolsheviks. And in fact, they thought they were following Lenin’s line of “all power to the soviets” by insisting that the soviets take power NOW. So it should be noted: there’s a difference between advocating something, and advocating that the same thing should happen NOW, immediately. 
Rabinowitch takes credit for discovering that the Bolsheviks were not a “monolithic, centralized” party. He wrote this book at a time, I guess, when people generally accepted the Stalinist myth of a monolithic party; that Lenin’s party was a tightly controlled, homogeneous unit. Rabinowitch’s access to party files enabled him to see that in fact the Bolsheviks had a structure that was more flexible and allowed for somewhat different trends to develop. He’s definite about Lenin opposing the July Days demonstration, but that doesn’t mean that Bolsheviks had nothing to do with it. 
The July Days  demo was not a peaceful demonstration, as Lenin and the Party leadership advocated. Demonstrators came armed and clashed with gov’t forces that tried to suppress them. Seven Cossacks were killed by the demonstrators, and their funeral was a major event a few days later, as described by Rabinowitch in Chapter 3. All the gov’t officials, including Kerensky (the new prime minister) AND the leaders of the Soviets, both local and national, participated in the funeral ceremonies, which lasted all day. 
Reading about the attacks on Bolsheviks after the July Days reminds me of ICE’s attacks on immigrants today. As with ICE, the Russian gov’t overreached and arrested lots of people who had nothing to do with the rebellion or with the Bolsheviks. This created something of a backlash from other leftist groups and so made the repression of the Bolsheviks ultimately unsuccessful. (Chapter 4.)
p. 54: “… the gov’t had gathered a good deal of persuasive evidence of the significant role played by activists from the [Bolshevik] Military Organization  and the [Bolshevik] Petersburg Committee in its [the insurrection’s] organization and expansion.” But none of these people [leading Bolsheviks who had been arrested] were ever brought to trial.  Rabinowitch explains why: 1) the gov’t at the time was swamped with flimsy charges against people who had nothing to do with the rebellion. 2) the people involved were also charged with taking money from Germany, which was much more difficult to prove and would have been embarrassing for the gov’t when they came to trial; so their trials were delayed. 3) the  new gov’t was not equipped to handle legal prosecution of a rebellion. 4) the gov’t was disorganized and not functioning for most of July. 
Rabinowitch ends this discussion by saying the gov’t had two major issues facing it: to ease mass unrest and to deal decisively with the extreme left. He doesn’t go into it here, but it’s clear that the gov’t did nothing to ease mass unrest – that is, to end the war, distribute land to the peasants, and end the food shortages and inflation. In other words, to satisfy the Bolshevik demands. So, in order to survive, Kerensky’s gov’t had to suppress the Bolsheviks while at the same time carrying out the Bolshevik program. Instead, Kerensky kept trying to suppress the Bolsheviks but did nothing about reforms that might have undermined the Bolsheviks’ appeal. 
p. 61: Very interesting account of the secret Bolshevik party conference of July 13-14. Lenin argued at this meeting (by correspondence) that the slogan “all power to the soviets” should be withdrawn, that the soviets were now completely under the thumb of reaction, and it was no longer a question of trying to win over the soviets peacefully, through patient discussion; the only course left open was armed struggle, and the party should try to change factory committees into armed-struggle military units, bypassing (and opposing) the soviets. 
But Rabinowitch points out that Lenin’s proposals were rejected by a vote of 10-5. The only concession made to Lenin’s proposal was that “all power to the soviets” should be changed to something like “power to revolutionary soviets.” The final resolution of the July 13-14 conference “said nothing about the end of the peaceful period … or about the need to prepare for an armed uprising.” Lenin replied with the article, “On Slogans”, criticizing the conference’s resolution. But the party’s central committee only published the conference resolution, and it became the basis of discussion prior to the party’s 6th Congress. The 6th Congress affirmed the resolutions of the Petrograd city Bolshevik conference, adopting a compromise resolution on the soviets and favoring continued work inside the soviets. 
The next few chapters (Chapters 6-8) concern the Kornilov Revolt. It’s important to note that Kornilov did not just happen for no reason. It wasn’t just because Kornilov was personally ambitious or something. Kornilov’s revolt was supported by a vast number of bourgeoise forces who wanted a more forceful gov’t that would impose martial law, disperse the Soviet, eliminate commissars and political freedoms in the army, reimpose the death penalty in the army and navy for anyone who impeded orders (and also in civilian life!), take up an energetic offensive against the Germans and win the war. Kornilov himself became the darling of these forces because he had personal appeal and good PR, but the movement behind him was not just personal hero worship. The bourgeois were frustrated and angry about the Bolsheviks’ resurgence and the Kerensky government’s incompetence in not suppressing them thoroughly. Rabinowitch shows that Kerensky himself agreed with these sentiments and was planning to publish decrees along the lines of what the Kornilovites wanted the same day that Kornilov revolted.
Rabinowitch follows up the tension between different Bolsheviks’ attitudes towards the Soviet right up until the overthrow of the bourgeois government on October 25. It’s an exciting and interesting story, filled with suspense and occasional comic relief. (The ship Aurora was supposed to open fire on the Winer Palace when they saw a red lantern raised atop the Peter and Paul Fortress. The Bolsheviks had no trouble gaining control of the Peter and Paul Fortress; they simply walked in, welcomed by their comrades. But they had a devil of a time locating a red lantern. So the world-changing event, the overthrow of the Russian bourgeois government, was delayed by a couple hours, as Lenin and other Bolshevik leaders waited nervously for news.) 
Rabinowitch tells the story well, describing the differing views on tactics of the Bolshevik leaders. Lenin’s negative view (in late July) of work inside the Soviet was generally rejected by other Bolshevik leaders, but they agreed with the need to prepare militarily to oppose Kerensky’s government. As time passed, and as Bolshevik control of the soviets increased, Kerensky tried to tighten military control, and this led to more popularity for the Bolsheviks and more support among them for an immediate move against Kerensky’s government. 



