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The movement for workers’ control
was a concrete response by Russian
workers to this central problem. A
careful analysis of that response on the
basis of the experience of Petrograd, the
capital and largest industrial centre of
Russia, explains why workers, who
greeted the February 1917 overthrow of
the Tsarist regime as a bourgeois-
democratic revolution, one that would
not fundamentally alter capitalist
property relations, decided over the
course of the following months that it
was necessary, first to severely limit
capital’s economic power and finally to
seize this power completely for
themselves.

This study is based almost entirely on
published Russian, contemporary
primary sources. At the time of my
research, I had access to only limited
archival material, but it played a critical
role in confirming the validity of the
published materials. These include
protocols and documents of worker
assemblies, of factory committee
meetings and of the Petrograd and
Russian Factory Comittee Conferences in
1917; protocols and docouments of
soviet, government, trade-union and
party meetings; contemporary
newspaper accounts (in the left and
moderate socialist, as well as the
bourgeois, press); and memoirs written
mainly in the first few years following
the revolution. The few secondary
sources used date mainly from the 1920s,
a period when honest treatment of the
labour movement was still possible, and

from the 1960s and early 1970s, a period
of increased freedom for Soviet
historians of the revolutionary period.

Because almost all the sources for this
Notebook are accessible only to scholars
proficient in Russian, all footnote
references have been put at the end of
the text, where they will not get in other
readers’ way. Only notes that may be
helpful to the general reader have been
placed at the bottom of the pages.
Readers who are less familiar with the
dates and names of Russian
revolutionary history are urged to
consult the Chronology that precedes
Chapter II and the Glossary at the end of
the Notebook. Those who want to learn
more about the “history from below” of
the Russian revolution or about
experiences with workers’ control under
capitalism are urged to consult the
Suggestions for Further (Non-Russian)
Reading.

I have made use of all the evidence
available to me. I have not selected
evidence with a view to supporting a
particular point of view. My purpose
was to shed light on the nature of the
movement for workers’ control and its
role in the radicalization of the workers
in 1917. At the same time, it is
impossible to write about important
historical events without having a point
of view. My profound sympathy for the
workers of Petrograd and their struggles
is obvious in the pages that follow.
However, the impossibility of being
neutral in the study of history does not
rule out an objective understanding of
that history.
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The Gap between Practice and
Consciousness

Yet in practice, the workers in numerous factories
had long since begun to challenge the factory owners’
prerogatives through the independent initiatives of
their factory committees. As for the Bolsheviks, their
role in the factory committees was a predominant one
almost from the start. In the early spring the party
whole-heartedly embraced the demand for workers’
control, a demand that had originated from below in
the weeks following the February Revolution. Shortly
after the October Revolution, the factory committees,
strongly backed by the worker rank and file, were
already insisting on the broadest freedom of action
vis-a-vis management. At the end of January 1918,
the Sixth Petrograd Conference of Factory
Committees called on the government to prepare to
completely take over the factories. By June, the
Decree on Nationalization had been issued, and the
revolution was about to move into “War
Communism”, which, whatever its immediate
practical goals, came to be widely viewed as a direct
leap into socialism. In this way, in the months
following the October Revolution, consciousness not
only caught up with practice but overtook it, in the
sense that a highly centralized coercive wartime
regime of extreme scarcity was seen as approaching
the ideal of a communist society.

The gap between consciousness and practice that
existed throughout 1917 implicitly challenges the view
of the labour movement in 1917 as driven by chiliastic
and utopian yearnings or by anarchistic motivations.?
This view has only recently begun to be questioned in
the West, thanks to the growing interest in “history
from below”. Its origins can be traced back to
Menshevik explanations for the revolution’s
abandonment of its original liberal-democratic
framework and for the Bolshevik success in the labour
movement. According to the Mensheviks, the
workers’ extremism reflected the dilution of class
consciousness resulting from the mass influx during
the war of peasants into the factories, as well as the
generalized ideological influence on the workers
exerted by an overwhelmingly petty bourgeois society.
“In contrast to what characterized the nineteenth
century,” wrote Tsereteli,*

it was no longer the advanced, not the most
experienced and organized elements of the
proletariat that called the masses 1o insurrection.
Just the opposite: these elements used all their
influence to hold the toilers back within the
framework of democratic action. The forces upon
which Lenin and his general staff based themselves
were the least conscious, least experienced elements,

* Tsereteli was a Georgian Menshevik, a former deputy in the
Tsarist Duma (parliament) and a distinguished orator, who became 2
central figure in the coalition government. At first Minister of Posts
and Telegraph, then Minister of Interior, he was a leader of the
Central Executive Committee of the Soviets until November 1917.

those who had not gone through any school of
political struggle. 10

Similarly, explaining the workers’ failure to embrace
the “consistent proletarian” position of the Menshevik
Internationalists,”™ Sukhanov wrote:

Our proletarian-Marxist position did not find a
place for itself within the raging elemental storm
[stikhiial. Our “intermediate” group was easily
worn thin amidst the huge rolling swells of the
oncoming civil war.... [Behind the Bolshevism of
1917] was an unbridled anarchistic petty bourgeois
storm which was eliminated only when Bolshevism
again had no masses behind it.11

Bolshevik “Maximalism”?

What this interpretation cannot explain is the
general absence in 1917 of verbal or written
expression by the workers or their Bolshevik leaders
of such social extremism. Sukhanov himself, one of
the more lucid chroniclers of the revolution, is far
from consistent on this issue. Despite his insistence
on the “unbridled anarchistic storm” as the social
force supporting Bolshevism, he observes that

in direct form, the Bolsheviks did not talk of
socialism as the aim and task of the soviet
government at that time [the October period] and
the masses supported the Bolsheviks and were not
thinking of socialism.... In general, the central
leaders had firmly decided on a socialist
experiment.... But before the masses they did not dot
the i's.12

However, given the alleged maximalism of the
masses, one can only wonder at the reasons for this
reticence of the leaders. In even more contradictory
fashion, Sukhanov observes that “socialism is
primarily an economic problem, but here both Lenin
and Trotsky had indeed not developed an economic
programme.” And what they did have was “really not
different from the economic programme of May 16 of
the old Executive Committee [of the Petrograd
Soviet].... For Konovalov,*** the latter was
tantamount to socialism. But in essence it was far
from socialism.” True, control “was a cardinal point
at all workers’ meetings. But this ‘socialism’ was still

** The Menshevik Internationalists were left wingers in the
Menshevik Party: they rejected the positions of the Menshevik
“defensists” as well as those of the Bolsheviks on soviet power.
They advocated a coalition government of the socialist parties, but
refused to join the coalition formed by the Bolsheviks and Left
Social Revolutionaries after November 1917. Their positions were
thus ambiguous and they failed to win significant worker support.
Their most prominent leader was Yurii Martov.

=+ AL Konovalov, a liberal industrialist and banker, was Minister
of Trade and Industry in the Provisional Government (who before
the wer had given some financial support to the Bolsheviks). He
resigned from the coalition government in late May 1917 in protest
against economic “anarchy”, and was replaced by the engineer
Pal’chinskii. He became Minister of Trade and Industry again and
Deputy Prime Minister in September 1917, and in that capacity in
November surrendered to the Soviet on behalf of the Provisional
Government.
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May-June 1896

General textile strike in St. Petersburg (renamed
Petrograd at the start of World War 1), the first
large-scale, co-ordinated labour action, which
resulted in legislation shortening the work day.
This was the first time any social group had been
able to force the hand of the autocratic state
through direct confrontation.

January 9, 1905

Bloody Sunday. Government massacre of
peaceful worker demonstrators petitioning the
Tsar for economic and democratic reforms.
Workers all over the country responded in a
massive strike wave that opened the Revolution
of 1905, during which soviets made their first
appearance.

November 1905

Petrograd workers launched a strike for the
immediate introduction of the eight-hour day.
The state and capital co-operated in a lockout of
more than 100,000 workers. This was the
beginning of the defeat of the revolution, which
was assisted by the arrival of loyal troops from
the Far East as the war with Japan ended and by
the start of a severe economic depression.

April 1912

Massacre of striking workers in the Lena
Goldfields in Siberia, coinciding with the end of
the depression. Workers all over Russia, and
especially in St. Petersburg, responded with a
massive strike wave, in which political and
economic demands were inextricably combined.

1912 - August 1914

Major labour upsurge, following the 1907-11
period of reaction, directed equally against the
Tsarist state and against capital. The Bolsheviks
became the dominant political force in the labour
movement. On the eve of the war, Petersburg
was the scene of pitched battles, complete with
barricades, between workers and police. Many
observers found the atmosphere reminiscent of
1905, except that now the polarization between
the workers and the bourgeoisie was much
deeper.

August 1914

Outbreak of war. An initial patriotic upsurge in
society (much less among industrial workers),
military mobilizations, and severe repression cut
short the revolutionary movement.

August 1915 - February 1917

Continued growth of the increasingly politicized
strike movement, fired by deteriorating economic
conditions due to a war that was viewed as
imperialistic, as well as by severely repressive
political and factory regimes.

February 1917

The strike movement culminated in a
spontaneous general strike of Petrograd workers,
who won over the garrison. From there, the
revolution spread rapidly, practically without
bloodshed, to the rest of the country. Officially,
power was in the hand of a Provisional
Government formed by liberal politicians,
representatives of the propertied classes, who
had reluctantly rallied to the revolution once it
had been accomplished. But the government’s
official programme was dictated by the
Petrograd Soviet, an elected assembly of worker
and soldier delegates. The moderate socialist
leaders of the Soviet were instructed by the
Soviet to “control” the bourgeois government.
Real power was in the Soviet’s hands, which
alone enjoyed the confidence of the soldiers. The
Soviet’s programme was the immediate proposal
of a democratic peace, free distribution of the
landed estates to the peasantry, an eight-hour
workday, and a democratic republic.

April Days

Publication of a secret government note to the
Allies promising that Russia would respect all
(imperialist) treaties and pursue the war to a
victorious conclusion sparked off demonstrations
in Petrograd against and for the government,
causing the first limited armed clashes of the
revolution. To bolster the government, the
moderate socialist leaders of the Soviet formed a
coalition government with the liberals. Workers
initially supported this, believing that it would
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1) The individual in question had been a tool of the
autocracy. Indeed, the relationship between the
factory administration and the Tsarist repressive
apparatus can only be described as symbiotic: the
former regularly reported on “trouble-makers” and
locked out political strikes, while the latter placed the
police and the army at management’s disposal to deal
with economic strikes. 22

The workers of the boiler-making shop of the
Baltic Shipbuilding Factory explained the removal of
their shop manager in the following terms:

We find that he fulfilled sooner the functions of a
purely police administrator than those of a foreman
and shop manager, wanting to turn the above-named
shop into a house of silence or a disciplinary
department, where with aching heart one could hear
his answers: “I'll send you to the front! I'll use
military authority!” From the above one can see his
devotion to the old reactionary regime. 23

2) The individual acted in an arbitrary, despotic
fashion, exploiting the workers beyond measure and
trampling upon their dignity. Foreman Volkov,
declared the workers of the paint shop of the Baltic
Factory,

is the chief culprit of our oppression and humiliation
which we have suffered over the past years.... The
voice of our comrades whom he mocked calls to us
for revenge. From the very first days of his rule
when he put on his idiot’s mittens of violence, he
showed his base soul. In 1915 many of our
comrades suffered in their self-respect, and thanks to
his contrivances were thrown out of the factory in
the most shameless manner.... They [Volkov and his
superior] forgot 1905. In 1909 he began his
shameful programme of reducing wage rages to the
impossible eight-nine kopeks, without taking into
account the conditions of work.... We all
experienced this horror all the time until the last
days of his arbitrary rule. %

In passing, it is worth noting that the Tsar’s Minister
of Trade and Industry had qualified the workers’
demand for polite address as “political”.

3) The individual was technically unfit for his post.
If the first two motives were not new, this one was. It
indicates an important, if still uncrystallized, shift in
consciousness produced by the February Revolution.
And typically, it was rarely offered alone but most
often to bolster at least one of the other reasons. At
the First Power Station, the workers decided to
remove the board of directors as “henchmen of the old
regime, and recognizing their harmfulness from the
economic point of view and their uselessness from the
technical.” 26 Department head Lyashchenko at the
Baltic Factory was “poorly versed in the technical
tasks of his post” and spent at most only two-three
hours a day in the shop. At the same time, he was
accused of “limitless exploitation”, replying to all
requests with the threat of jail or the front, and “he set
up a system of spies and tock care that among his

aides there should be none but a monarchist
organization.” 27

Election of the Factory Committees

The other aspect of the factory reform was the
election of factory committees, one of whose basic
functions was to represent the workers in dealings
with the administration and with outside bodies. The
right to such representatives had been officially
granted as far back as 1903, though in highly
circumscribed form. But in view of the resistance of
the owners backed up by the state, with few
exceptions the workers had been unable to exercise
this right except by force and only for brief periods in
1905-6 and 1912-14.28

The other long-standing aspiration the factory
committees were to realize was the establishment of
“factory self-government” [zavodskoe
samoupravlenie],?? or as it was more commonly called
in March 1917, the right to “manage the internal order
of the factory” [vedat’ vnutrennym poryadkom
zavodal.3® The provisional committee of the
Radiotelegraph Factory listed the following areas in
which it intended to work out norms and rules:

1) length of work day

2) minimum worker’'s wage

3) mode of payment for labour

4) immediate organization of medical aid

5) on the insurance of labour

6) on the establishment of a mutual aid fund

7) on hiring and firing

8) resolving various conflicts

9) labour discipline

10) on rest

11) on guarding the factory

12) on food

13) rights, duties, elections and existence of a
permanent factory committee 3!

The factory committees were thus intended to put
an end to the arbitrary powers which management had
used to oppress and exploit the workers: arbitrary
firing of “trouble-makers”, the hiring of “foreign
elements” hiding from the draft, playing favourites,
arbitrary assignment to. skill categories and payment
for work, arbitrary and oppressive use of fines, etc.
This added up to the establishment of a “constitutional
regime” in the factory,3?

These activities of the factory committees were
not, however, intended to challenge the right of the
capitalist administration to manage the economic and
technical sides of production — nor did they do this in
practice. The more radical, though itself far from
socialist, demand for workers’ control was not put
forth in the private factories in this period.
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The Committees in the State
Factories

This was not true, however, of the state factories,
where after the February Revolution the workers in
many cases either fully assumed management
responsibilities or else participated in management
with the remnants of the old administrative personnel
— in most cases army officers and literally servants of
the old regime. “On receiving the order of the Soviet
of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies on the resumption
of work on March 7,” reported the committee of the
Patronnyi Factory,

the workers met on the morning of March 6 in their
general assembly, and in view of the fact that none
of the higher ranks was at the plant and that they
could not but have known of the [Soviet's] call to
resume work at the factory since it was published in
all the papers, the workers’ general assembly
decided to begin work independently from
March8.33

But this was only part of the story, since on March 7
the workers decided not to accept back the majority of
officials.3¢ Several months later, in a report on its
activities, the committee of the Okhta Power Factory
noted:

At first the tasks of the factory committee were
unclear and it was forced to move gropingly. It took
upon itself not only the functions of control but also
the duties of administration. Such cases occurred, of
course, also in other factories. 3

Immediately after the February Revolution, there
was a widespread feeling in the state enterprises that
with the democratic revolution their factories belonged
to the people. It seemed only natural that the workers
in these factories should at least participate in
management. Similar attitudes were in evidence on
the railroads and in the post and telegraph system.36
However, by the end of March, the workers in the
state factories had withdrawn from management,
rejecting any responsibility for production and
asserting only the right to “control” (i.e. monitor)
management. Accordingly, the Instructions on the
Activity of the Factory Committees passed by the
Conference of State Enterprises of Petrograd on April
15 gave the factory committees broad rights of
control, including complete access to information and
documents, as well as the right to remove
“administrators who cannot guarantee normal relations
with the workers”. But they concluded:

Not desiring to take upon ourselves the
responsibility for the technical and administrative
organization of production in the given
circumstances until the full socialization of the
economy, the represeniatives of the general factory
committee enter the administration with [only] a
consuliative voice. 3T

Why the Retreat?

What had happened in the interval? The chairman
of the Admiralty Factory committee explained to the
workers’ general assembly

the difficulties involved in conducting the affairs of
the factory committee in view of the complexity and
indefiniteness and also because the matter itself is
totally new. Given the confused circumstances that
existed at the time of its creation and the difficulties
in adapting this institution for management and
control, the committee was placed in a contradictory
situation — for in giving orders to the corresponding
organ of the administration, it would thus limit itself
in the sphere of broad control and also inhibit the
initiative of the director of the factory, thus harming
the efficiency and orderliness of execution. Practice
and common sense told us that it is necessary to
transfer the function of administration to the
factory's director and thus to unite the entire staff
into a single unitary organization. The committee
retains the right to control all of its actions up to
and including removal, through the conciliation
chamber, of both the factory director and individual
administrative personnel and also the initiative in
the reorganization and reduction of their numbers.38

The different reactions in the state and private
factories shed important light on the workers’
conception of the February Revolution in the
economic sphere. The assumption of management
responsibilities by the workers in the state enterprises
was an initial reaction to the democratic revolution:
the state had been democratized, so too should the
factory administration in enterprises belonging to the
state. The workers soon retreated from this position in
view of the complexities of a task for which they did
not feel prepared — all the more so in conditions of
economic dislocation caused by the war. But there
was also a recognition that workers’ management had
to wait for the socialization of the entire economy. In
March this was clearly not a prospect for the short or
even intermediate term.

For the same reason, the workers in the private
sector, in contrast to those in the state sector, did not
put forth the demand for workers’ control. In the
private sphere, this encroachment on the prerogatives
of management was not seen as a right belonging to
the democratic revolution in the way that the eight-
hour day was. In both sectors, therefore, a
transformation of property relations did not form part
of the workers’ conception of the revolution.

An “Enthusiasm for Work”

On the face of it, the February Revolution seems to
have had little effect on the workers’ conscicusness —
almost all the measures they took in the economic
sphere had already been important demands of the pre-
revolutionary labour movement, many dating back to
1905 and beyond. Nevertheless, something had
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Government was unable to introduce a system of state
regulation, it did come up with a project of
“unloading”™ Petrograd, i.e. removing its factories to
places where they would presumably be closer to
sources of fuel and raw materials. The workers,
however, immediately saw in this a plan to rid Russia
of its most revolutionary element, the industrial
workers of the red capital. Intense opposition from the
workers and soviets forced the government to
temporarily shelve this plan. On May 31, the Workers’
Section met to discuss the “unloading” and to hear
explanations from the Acting Minister of Trade and
Industry, Pal’chinskii,* as well as from the moderate
socialist leaders of the Soviet’s Executive Committee.
The assembly voted 173 against 144 to reject the plan.
Instead, it called for a struggle against the economic
dislocation and an end to the war and concluded:

A real struggle against it [the economic crisis] is
possible only through regulation and control of all
production by state power in the hands of the Soviet
of Workers', Soldiers’ and Peasants’ Deputies. 57

The June 1 resolution of the First Conference of
Factory Committees on “the economic means of
struggle against the dislocation” spoke as much of
measures necessary on the national level as it did of
the need to extend workers’ control on the enterprise
level to all factories and aspects of production. The
last paragraph concluded:

The systematic and successful execution of the above
measures is possible only with the transfer of all
state power to the hands of the Soviets of Workers’
and Soldiers’ Deputies. 38

This resolution garnered 297 votes, or just over two
thirds. To this, the Mensheviks, who insistently
repeated that workers’ control was anarchistic,
choosing to disregard its explicit and intimate linkage

to state regulation in the discussion and the resolution

adopted, counterposed their “state control™. It,
however, received only 85 votes. (The anarchist
resolution, which passed over the state in silence,
gathered only 45 votes, a fact that the proponents of
the anarchist interpretation of workers’ control have so
far failed to explain.)

Responding to the Mensheviks, Ivan Naumov, the
delegate from the New Parviainen Machine-
Construction Factory, a young Bolshevik activist,
stated:

Remember how not long ago they called us
Bolsheviks “anarchists” and said “you are
proveking a civil war” because we demanded

* Pal’chinskii, an engineer who became acting Minister of Trade
and Industry in the coalition government after Konovalov's
resignation in May 1917, was one of the main advocates of
“unloading” Petrograd. Kerensky's governor-general of Petrograd
during Komilov's atiempted coup ai the end of August, he was
removed from office after three days, after he tried to ban the
Bolshevik mewspaper. Later he helped organize the defense of the
Winter Palace against the October insurrection.

control over production. Now everyone wants it. If
we give the responsibility for control to the existing
government — more bourgeois than democratic — it
is like giving capitalists who have been criminally
aggravating the economic crisis the responsibility
for controlling their own criminal acts. This makes
no sense. If you propose state control, then finish
what you are saying: the government of what class?
If it is the bourgeoisie, that means: leave everything
like it was before. 9

Workers’ Control: A Defensive
Measure

The defining characteristic of workers’ control, as
a direct response to the crisis on the enterprise level,
was precisely its defensive nature: it was first and
foremost a measure aimed at forestalling or reversing
a decline in production or complete shutdown. In its
motivation, it was, therefore, quite different from the
control established in the state enterprises in March as
a democratic right flowing from the revolution. The
movement for workers’ control in the private factories
arose “from below” towards the end of April when the
threat to the factories became tangible. It is worth
noting that although workers’ control scon became a
major plank of the Bolsheviks’ programme, the party’s
Petrograd Committee first called on the workers to
introduce it only on May 19, and its appeal was clearly
a response to what was already taking place:

In response to a series of declarations from the
factory committees on the need for control and its
establishment, it was decided to recommend to the
comrade workers to create control commissions in
the enterprises from representatives of the
workers.®

Langezipen: The Missing Rubles

The conflict at the Langezipen Machine-
Construction Factory is a good illustration of the
nature and circumstances surrounding the introduction
of control in this period. At the end of April, the
Senior Factory Inspector of Petrograd Province
reported that “the workers of this factory suspect the
administration of holding up the production of defence
goods.” On April 27, they posted guards outside the
administrative offices and refused to let the director
leave before the end of work. A joint commission of
representatives of the Petrograd Soviet, the Petrograd
Society of Factory and Mill Owners, the Union of
Engineers and the Central Military-Industrial
Committee was formed to investigate the conflict.
Then on June 2, the director announced that the
factory was closing. He cited rising costs and 2 two-
thirds decline in output due to the introduction of the
eight-hour day, 2 50 per cent decline in labour
productivity, and a shortage of fuel and raw materials.
As aresult, the company had lost ten million rubles on







David Mandel

Factory Committees and Workers® Control in Petrograd in 1917

the committees have developed control mainly in the
state enterprises. While attempts at control in the
private factories raise loud protests from
management and the bourgeois press — for
example, “seizure of the factories”, “anarchy” —
the existence of this same contrel in the state
factories goes unnoticed by broad circles of
society.85

As late as October, the factory committee of the
Reznekrants Copper-Rolling Mill, a very militant
factory, reported to the CS of Factory Committees that
it had only recently formed a control commission.
This decision was taken in conjunction with the need
“to conduct a stubborn struggle with the attempts by
the administration at sabotage.” Pal’chinskii himself
had threatened to “come and shut the factory.” 66

Much more common than control was the activity
of the factory committees directed at securing raw
materials, fuel and orders for the enterprises. Even
before the First Conference of Factory Committees,
the Petrograd workers had organized a special
conference to discuss the fuel and raw materials
situations. A number of factories sent delegations as
far as the Donbass in search of these supplies and to
clarify the situation in the mines.5” As one of the
speakers at the First Conference noted:

Strangely, after the first weeks of the Revolution, in
one factory after another there was no fuel, raw
materials, money. More important, the
administration took no steps to secure what was
necessary. Everyone saw in this an Italian strike.
The factory committees sent representatives all over
in search of fuel — to other factory committees, to
railroad junctions, warehouses, etc.... As a result of
their activity, oil and coal, orders, money were
found.... 68

The motivation in this was identical to that behind the
establishment of control, except that the
administration had much less objection to the former
type of activity.®

“The Stain of the Entrepreneur”

Viewed from a certain angle, this was a form of
active co-operation with the capitalist management
and, as such, it drew criticism from some quarters:
particularly from union leaders like Ryazanov,* who,
organizational rivalry aside, opposed direct worker
intervention into the running of the factories in a
democratic revolution. “The trade-union movement
does not bear the stain of the entrepreneur,” he told the
All-Russian Conference of Factory Committees in
October.

* David B. Ryazanov, initially associated with & group intermediate
between the Mensheviks and Bolsheviks and & collaborator of
Trotsky’s in Vienna and Parig before the revolution, became a
moderate Bolshevik during the course of 1917, though an opponent
of the October insurrection. Later head of the Marx-Engels
Institute, he would die in Stalin’s purges.

Buz it is the misfortune of the committees that they
are as if an integral part of the administration. The
trade union directly opposes itself to capital, but a
member of a factory committee involuntarily turns
into an agent of the entrepreneur.

Although from a quite different perspective, Lenin
also criticized the factory committees for acting as
“errand boys” for capital. His point was that only
soviet power and worker majorities in national
regulating bodies could ensure that the efforts of the
factory committees would be serving the interests of
the people and not a small group of capitalists. 7t A
number of speakers objected to his criticism. For
while the Conference did indeed vote overwhelmingly
for soviet power and national regulation, the situation
called for immediate action. “The factory committees
had to obtain raw materials,” replied one worker
delegate. “This is not errand running. If we didn’t
support the factories in this way, no one knows what
might happen.” 72

The Inexorable Struggle for Power

Lenin wanted to impress upon the conference the
importance of the question of power for that of
economic regulation. And in the abstract, this
criticism had some validity. But the concrete situation
in Russia of 1917 was such that the workers’ concern
for the maintenance of production led them
progressively and inexorably past any attempts at
collaboration with management to a direct struggle for
power in the factories and ultimately to the complete
expropriation of capital.

This was the objective tendency and this is what
the workers were pushed toward. But it is necessary
to repeat that this is not what the workers wanted, and

. not least because they did not feel themselves prepared

to assume responsibility for the functioning of the
factories. This is evident from the concept of control
itself, which is premised upon the continued existence
of capitalism and, therefore, requires at least a
minimal, grudging co-operation of the owners in the
sense of their continued interest and willingness to
manage the enterprises. If this was lacking, if there
was no positive managerial activity to control, the
workers would have either to accept the decline in
production and ultimately the closure of the factories,
as they had done in the case of lockouts before the
révolution, or else they would have to themselves
assume more and more direct managerial
responsibility. Here, in a nutshell, is the political-
economic dynamic that led from the democratic to the
social revolution, despite workers’ reluctance to
accept this change on the conceptual level.

For in practice, there was indeed a readiness to co-
operate with management if this held out hope of
saving the factory. And this even went beyond, af
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times, the search for fuel and orders. For example, in
mid-July, the director of the Baltic Wagon-
Construction factory announced his intention to close
the automobile department due to the losses it had
suffered since the revolution. When the factory
committee countered that his claim was based upon
inaccurate figures, the director finally agreed to
continue production if the workers could guarantee a
profitable level of productivity. The workers accepted
this condition but insisted on the right of control over
production and accounts. But the administration could
not accept such measures, as they “had no
precedent™.73 Co-operation was one thing, but the
workers were not about to let themselves be duped.

At the Brenner Foundry and Machine-Construction
Factory, the workers persuaded the white-collar
employees to call off a planned strike and agreed
themselves to work on holidays in order to avert a
shutdown. When the owner closed the factory
anyway, the workers re-opened it on their own and
asked the Soviet to lobby for sequestration. An
inquiry revealed a series of shady dealings on the part
of the owner, who had received large sums as
advances from the Technical Section of the
Committee on Medium and Small Industry which he
chaired.”™

Co-operation — and Frustration

In this way, the readiness to co-operate with
management, albeit a capitalist management, in the
interests of the factory was regularly frustrated. This
was the point made by Antipov, a young Vyborg
worker delegate to the Second Petrograd Factory
Committee Conference in August, in relation to
whether the workers should participate alongside
representatives of the owners in public economic
regulatory bodies:

Can our comrades achieve anything by entering
these conferences with the industrialists? It would
be possible to liquidate the dislocation by such
means if the owners were really unable to properly
manage production. But here it is a case of the
absence of desire on the part of the owners, and we
will not be able to force them by means of these
conferences. They are making no concessions, and
therefore we have no reason 1o go to them.

There is a striking parallel between workers’
control and dual power in the state. Dual power in
February had been explicitly premised upon leaving
the executive functions of governing in the hand of
upper-class representatives, while revolutionary
democracy, through the Soviet, “controlled” this
government, making sure it did not deviate from the
programme of the revolution: peace, land, democratic
republic. By July, however, the majority of
Petrograd’s workers had concluded that the liberals
were unwilling to carry out this programme, that, in
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fact, they wanted to destroy the revolution. Even the
direct participation of Soviet representatives in the
government after the April crisis had not changed this.
They therefore began to demand the assumption of
state power in its entirety by revolutionary democracy
to the complete exclusion of upper-class
representatives.

But in the political arena, particularly before the
July Days® when the depth and finality of the split
within revolutionary democracy had not yet become
fully apparent to the workers, this was a much easier
conclusion to reach than in the economic sphere. For
whatever the inherent dynamics of the situation, to the
workers, a soviet government did not of itself imply a
transformation of property relations and the direct
assumption of managerial functions by the workers,
i.e. a social revolution. It implied only control of the
still capitalist economy.

“No One Knows How This
Revolution Will End Up”

This is how workers’ control was conceptualizec
on the more theoretical level in the labour movement
Control was clearly differentiated from seizure. At the
Second Factory Committee Conference in August
Levin stated:

We demand from the ministries control over
production. But here, on their part we met with
indecision and a reluctance to act; and on the part
of the industrialists — with anger and fear for their
property. Many consciously or unconsciously
confuse the concept of “control” with that of
“seizure of the factories and mills”, although the
workers are not at all conducting a tactic of seizure.
And if such cases have occurred, then only in
exceptional and isolated circumstances.

On the other hand, workers’ control was a new
unforeseen demand and it did, therefore, call for a
least a partial revision of the social conception of th
revolution (as did the demand for soviet power itself,
Levin, a Left Social Revolutionary** member of th
CS, who was more aware than many others of th
dynamics of the situation (though even after Octobe

* The “July Days” were armed worker and soldier demonstrations
on July 3-4, 1917 to pressure the moderate leaders of the Central
Executive Committee of Soviets to take power, which despite
attempts by the Bolsheviks to hold them back took on a semi-
insurrectional character. The coalition government, supported by
some of the moderate socialists, responded with repression against
the labour movement and the Bolsheviks, beginning 2 period of
reaction that lasted for several weeks, until the defeat of Kornilov’s
agtempted coup.

** The Social Revolutionaries were & populist, peasant-based party
organized after the turn of the century as the heir of the terronist
Populist (Narodnik) movement of the laie nineteenth century. It
formally split in September 1917. The Left Social Revolutionaries
were close to the Bolsheviks after November 1917, joining a
coalition government headed by Lenin that lasted until March 191§
The Right Social Revolutionaries sometimes participated in the civ
war on the side of the Whites.
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August he issued two circulars denying that the
committees had the right to meet during work hours
without management’s permission or to control hiring
and firing.% “We hear each day of new attacks on the
rights of the factory committees,” it was reported at
the August Factory Committee Conference. At the
same time, the owners began to boycott the CS itself:

In the beginning of the activity of the CS of Factory
Committees, the entrepreneurs were quite amenable
to our influence in personal negotiations with
representatives of the CS. But now they are
becoming less and less flexible, citing in their
intransigence the Society of Factory and Mill
Owners and refusing to recognize the CS, as it is a
non-governmental body. %!

To the workers, the goal of the offensive was
evident: the owners were determined to remove the
last obstacle preventing them from closing. After the
administration of the Vulkan Factory ceased to pay
wages to the members of the factory committee, the
latter turned to the CS with the following letter:

As you know, the factory committee has already
defended the existence of the factory in relation to
finances and to raising productivity. But the
sabotage of the administration continues. It
expresses itself in both the total technical
defectiveness of the basic shops and the extreme
difficulty with which the factory commitiee must
attempt to carry out the general wage agreement at
the factory. But now the administration is taking
new measures of sabotage. It has decided to
completely withhold the money necessary to pay the
factory committee, in all eleven people, including the
technical control commission, the tariff commission,
the investigative commission and the conciliation
chamber. This measure is not only a general
offensive against the factory organizations (the
administration cites Skobelev) but it hits at the very
existence of the factory itself. For it is anyway only
with great difficulty that the factory committee now
exists, amidst extremely tense workers standing at
defective lathes and who are poorly paid, and with
the factory administration constantly threatening to
close the factory and cut the work force. 92

“Nothing Left But Bare Walls”

The upshot of all this was the very serious
undermining of the basic premise of the movement for
workers’ control: the existence of an active capitalist
administration to control. At the August Factory
Committee Conference, this was put very pointedly by
one worker delegate:

We are told that we must comtrol. But what will we
control when already we have nothing left but walls,
bare walls? 93

Accordingly, this period witnessed the increasingly
direct and active involvement of the factory

the coalition government in May 1917. He strongly opposed
interference by the factory committees with management of
industry.

committees in production itself. At the All-Russian
Conference of Factory Committees, Schmidt,* leader
of the Metalworkers’ Union, observed that “the
factory committees, against their will ... [are]
intervening into production, deviating from their direct
tasks of control.” %4

As the Vulkan letter indicates, the factory
committees became increasingly involved in measures
to raise productivity. In early July, when the
administration threatened to cut production and
possibly close entirely, citing a drastic decline in
productivity, the factory committee established a
commission to clarify the situation and to determine
its causes. This commission came up with a series of
recommendations, directed at reducing the proportion
of defective output and ensuring strict labour
discipline. It also made specific proposals for
technical improvements. These were accepted by the
workers’ general assembly, which agreed also to allow
overtime when justified by the interests of
production.%s

The first set of measures, which vaguely fell within
the sphere of the “internal order”, were duly
introduced, leading to a significant rise in
productivity. But the administration would hear
nothing of the technical changes, announcing at the
same time the dismissal of 640 workers, soon to be
followed by others. In the end, after the workers
presented an ultimatum demanding the replacement of
the director, the government intervened to set up its
own control, promising to remove the director if the
workers’ allegations proved correct.** %

One of the most famous cases was the intervention
of the Novyi Parviainen factory committee that saved
1630 jobs. When management announced these
dismissals, citing a shortage of fuel, the factory
committee, with the aid of the CS, set up a
commission of inquiry which found that fuel was
being expended in a technically irrational manner, and
that with certain changes a savings of 30 per cent
could be affected. After some initial resistance, the
director was forced to accept the commission’s
recommendations. The factory committee then
proceeded to work out instructions on the expenditure
of fuel for each job category. ¥

#* Schmidt, a Bolshevik, would become People’s Commissar of
Labour after the October revolution.

*# John Reed, the U.S. journalist (and later founder of the U.S.
Communist Party) whose Ten Days That Shook the World became a
clagsic account of the October Revolution, mentions a conversation
with the owner of this factory in which the latter emphasized that
the owners would never allow the existence of factory comumitiees
or permil the workers to share in management. He placed his hope
on international intervention to stop the spread of such ideas as
“social revolution”, but noted that even without that, “Starvation
and defeat may bring the Russian people to their senses.” 97
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The Flight from Responsibility

But notwithstanding these developments, the
factory committees were as insistent as ever in
rejecting responsibility for production or formal
participation in management. A series of conferences
in Petrograd in October, including one of
representatives of the factory commitiees and other
workers’ organizations, the All-Russian Factory
Committee Conference and the All-Russian
Conferences of the Artillery and Naval Authorities,
passed resolutions in this sense, strictly limiting the
committees to control through control commissions
entirely separate from management. %9

There were a number of reasons for this position.
In part, it was fear of being used by an administration
that wanted to shift responsibility for dismissals and
closures onto the factory committees without giving
them any real power to act to maintain production.
This, for example, was among the reasons given in the
discussion in the Putilov Factory committee of
Pal’chinskii’s offer of a joint worker-management
standing conference to “regulate all the work of the
factory.” 190 The committee was being offered only
five places, a minority, and no other workers’
organizations (such as the CS of Factory Committees)
could participate.

The entrepreneurs at present are seeking out all
means so that the workers might whip themselves
with the knout. Without the function of genuine
control, we should not enter this organ. When it
turned out that the government [which had
sequestered the factory in 1916] could not do
without us and that it was in a bad way, then it came
to us for help. But we will give it help only when it
gives us a guarantee that we are real controllers.
Otherwise, why should we take the bait that is being
tossed at us. We must not get caught. 101

Another reason, to which the “conscious workers”
were particularly sensitive, was that participation in
management implied collaboration in the exploitation
of the workers. At the All-Russian Tariff Conference
of the Metalworkers’ Union in October, Gast’ev, a
member of the executive of the Petrograd branch,
observed, somewhat unjustly, “a touching solidarity
[of the factory committees] with management,”102
Ryazanov, as noted earlier, characterized them as
involuntary “agents of the entrepreneur.” 103

But by far the weightiest reason was simply the
reluctance of the factory committees to take
responsibility for a task for which they did not feel
prepared. As long as the capitalist management was
running the factory more or less conscientiously, they
very much preferred to leave responsibility for
management in its hands. At the All-Russian Factory
Committee Conference, Larin proposed that the
factory committees delegate one member with 2
consuliative voice to each department of the

=

administration to monitor its execution of an econom
plan that would be drawn up by a central econom
organ with a majority of workers’ representative
This, presumably, was to occur after the coalitic
government had been replaced by a government ¢
revolutionary democracy. But factory committe
activists, like Chubar’, objected that

The members of the factory committee would turn
into “pushers”, whom the administration will use as
extra help while itself remaining outside of active
work. Such phenomena have already been observed
in the state factories. Besides, if the workers enter
the factory administration, even with only a
consultative voice, in a critical moment (and at
present that can be any time) the workers will direct
all their discontent at the factory committee, blaming
it for not having taken steps to prevent hitches in
production. It will, therefore, sow discontent in the
midst of the workers themselves.

Chubar’ proposed instead to stick to control throu
commissions entirely separate from ti
administration. 104

Toward Active Intervention

The factory committee activists were, of cours
not unaware that they were being compell
increasingly to move beyond their original concepti
of control. But they tended to view this as exceptio
forced upon them by the situation and refused to dra
any more far-reaching conclusions. Milyutin,* w
gave the report on workers’ control at the All-Russi
Conference on the very eve of the October Revolutig
reflected this position when he stated:

Many comrades pointed out that the executive
[rasporyaditel’nye] functions of the factory
committees were not clarified in the reports. This
was done consciously, since the economic
[khozyaistvennye] functions are only an inevitable
evil which should by no means be erected into a
system. 105

Milyutin’s resolution received 65 votes against eig
The anarchists’ resolution for immediate takeover
the factories garnered only five votes.106

“Life itself” was pushing the factory committe
toward more active intervention into management.
this, pressure from below played an important ro
The mood in the factories was extremely tense 2
volatile amidst the deepening economic crisis and
looming threat of mass unemployment. The work
were impatient for action that would save th
factories and less concerned with the complexities
factory administration than their commitiees, wh
would have 1o directly assume thig tagk themselves.

* Milyutin, a Bolshevik Central Committee member and econom
would later oppose the October insurrection and argue for a soci
cealition, but would nonetheless become the first People’s
Commissar of Agriculture.
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The director of the Admiralty Shipbuilding Factory
noted in October

under the pressure of the workers a deviation of the
committees from their proper [pryamoi] and fruitful
activity of preliminary [predvaritel’nyi} control of
the administration, in other words, in the direction
of management of the factory. 107

Conservative Committees,
Militant Workers

As a result, some factory committees began to find
themselves at odds with the workers, attempting to
restrain them, warning against going too far —
although in the end of the workers often did come
around. At Vulkan, for example, matters came to a
head in September. On top of the threats of dismissals
and closure and on top of the administration’s refusal
to introduce technical improvements or to give the
workers information on the true state of the factory, it
was reported that the director had behaved
“insolently” toward the factory committee, using such
expressions as “keep your tongue between your teeth”,
That was enough for the workers in their current state
of mind. Against the opposition of the factory
committee, the general assembly passed a motion from
the floor that the director be removed within 48 hours
or “the general assembly will free the factory
committee from all responsibility for acts the workers
might take in relation to the administration.” The
factory committee was able to keep the lid on long
enough to secure the intervention of the broader
workers’ organizations and the state, which set up
control, 108

In his report to the Bolshevik Central Committee
on October 16, Skrypnik, a member of the CS of
Factory Committees, stated:

Everywhere one observes the desire for practical
results. Resolutions no longer satisfy. It is felt that
the leaders do not entirely express the mood of the
masses. The former are more conservative. One
notes a growth in the influence of the anarchists in
the Moscow and Narva Districts. 109

Rise of the Anarchists

This was the background to the brief upsurge of
anarchist influence in the fall and early winter of 1917,
particularly in districts like Narva and Moscow with a
large contingent of unskilled workers who had
recently shifted from the Social Revolutionaries to the
Bolsheviks. After the intense political mobilization
around the Kornilov coup, a certain disenchantment
with politics set in: the economic situation was
deteriorating and heading for utter disaster in the near
future, but the recent political involvement of the
majority of unskilled workers had so far yielded

nothing tangible. In these circumstances, the
anarchists’ advocacy of direct action on the enterprise
level and their ignoring of the issue of state power
found a certain resonance. At the meeting of the
Bolshevik Petrograd Committee on October 15, the
delegate from the Narva District noted that “in the
backward masses there is indifference to politics.” In
the Petrograd District: “Where our influence is weak,
there is political apathy. There a struggle is taking
place with the factory committee,” 110

In fact, there was widespread dissatisfaction
among the workers with the results of the movement
for workers’ control and of the activity of the factory
committees, and not least among the committee
activists themselves. While the factory committees
did play a crucial role in keeping the industrial
working class of Petrograd together for several months
longer than would have been possible had the
industrialists and the Provisional Government been
given free reign, they were nevertheless unable to
reverse or even halt the economic crisis. And
workers’ control, as the regular monitoring of the
administration of the enterprise through access to
documents and other information, was rare before
October. It existed mainly in the state factories and in
some of the private enterprises, where the workers had
been able to tip the balance of power in their favour —
usually after reopening a factory the owner had
decided to close.

At a meeting of the Putilov factory committee on
September 26, its chairman, Glebov, spoke of the
pending dismissal of 5000 workers:

The administration has given up and it is hardly
likely to take the dismissals upon itself, and in all
probability we will have to assume this dirty work
ourselves. The blame in this, of course, lies with
those on top [verkhy] who refused to allow us to
control. 111

Another worker, Voitsekhovskii, seconded this:

We must succeed in getting the right to control, and
it is high time that we put an end to our traipsing
about the factory shops. 112

The Unavoidable State

The frustration was great indeed, and in the end the
discussion always came back to the question of state
power. Surkov, 2 delegate to the August Factory
Committee Conference, lamented:

At the First Conference, we expected to greet the
second amidst brilliant successes. But the
revolutionary wave has stopped, and those for whom
it is profitable have been able to exploit this. As a
result, our activity has been paralyzed to a
significant degree. 113
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Private Enterprise’s Last Stand

Underlying to an important degree the accusation
of anarchism — explicitly in the case of the
Mensheviks, but largely implicitly in the case of the
Bolshevik “comrades to the right” — was another
consideration. It was not so much that “active
control” was anarchistic but that it was seen as
incompatible with the continued existence of private
enterprise, at least in the sense that it posed such a
challenge to the owners they would sooner close up
shop. Indeed, this is how the employers explained
their preference for Larin’s position. The reporter on
workers’ control at the January 25 meeting of the
Petrograd Section of the All-Russian Society of
Leather Manufacturers summed it up in this way:

The struggle between the two currents in the worker
milieu is still not over. On the one hand, we have to
do with an anarchistic current represented by the
factory committees; on the other, a thought-out
system of gradual transition to state socialism on the
basis of the existing capitalist system. The second
current is supported by all active members of the
trade-union movement. In evaluating the issue of
who can save industry from total and final
disintegration, one can without exaggeration state
that at present the only ally of industry in the
struggle between the anarchist element and the
conscious workers are the organizations of these
union people. 138

It would, of course, be naive to think that the
industrialists were eager for socialism in any form, be
it of the “state” variety or other. But the transition to
“state socialism” promised to be long, and in the
meanwhile property rights would be respected and,
who knew, the transition could very well be
interrupted by a successful counter-revolution. The
meeting unanimously endorsed Larin’s draft on
workers’ control as “something we can live with”. The
reporter approvingly quoted an article from Novaya
zhizn’ that argued that the Russian Revolution was
bourgeois and that, therefore, private property had to
be maintained:

In the given conditions it is possible to realize only
state regulation with the participation of the workers
in control, but maintaining the private capitalist
basis of the enterprises, i.e. private ownership of the
means of production and profit. 139

Control: An Qutdated Concept

Control, in the form now conceived by the factory
committees and particularly in the given Russian
conditions, was, in fact, not compatible with the
continued existence of private enterprise. The
continued use of the term “control” in the draft of the
CS§ is anomalous, since it was not control that was
envisaged but a sort of co-management, if not more,
(Thus, the Metallicheskii workers “created a worker
directorate (control-executive [1] commission for joint

management with the administration)”. This clinging
to outdated concepts, again, reflects the fact that the
workers were pushed to this by the situation in which
they found themselves and by their desire to save their
factories. This was their overwhelming motivation
not any eagerness to have done with capitalism and
take over the factories. They acted fundamentally
from a sense of lack of alternative. It is this tha
explains the continued use of concepts appropriate to
the democratic revolution at a time when this
revolution was already being left behind.

Indeed, the evidence indicates that even at this late
date, when the introduction of control (in the new o;
old sense) threatened to provoke the departure of an
administration that was more or less willing to run the
enterprise and not threatening to close, the workers
preferred not to force the issue rather than have to
unnecessarily assume responsibility for production. In
January, the committee of the Erikson Telephone
Factory reported to the CS that while the
administration had been co-operating in the
procurement of fuel and raw materials, it categorically
refused to provide reports on the financial and
economic side of the factory and even threatened th
resignation of the entire administrative staff. In orde
“to avoid premature complications that could cause a
temporary stoppage,” the factory committee decided
not to press its legal right at that stage. Novaya zhizn
commented approvingly:

One should note that the factory committee at
Erikson, acting in full contact with the
administration, is making use of the Decree on
Workers’ Control with great intelligence, while not
overestimating its forces. Thus, for example, it froze
all financial assets of the joint-stock company and in
this way prevented their removal from the enterprise
and transfer abroad. At the same time, the factory
committee in no way intrudes upon the economic
prerogatives of the administration. 140

And Erikson was one of the most politically radica
factories in the Vyborg District. Similarly, at the
Tenteleevskii Chemical Factory an entente wa
reached, according to which in return for its
recognition of workers’ control (in the narrow sense)
the workers recognized the administration’s right to
manage.141

“Take My Place”

At the New Cotton Mill not long after the Octobe
Revolution, the owner finally lost patience as he
observed the chairwoman of the control commission
carefully checking for unnecessary expenditures
before she countersigned his check. “Alright then, in
that case, take my place, and I will leave” — and he
walked out. And the worker did just that. (Some
years later, she explained this by her youth: “I was
just a girl. I thought to myself: Well, why not? No
great loss.”) But she had not been sitting more than
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