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Unlike political revolutions in a single country that replaced one govern-
ment with another, or nationalist revolutions that appealed to a single 
people and its diaspora, the Russian Revolutions, like the American and 
French Revolutions of the eighteenth century, resonated internationally, 
boldly proclaiming a new historical era and new political possibilities. Its 
challenge to the established order and the prevalent assignment of prop-
erty, privilege, and power, to bourgeois society, capitalism, parliamentary 
democracy, and colonialism presented an immediate threat quickly 
grasped by European and American elites. The story of the revolution has 
been told from many angles and in different narrative framings. I want 
to tell it from yet another framing: that of empire and anti-imperialism. 
Even before the Bolsheviks took power in October, the socialist leaders 
of the post-February Petrograd Soviet held a vision that rejected the 
norms of the imperial powers. The Leninists were determined to end the 
war without reparations, annexations, and rewards to the victors. Their 
idea of a ‘democratic peace’ was in line with but more radical than that 
of Woodrow Wilson and rendered their uneasy relationship with the 
Provisional Government and its more conventional war aims fraught 
and strained from the first weeks. Once the Bolsheviks took charge, they 
sought to expose the intimate connection of the war with the founda-
tions of capitalism and bourgeois democracy and to turn the world war 
between nations into a civil war between classes. Thus, from day one of 
Soviet Power Lenin and his comrades presented the rest of the world with 
an international security dilemma. Their rhetoric and practice required the 
Western powers to use whatever means at hand to destroy the Communist 
menace. Both an international civil war and the future Cold War were 
already inscribed in the Western, Ottoman, and Japanese inventions in the 
Russian civil war.

Soviet Power and the inspiration generated by the revolution went 
hand in hand with the international opposition to Bolshevism and rev-
olution more generally. The anti-imperialism of Moscow was met by 
anti-imperialism from Wilson but more forcefully a renewed commitment 
to empire by the major European colonial powers. In the interwar period 
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European imperialists were not giving up their overseas colonies. Their 
determination to hold on to empires generated anti-colonial nationalist 
movements, many inspired by if not directly linked to the Comintern. In 
the two decades before Hitler and Stalin’s war against Poland the major 
conflicts in the world took place in colonial and semi-colonial countries. 

In our book Russia’s Empires, Valerie Kivelson and I argue that while 
all empires share certain formal characteristics – namely institutionalised 
and legal distinctions between superiors and inferiors; and inequalities 
built into the system based on those distinctions – they are in actuality 
often engaged in projects that are more usually associated with nation-
making, that is, homogenisation (sometimes through forced assimilation 
or ethnic cleansing, genocide) of diverse populations and the creation 
of an over-arching shared ‘national’ identification. Following from that 
claim, we propose that as anti-imperialist as the Soviet Union was rhetori-
cally and in its support of anti-colonial movements, its internal structure 
– a pseudo-federal structure that left the bulk of decision-making and a 
monopoly of sovereignty in Moscow – and its legitimising discourse – 
that a vanguard party would lead a worker-peasant country to socialist 
civilization – were imperial. The USSR was a self-denying empire, never 
willing to consider itself imperial, indeed thinking of itself as the principal 
foe of imperialism on the globe. Yet like few other empires, the Soviet 
Empire was intentionally engaged in two forms of nation-building within 
its own territory: nation-building on the ethno-territorial level of repub-
lics and other institutional formations (autonomous regions, etc.) and on 
the all-Soviet level where efforts were made to create a sovetskii narod, an 
imagined and affective community of all Soviet citizens. The Soviet model 
of federalism, which we have theorized as a particular form of empire that 
we called ‘pseudo-federalism,’ was taken as a model by other states, such 
as India, China, and Ethiopia, which also formed federal states based on 
national cultural territorial autonomy.

Why, then, did the radically democratic, anti-imperial, and anti-nation-
alist revolution of 1917 eventually devolve into an authoritarian imperial 
state, formally federal but hyper-centralised, and committed to the for-
mation of nations within its borders? As I will try to show, the process 
of empire-breaking and empire-making was connected primarily to the 
political and strategic imperatives that the Bolsheviks encountered that, 
combined with their own vision of their preferred and anticipated future, 
led them rapidly away from participatory, bottom-up forms of Soviet 
Power to a political system monopolised by a single party with sover-
eign power centred at the top ranks of the Communist Party in Moscow. 
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Certainly part of the answer, as I have argued in The Soviet Experiment 
and others have suggested as well, Bolsheviks, most importantly Lenin, 
made choices in the heat of war and civil war that moved the country 
toward dictatorship. ‘In the end’, Terry Eagleton writes, ‘the Bolsheviks 
were simply too fearful to trust the working class as they might have done, 
and their relentless vanguardism helped to destroy soviet democracy and 
lay the ground for Stalinism’.1 

Another contributing factor was the fatality of different languages 
and already formed ethnic communities that compelled the Bolsheviks to 
make fateful concessions to the principle of national self-determination 
that after seven decades would shatter the union itself. A combination of 
pragmatic adjustment to an existential crisis and political and ideological 
preferences was key to the slide toward empire.

Once the Bolsheviks took power in Petrograd in October 1917, Russia 
began to fragment into independent states. With the outbreak of civil war 
in mid-1918 semi-independent governments sprang up in the borderlands. 
The Bolsheviks, like the liberals and moderate socialists, wanted to pre-
serve the great state, but given their pre-revolutionary commitment to 
national self-determination including separation from Russia they were 
willing to support, for a time, the aspirations of non-Russians for auton-
omy or even independence. Lenin’s hope was that permitting separatism 
would actually prevent it.  

Lenin understood the need for alliances with the peasants and the 
non-Russians, and he was convinced that the approaching international 
socialist revolution would make the movements for land and state-
hood largely irrelevant. In the seven months before coming to power in 
October 1917, Lenin staked out a clear position supporting movements 
for autonomy and separation from the empire, as well as the spontane-
ous resolution of the land question by peasants. He distinguished the 
Bolshevik program of national self-determination from both that of 
the Provisional Government and those of the successive anti-Bolshevik 
‘White’ movements that emerged during the civil war. In June 1917 he 
accepted the Ukrainian Rada’s ‘Universal Act,’ which essentially declared 
Ukraine’s autonomy and right to issue its own laws governing Ukraine 
while recognising Russian laws through the entire space of the Russian 
Republic.2

Once in power Lenin and the Bolsheviks gave in to their most cher-
ished hopes: that the world would soon be made anew by international 
revolution. National borders would be swept away, and a new organisa-
tion of human society would gradually replace capitalism and bourgeois 
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parliamentarianism. At the beginning of December a congress of soviets 
in Kharkov declared a Soviet republic in Ukraine. With two antagonistic 
governments functioning in Ukraine, each claiming to be the legitimate 
sovereign power in the country, the Soviet Council of People’s Commissars 
in Petrograd recognised the Soviet republic and ‘its right to secede from 
Russia or enter into a treaty with the Russian Republic on federal or similar 
relations between them’.3 As if to reassure his audience that his govern-
ment remained faithful to the principle of national-self-determination, in 
the same manifesto Lenin declared that the Soviet government has ‘not 
taken a single step, in the sense of restricting the Finnish people’s national 
rights or national independence, against the bourgeois Finnish Republic, 
which still remains bourgeois, nor shall we take any steps restricting the 
national independence of any nation which had been – or desires to be – a 
part of the Russian Republic.’ But he complained that the Ukrainian Rada 
was disarming Soviet soldiers in Ukraine, had refused to convene a con-
gress of soviets, and was supporting the Cossack revolt against the Soviet 
government in southern Russia. Petrograd demanded that the Ukrainian 
Rada cease its actions against the Soviets: ‘In the event no satisfactory 
answer is received to these questions within 48 hours, the Council of 
People’s Commissars will deem the Rada to be in a state of open war with 
Soviet power in Russia and the Ukraine’.

Lenin defined the situation at the end of 1917 as a civil war declared by 
the enemies of the Soviet state. A different logic now prevailed, the logic 
of war rather than of democratic negotiation and compromise. 

Recent events in the Ukraine (partly also in Finland and Byelorussia, as 
well as in the Caucasus) point similarly to a regrouping of class forces 
which is taking place in the process of the struggle between the bour-
geois nationalism of the Ukrainian Rada, the Finnish Diet, etc., on the 
one hand, and Soviet power, the proletarian-peasant revolution in each 
of these national republics, on the other … 

[T]he civil war which was started by the Kadet-Kaledin counter-
revolutionary revolt against the Soviet authorities, against the workers’ 
and peasants’ government, has finally brought the class struggle to a 
head and has destroyed every chance of setting in a formally demo-
cratic way the very acute problems with which history has confronted 
the peoples of Russia, and in the first place her working class and peas-
ants …

Only the complete victory of the workers and peasants over the 
bourgeois and landowner revolt (as expressed in the Kadet-Kaledin 
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movement), only the ruthless military suppression of this revolt of the 
slave-owners can really safeguard the proletarian-peasant revolution.4*

Lenin was willing at first to negotiate with the Rada, and after a report 
from Prosh Proshian, a Left Socialist Revolutionary member of his coali-
tion government, he agreed to open talks with representatives of the Rada. 
But the Rada’s commitment to break with the Cossack revolt was not con-
vincing to Petrograd, and within a month the Bolsheviks in Russia sided 
with their comrades in Ukraine in the hope that their allies would prevail 
in the contest over Ukraine. They considered the Rada ‘fully responsi-
ble for the continued civil war which the bourgeois classes of the various 
nations have launched and which is absolutely hopeless, because the over-
whelming majority of the workers, peasants and soldiers have come down 
solidly on the side of the Soviet Socialist Republic’. The Soviets reassured 
the Ukrainians, ‘As for the national demands of the Ukrainians, the inde-
pendence of their people’s republic, and its right to federate, these are all 
recognized by the Council of People’s Commissars and are not in dispute 
at all’.5 In an environment in which it was not clear which side, the Soviets 
or the Rada, would emerge victorious in Ukraine, Lenin decided to let the 
question of who represented the nation be decided on the battlefield. 

For the next three years the Red Army was engaged in a simultaneous 
battle against ‘bourgeois nationalists’ and ‘foreign interventionists’. Anti-
imperialism merged with the drive to ‘liberate’ the former subject peoples 
of the Russian Empire. The larger context involved the hope that Soviet 
Power would survive until allied revolutions in Europe and Asia could 
come to the aid of the Russian revolution. Speaking to the Third Congress 
of Soviets in January 1918, Lenin was pleased to report that his govern-
ment had outlasted the last workers’ government, the Paris Commune, by 
five days. The lesson Marxists had learned from the French experience, 
both Jacobin and Communard, was that ‘there is no other road to social-
ism except the dictatorship of the proletariat and the ruthless suppression 
of the rule of the exploiters’ (Applause).

We must not depict socialism as if socialists will bring it to us on a plate 
all nicely dressed. That will never happen. Not a single problem of the 
class struggle has ever been solved in history except by violence. When 
violence is exercised by the working people, by the mass of exploited 
against the exploiters—then we are for it! (Stormy applause.) And we 
are not in the least disturbed by the howls of those people who con-
sciously or unconsciously side with the bourgeoisie, or who are so 
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frightened by them, so oppressed by their rule, that they have been 
flung into consternation at the sight of this unprecedentedly acute class 
struggle, have burst into tears, forgotten all their premises and demand 
that we perform the impossible, that we socialists achieve complete 
victory without fighting against the exploiters and without suppressing 
their resistance.6

With little real ability to impose its will in the peripheries, the Soviet 
government made a strategic shift in response to the growing number 
of autonomies and accepted by January 1918 the principle of federalism. 
As they launched an attack on Ukraine, the Bolsheviks announced that 
they recognized the Central Executive Committee of Soviets of Ukraine 
as ‘the supreme authority in Ukraine’ and accepted ‘a federal union with 
Russia and complete unity in matters of internal and external policy’. The 
Third Congress of Soviets resolved: ‘The Soviet Russian Republic is estab-
lished on the basis of a free union of free nations, as a federation of Soviet 
national republics.’ Both federalism and national-territorial autonomy 
were written into the first Soviet constitution, adopted in July 1918. 

In the Bolshevik imaginary Soviet Russia was conceived not as an ordi-
nary national state but as the first stone in a future multinational socialist 
edifice. The reach of the Russian revolution was to be limitless. What 
its enemies would later build into a potent ideological image of a drive 
toward world domination was in its incarnation an effort directed primar-
ily against British imperialism. With a confidence born of recent victories 
and faith in a Marxist eschatology, and with an opportunism rooted in 
the limited resources at hand, the Bolsheviks used all the means available 
to realise their dream of international revolution. For Communists of the 
civil-war period, internationalism was less the servant of the Soviet states 
than the Soviet states were the servants of internationalism.

By late 1921 the revolutionary wave had receded, however, and the 
Soviet government began to see itself as one state among many, albeit with 
a different historical role. The link between the national question within 
the USSR and the anti-imperialist struggle abroad became more tenuous. 
Both in its domestic nationality policies and in its anti-imperialist foreign 
policy the experience of the Soviet leadership demonstrated a series of 
concessions and adjustments of theory to reality, of desire to necessity, 
and of ideology to pragmatism. Bolsheviks were a minority party rep-
resenting a social class that had nearly disappeared in the civil war. With 
no political or cultural hegemony over the vast peasant masses and with 
exceptional vulnerability in the non-Russian regions, the Communist 
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parties moderated their own leap into socialism. The years of the New 
Economic Policy (1921-1928) were a period of strategic compromise with 
the peasantry in both Russia and the national republics, a time of retreat 
and patience awaiting the delayed international revolution. It was also a 
time of greater accommodation to the non-Russian peoples of the periph-
ery. National cultures were promoted; native languages taught; and local 
cadres were elevated into positions of power, displacing Russians over 
time. 

Until his last active days Lenin continued to advocate caution and sensi-
tivity toward non-Russians, whereas many of his comrades, most notably 
Stalin and Orjonikidze, were less willing to accommodate even moderate 
nationalists. In several republics, leaders of defeated parties were quickly 
removed from power and driven into exile; but other former members 
of the nationalist or moderate socialist movements were integrated into 
the Communist parties and state apparatus. Soviet decolonisation was 
unique in that it preserved the shape and territorial boundaries of most 
of the empire it replaced. Instead of disintegrating at the end of the civil 
war, the new Soviet state reintegrated the periphery, now subordinated 
to an ostensibly internationalist metropole with a radical developmental-
ist agenda. The Bolshevik mission civilisatrice involved the building of a 
federated state that would both nurture the nations within it, raise the 
borderlands up to the cultural and economic level of the center, and thus 
forge new loyalties to the ideals of the socialists. The pragmatic gradu-
ally won out over the purely aspirational. Perhaps most ominously, in the 
light of a resistant reality in which the inevitable movement toward com-
munism appeared stalled, the gap widened between the actual practices 
of Bolsheviks and the inflated rhetoric that disguised them. The language 
of national liberation and anti-imperialism remained a potent discursive 
cloak under which an empire of subordinated nations was gradually built.

The Soviet Empire proved to be an exception among many empires in 
many ways. It never achieved the longevity of most of its predecessors. 
While Rome, Byzantium, the Ottomans, Hapsburgs, and Romanovs could 
measure their longevity in centuries, the Soviet Empire disintegrated after 
only seven decades. Before he came to power, Lenin noted the danger of 
granting autonomy to nationalities: ‘ It is autonomy that enables a nation 
forcibly retained within the boundaries of a given state to crystallize into 
a nation, to gather, assess and organize its forces, and to select the most 
opportune moment for a declaration ... in the ‘Norwegian’ spirit: We, the 
autonomous diet of such-and-such a nation, or of such-and-such a terri-

tory, declare that the Emperor of all the Russias has ceased to be King of 
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Poland, etc.’7 The revolution of 1917 and the state that emerged from it 
were in their inception an experiment in political and social emancipation. 
They represented the end of empire even as a new empire was founded. 
That empire in many ways succeeded in achieving its civilising mission – 
developing an urban, educated, mobile population from an archaic society 
of peasant villages. When the leaders of the USSR attempted clumsily to 
transform their country into a more egalitarian multinational state, the 
weakening of the centre brought the entire edifice down. Who needed the 
vanguard, the Communist nomenklatura, that aging imperial elite, as the 
age of empire came to an end in 1991?
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